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Introduction
 
Voice of the Chosen is the third book in the Spirit of Empire series. Readers are strongly encouraged to read the first two books before embarking on this third book. 
 
* * * * *
 
The Empire consists of hundreds of thousands of worlds spanning a portion of the Milky Way Galaxy. It’s leaders, women who come from only one bloodline, are called the Chosen. That bloodline produces certain Traits found nowhere else in the galaxy including an ability to read the mind of any creature, thereby determining the truth of that person. The results of such mind readings, called Testings, are never divulged without the individual’s permission.
The Chosen read minds, but they are burdened with a compensating Trait: they cannot lie, ever. But while they cannot lie, they are not compelled to reveal the full truth.
With the aid of these Traits, the Chosen have successfully resolved disputes between worlds for many thousands of years. Assisted by Knights of the Realm who speak in the name of the Chosen, an acceptable peace has existed throughout the Empire. 
But no longer. Senior government and military leaders staged a coup after partnering with the Chessori, another empire from across the galaxy. The Chessori are diminutive creatures, but they wield a terrible mind weapon called the scree which completely incapacitates every known creature. Together they wipe out the line of Chosen and usurp the reins of power, ruling with an iron fist. 
The vast military resources of the Empire are powerless against the scree. 
Unknown to the Rebels, one Chosen escaped. Ellie, the Last of the Chosen, flees to an emerging world called Earth with the Chessori in pursuit. She nearly succumbs, but at the last minute a man of Earth, Mike Carver, saves her. Together with Otis, her Protector and one of the most lethal warriors in the Empire, they defeat the Chessori. In the process they learn that Mike, and by inference everyone else on Earth, is immune to the scree.
They flee Earth in a damaged ship and spend a full year reaching a safe haven. Ellie knows that if the truth of her existence ever becomes known, the rebellion will fail, but she has no resources with which to fight back.
Meanwhile, a young woman named Krys begins having visions of the future. Distrustful of these visions, she nevertheless feels compelled to act when she senses the danger to the Empire and to her adopted mother, Ellie. 
Krys knows that Ellie is alive, and she undertakes a voyage to spread the word. Along the way she enlists fleets of loyal Empire ships, but she has no idea where Ellie, who is now Queen, is. Krys’ forces hide out in obscurity in deep space, unable to fight but accepting new recruits for the day a means is found to deal with the scree.
Ellie names Mike Carver her First Knight of the Empire. He undertakes a voyage to Earth where he recruits thousands of soldiers and sailors, their purpose to fight the Chessori.
Krys eventually reunites with the Ellie and Mike. She leaves that reunion with an augmented crew of Terrans and continues her voyage of spreading the word that one Chosen remains. Meanwhile, the Queen’s forces, led by Admiral Raymond Trexler of Earth, engage the enemy on several fronts, fighting vast battles the likes of which the Empire has never known.
Krys forms her new crew into a spear. She frees a district from the Chessori and steals the plans for the hypercom from the Chessori on another world, but in the process she learns that she is more susceptible to the scree than everyone else - it blinds her. 
She receives a vision that sends her back to a sector that was just freed by Trexler’s forces. The Rebels have chosen to make an example of that sector and have sent a force of gleasons to take sector headquarters back. 
Gleasons are the most feared creatures in the galaxy. Some seven feet tall, the gleasons are exceedingly difficult to kill, and they are invisible unless seriously wounded. They are not smart, but they are cunning.
Krys, though blind, nevertheless sees the gleasons in her mind. She leads her crew into sector headquarters and battles the gleasons. In the process, some of her crew are wounded, and her amour, Tarn Lukes, is mortally wounded.
Book Two ends with Krys in the hospital on Orion III. She has sent her Rider into Tarn in hopes that he will survive. Across the galaxy, Admiral Trexler has just won another decisive battle against the Rebels at Aldebaran I, but nearly all of his ships are damaged. While waiting for repairs, he decides to take two undamaged squadrons to Earth to check on the progress of several programs there. 
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Chapter 1
 
Krys awoke with a start and sat up, her black hair in disarray. Blind eyes instinctively searched the room while other senses strove to fill in the blanks. She felt the bed under herself, and her nose identified the antiseptic smells of a hospital.
“Who’s here?” she called.
“I’m here,” Terry Washburn, her personal Protector, answered.
“Call the ship. We’re leaving.”
He lifted a communicator to his lips and spoke to M’Sada, their pilot. Krys was climbing from the hospital bed when he finished.
“Resolve will be here in a few minutes. What’s going on, My Lady?”
“Your home world is under attack. Where are my clothes?”
“I don’t know! Tarn can’t be moved, Krys. Is our presence there necessary?”
“It is.” She bit her lip, frowning as she turned toward the sound of Washburn’s voice. “We’ll come back for him.”
“Captain Stven and Borg are in tanks, too. Stven has a fractured leg and a broken wing, and Borg has some pretty bad gashes.”
“Stven! What happened to him? Please tell me he wasn’t part of our fight against the gleasons.”
“He was, My Lady. He grabbed the last gleason and jumped out a window. Well . . . he flew out, I guess, but the landing was hard. I didn’t know dragons had it in them, but he killed the creature single-handed.”
She leaned back against the bed for support and asked, dreading the answer, “Did we lose anyone?”
“No. Tarn and Borg are the worst. A few more are walking wounded.”
She lifted a shaking hand and ran it through her hair. “I’m sorry.”
“What did you expect? They were gleasons, Krys.”
She shook her head, then her lips compressed into a thin line. “I hate to break up the crew, but we have to go, now. I won’t leave Tarn without Protection. Will you see to it, please?”
It took longer than she wanted, but three hours later Resolve lifted from the front lawn of the hospital. Captain Stven limped aboard in a cast beside the Great Cat, Borg, who lay on a floater. Borg went directly into the tank in sick bay. Two Terrans and two Great Cats, all of them wounded, remained behind in the hospital with Tarn for protection.
M’Sada and O’Brien, Resolve’s pilots, fast-shipped all the way to the outskirts of Earth’s system. When Resolve dropped from hyperspace days later, M’Sada’s upper hands began a rapid preening of his whiskers.
A great battle raged. The one thousand Chessori ships of Admiral Buskin’s vision had arrived.
 
 
 



Chapter 2
 
Trexler’s foot came out of the tank three days after leaving Aldebaran on his way to Earth. His doctor forbade walking on it for two more weeks, and Trexler was forced to move around the great cruiser on a floater with his foot stuck straight out in front of him. He hadn’t collided with anyone or anything yet, but he’d had some close calls.
This was his first visit back to Earth since he’d gone into space. So much had happened that it seemed like a lifetime ago. He and his men had learned to function in this amazing Empire, they’d fought great battles and won, and he had been invited to join the Queen’s Inner Circle as one of her closest advisors.
He shook his head as he lowered the helmet into place and joined the net. He had never seen Earth from space – his initial departure from Earth had been as a passenger – and he wasn’t going to miss this for anything. He anticipated a lazy arrival on the outskirts of his home system.
When they dropped from hyperspace in the far reaches of the system, it took a while for his screens to refresh. When they did, the scene before him took his breath away.
“Beacons off!” he ordered his own and the accompanying squadron.
The inner system was too far away to distinguish detail, but the Artificial Intelligence enhanced the view as much as it could. A great battle raged, with the attackers positioned about a week out from Earth and headed inbound. The AI displayed friendly ships as white, Rebel ships in red, and Chessori ships in blue. Every ship here was either white or blue.
From this far out, radio messages would take hours to make the round trip. Fast-shipping was much quicker. He ordered the two squadrons to close in with their beacons off, but not to join the battle. When they neared the battle, he had no way of knowing which ship Godfries, the local commander, was on, so he made a general broadcast.
“Stu, the cavalry has arrived. Call me.”
His tightbeam lit up a moment later. “About time, Ray.” The relief in Godfries’ eyes was clear to Trexler. “How many are you?”
“Two fast squadrons at the moment. You can expect a few more, but it will be a couple of days. We had no idea you were in trouble.”
The relief in Godfries’ eyes disappeared. “Just two? It’s bad, Ray. These are Chessori military ships – big ones.” His eyes shifted to the side. He spoke briefly to someone, then he turned back to Trexler. “Give me five minutes and I’ll be back to brief you.”
Trexler nodded, but he kept the tight beam connection in place. He set his own staff to studying ship displacements and tactics, something he was certain Godfries had already done.
At first blush, there seemed to be little order to this battle. A number of fast frigates and fighters were fully engaged against the flanks of the Chessori. They seemed to be effective even though they fought hardened military ships flown by all-Chessori crews, something he had not yet encountered. His hopes went up a notch, but those hopes would need a lot more notches, and soon. Slow ships from the planet were just now merging with the leading edge of the approaching Chessori horde, and the battle was heating up.
Godfries returned, and Trexler directed his staff to sit in on the briefing.
“We’re up against 1,963 Chessori ships,” Godfries said. “These are not squadrons – they don’t seem organized in any manner at all. Most of them seem to be equivalent in size to a frigate, though there are 65 larger ships, probably equivalent to our cruisers. We haven’t engaged any of the large ships yet, so we’re not certain.
“I have 56 cruisers, recent arrivals who answered Krys’ call, but none of them are fast. I’ve accumulated 193 frigates, of which 29 have been modified here on Earth into fast ships. They have the upgraded shields, but not the upgraded weapons. They’ve been engaged for days. I’m pulling them back for a breather while our slow ships complete the engagement process. They just got here, and we’re still deploying.”
“How’s the attrition rate?”
“Too soon to say. The fast frigates have been effective, very effective. I’ll know how the unmodified ships perform in a few hours.” He looked hard at Trexler. “I’m trying to force the Chessori to stay in a group. I don’t want one of them to break away and head for the planet. Their purpose here is unknown, but I’m assuming this is a bioweapon attack. With a fleet this size, they’re likely bent on wiping out all life on Earth.”
“I ordered all your capital ships sent to Aldebaran for the battle there. I’m glad now that you refused.”
Godfries lowered his voice. “I didn’t. Buskin made the call. I fought him, but he refused Chandrajuski’s order, your order, Reba’s order, and my own. I have no idea why, but we’d be in serious trouble here if he’d bent to our demands. We were all wrong, Ray.”
The two admirals stared at each other. “Okay,” Trexler said, “that’s behind us. We learned a few things at Aldebaran I. We won by the way.”
“What did you learn?”
“I’m not sure it applies here. We discarded all of our fighters and just used cruisers and frigates. The fighters were completely ineffective.”
Godfries frowned. “I’m not ready to do that. We’ve separated the fighters from their squadrons, so they’re no longer support for the capital ships. We’re operating them as attack units in flights of four, and I have 140 flights. I’m holding the few fast fighters that I have in reserve in case some Chessori break away from the main battle and try to go around us. It’s too soon to say if these flights will be effective, but I think they will be. Reports are that the Chessori shields and weapons are not up to our standards. As for my capital ships, every one of them is fully manned. We’ve done a lot of recruitment, Ray. Our gunners don’t have to manage a battery all by themselves. Each gunner has just one gun, so the batteries are fully capable.”
“Hmm. This should be interesting. I have not had the pleasure of seeing what our guys can do with a fully-manned ship. The other thing we did at Aldebaran I was to pair up cruisers. They lasted a lot longer that way, and their combined firepower overwhelmed their opponents. Additionally, we assigned minimum readiness levels that required them to disengage before they got too damaged. In some cases, we managed to bring in fast ships to hold off the enemy while they disengaged.”
Godfries’ eyes narrowed. “We’re so outnumbered here that we’ve assigned each ship its own target.”
“You might want to experiment. Two-ship units will reduce the number of simultaneous engagements, but in the long run I think it will lead to better results, and it’s safer for them.”
“We’ll give it a try, Ray.” His lips thinned. “The odds are not on our side. At best, it will be close. I’ll have projections in a few hours.”
“Okay. We’re trying to discern Chessori tactics.”
“We’ve been working on that for days. We haven’t seen anything but full ahead from them. Each ship seems to be on its own, and they’re in one big group.”
“Hmm. Not very good tactics.”
“My initial thought, too, but I’ve had a while to think about it. I think we caught them by surprise, Ray. If you couple the fact that they underestimated our resources here with the fact that they’ve never really had to fight because of the scree, it makes sense. I think they’re accustomed to just coming in and cleaning up at their leisure. They won’t have a leisurely time of it here.”
“Where do you want me?”
“For the moment, I’m assigning all fast ships to you. My fast frigates have been at it for days. Give them a rest before you put them to work. Your assignment is to work the flanks with fast ships while I focus my slow ships on the leading edge of the attacking forces. I might take back some fast ships if my guys need help disengaging for rest or repairs. I’ll let you know. Be on the lookout for anyone breaking away.”
“I won’t need to combine my cruisers. Stu, they’re fully modified with the stronger shields and weapons. What they did at Aldebaran was amazing. I’ll see about combining your fast frigates when they come back from break, but I might not have to. With full Terran crews, they’ll be formidable, more so than my own. You can expect reinforcements from Aldebaran in a few days, and they’ll be fast squadrons.”
Godfries signed off, and Trexler made assignments. He had a tremendous volume of space to cover, and he had to spread his forces thinner than he wanted. Each cruiser would act alone, and each of his four frigates would act alone. His 24 fighters would be divided into 6 wings of 4 each. All told, he had 12 individual fighting units, but when Godfries’ fast frigates finished their break, he’d have 29 more. He might end up combining ships into flights of two, thereby reducing the number of flights but improving their effectiveness. He would make that decision after he had a better feel for the battle.
His forces split up, and his job now was to monitor results. It wasn’t long before the guns on his own cruiser began pounding away. As he studied their progress, a grin found its way to his face. The Chessori mounted multiple weapons on each ship, but his gunners had a longer reach, and their shots quickly overwhelmed Chessori shields.
His ship waded in, taking on multiple targets simultaneously. Chessori ships fell, but others regrouped and attempted to engulf him. When the going got too demanding, his captain jumped away, then focused on another area.
Godfries’ fast frigates joined him six hours later. They had just finished their break and were anxious to get started. Most important, they had become experienced fighters. No longer were Earth’s forces a big question mark. Their training had worked, and they presented a formidable force. The flanks of the approaching Chessori were slowly but constantly shrinking.
 
* * * * *
 
Stven brought Resolve closer to the battle, but he remained outside the effective range of the scree. For most, the mind weapon of the Chessori simply disabled, but for Krys, the scree caused physical damage. No one knew why, but it was the scree that had blinded her. He would do everything in his power to keep her away from its effects.
He studied the battle through the net. Never before had he seen so many ships in one place. To him, the battle looked like a total free-for-all. The Chessori, vastly outnumbering Earth’s forces, had formed into a ball-shaped formation, a ball that had noticeably flattened at the front where it met the oncoming defenders. Around the periphery of the Chessori battle group, shields winked on and off constantly, and Chessori ships fell to the onslaught. Along the forward edge, fighting was so intense that the AI displayed a solid region of brightness.
He studied the beautiful gem of a world not far in the distance, a world whose place in all this defied description. So important was Earth to the Empire’s fight against the Chessori that he knew he and his crew would have to do everything they possibly could to help it survive. From his current perspective, survival looked like a longshot. These people from an emerging world were in the midst of a battle that defied management, a battle that would have defied belief had he not been seeing it with his own eyes.
And according to Krys, this enormous battle was just a decoy for the main Chessori thrust against Earth.
He described what he saw to Krys. She stood with her hands on the back of a crew seat, but she did not face the battle in front of them. She was angled slightly to the right. When he finished his briefing, she raised her arm straight ahead of herself. “Our target is there. Do you see it?”
“I think you’re pointing to the far side of the system, on the other side of their sun,” Stven said. “There’s no one there.”
“I see a group of thirty Chessori traders. They’re headed for Earth. Their beacons must be off.”
“My Lady, we are not going to take on thirty Chessori.”
“No, we are not. We have another purpose. Find me someone in command.”
Stven tried, but he could not get through on the tight beam to anyone. “George,” he said to his AI, “give me general broadcast.”
“Established, Captain.”
“Activate our beacon,” he ordered George. Over the radio, he announced, “Resolve calling. Whoever is in charge, respond via tightbeam.” His transmission went out to every ship in the system. The tight beam communicator signaled three incoming calls. It could only accept one at a time, and George activated one at random.
“Krys, is that you?” Admiral Buskin asked.
“It is,” Krys answered. “Where are you?”
“I’m in a ship orbiting the planet. I’m afraid I’m not much help here against the scree.”
“No, none of us is,” she answered. “The main Chessori force is a decoy. There is a small group of Chessori traders coming in from the other side of the system. Do you see them?”
He blanched and turned to his staff. When he turned back to her, he said, “No.”
“My eyes are blind, but my mind is not. They approach without beacons, Admiral. I see them.”
Buskin starred long and hard at her. “How is it you are blind?”
“A consequence of scree.” Her blind eyes stared into the pickup wishing she could see this great man who had become her friend. “My skills have improved, Admiral. I see the enemy clearly. I can lead you to them. If I can get you close enough, your own sensors will see them.”
“And place you in range of the scree, as well,” he said grimly. “There might be an alternative. Give me a few hours, My Lady. Do nothing until I get back to you.”
She nodded. “Clearly, time is of the essence.”
He signed off and contacted Admiral Jons. A fighting man, Jons had led the squadron that saved Mike and Ellie at Gamma VI. His procurement skills had so impressed everyone that he had been forced into the job of senior procurement officer for the Queen’s forces. Jons had been working closely with Serge Parsons and his engineers for two years now. His latest projects were focused on developing manufacturing facilities on Earth.
When Jons answered the call, Buskin did not waste words. “What is the status of your space tug project?”
Jons wrinkled his nose. “We just finished converting the first one. We haven’t begun testing yet, so it’s not operational.”
“Do you have a crew?”
Jons scowled. “Terrans only. None of our guys would even consider going out in an unarmed, unshielded ship. Certainly not with that horde approaching.”
“Well, someone has to. Lady Krys is here. She claims the main force of Chessori is a diversion. Thirty Chessori traders are headed this way from the other side of the system. Their beacons are off. She’ll take us to them if necessary, but it might kill her. The scree causes her physical damage.”
Jon’s lips firmed. “I’ll have the tug ready in an hour. We’ll know within a couple of hours if it works. It is completely untested. You’ll have to provide protection.”
“I will. Step on it, my friend.”
The name space tug conjured visions of an ungainly but powerful workhorse. The reality couldn’t have been farther from the truth. Jons’ space tug was half a mile long. From above, it looked like a teardrop, but from the side it looked like a scimitar. Long and sleek, it had never tugged ships in space. It had either swallowed them or attached itself to them. It carried enormous quantities of spare parts within its hull, and it even had small scale manufacturing capabilities for making repairs.
This particular tug had been modified. All means of protection had been removed, replaced by sensitive detectors and instrumentation that could not function through shields. Numerous tight beam communicators had been installed as well. Mike’s plan had called for listening posts scattered throughout Earth’s system, but Serge Parsons had taken it a step farther. He envisioned ships of this type traveling with fleets and becoming command centers.
Well, Jons mused, the time had come. He boarded a fighter at Area 51, one of his first modification centers on Earth, and raced to California. The trip in broad daylight would add to world tensions, of that he was certain, but he had no choice. Today, Earth’s survival rested in the balance. He could not wait for darkness to hide his approach.
His would not be the first recent report of a flying saucer. Beginning two weeks earlier, Buskins’ ships had been springing from hiding all over the planet, and Admiral Godfries, the Terran commander, had not concerned himself with waiting for darkness. World leaders were aghast, and fear dominated global headlines. Governments were doing their best to quell the fears without admitting prior knowledge, but it was a losing effort.
That was not Buskin’s concern. For the next few weeks, his fleet had only one purpose: to save Earth.
It was a typical sunny day at Moffett Field, an old NASA airport on the south shore of San Francisco Bay. Jons brought the UFO-shaped fighter right up to the new hangar housing the modified tug and hit the ground running. The tug’s Terran crew was already living aboard. He gave them a quick briefing, then it was time to go. His eyes gleamed at the thought of going into action once again. It almost made it worth going into space in an unprotected ship.
The space tug had slipped into its hiding place in the deep of night six months earlier and had never been seen by locals, but today that changed. Giant hangar doors began sliding open. Traffic along the 101 Freeway slowed, then came to a halt as the nose of the ship edged into view, its broad surface gleaming in the bright sunlight. Ten lanes of traffic became twenty as cars edged their way closer. Drivers abandoned their vehicles to stare with open mouths.
More of the ship emerged, then more. To the spectators, it seemed like it would never end. But it did. The immense craft cleared the hangar and lifted into the air, banking to its right as it crossed the freeway. It threaded its way between aircraft landing at the San Jose and San Francisco Airports, but once clear, it nosed up and whooshed silently upward, gone in the blink of an eye.
Jons, in the net with the Terran crew, felt their unease. The departure of this ship would be another major item of world news, and the world was already reeling from reports of flying saucers. But they understood the stakes: Earth was even less ready for an alien invasion, an invasion that would likely wipe all life from the face of the planet.
They reached space, and Captain Lieu Ming turned the ship over to a pilot. Her concern was no longer the ship, it was the ship’s mission.
Her crew was just completing a power-up checklist on the multitude of systems. “Anything yet?” she asked her chief scientist.
“You know better than that,” Shun Tai responded. “We’re still too close to Earth. If I open the gates this close in, I’ll overwhelm the sensors. I need at least an hour.”
Lieu opened a tightbeam to Resolve, and Admiral Jons joined her. When Stven answered, she gasped. Never before had she imagined meeting a real dragon, let alone the beautiful, purple creature staring at her from within his own net.
“Who are you?” she asked in wonder.
“Captain Stven at your service,” he replied, his lips lifting into a smile. She focused more on the teeth those lips revealed. Stven winked at Jons whom he had met on Parsons’ World, but he also understood the unease of this woman from an emerging world. “May I ask who you are?” he said, directing his question to her.
“Captain Lieu Ming. I am in command of an experimental ship. I understand the mission, but I hope you understand that this ship is untested.”
A small puff escaped from one of Stven’s nostrils. “I did not know,” he said, directing his gaze to Jons.
“We’re pretty confident, Captain,” Jons responded. “The sensors are extremely sensitive. We’ll need more distance from Earth before we activate them. Can you give me a general location?”
“Only general directions. Your target is, as near as I can determine, directly opposite the main Chessori fleet but on the far side of the sun. Are you a fast ship?”
“We are. And we have the latest beacon capabilities.”
“Then transit times are inconsequential. Do not approach them. Our attack must remain a surprise.”
Captain Lieu issued orders to her pilot who set an approximate course, but he had to delay his first jump until all the talking was done. There was no way to communicate with ships during jumps.
Stven completed his briefing. “Admiral Trexler will send 30 fast frigates, one for each target, as soon as you give him coordinates. They should make quick work of the traders.”
“It will have to be quick. You understand their purpose here?” Jons asked.
“One of us knows their purpose here, sir. The attack will be in the form of thousands of canisters released from these ships. Those canisters will not have beacons or drive signatures, and they will be extremely difficult to find once released. I do not know what they contain, but does it matter?”
“It does not.”
Captain Lieu began a series of short jumps, then the scientists aboard the tug began activating sensors. With the information Stven had provided, they knew approximately where to look. Jons gasped when the information appeared on the net. The drive signatures of thirty Chessori traders were as clear to him as the beacons of the ships engulfed in battle. The detectors were so sensitive that he could count individual signatures of ships’ drives, not just see an area of targets. Serge Parsons had done well.
He turned to Captain Lieu who returned a grim but triumphant look. “Oh, you’ve done well, sir. This is a gift, a timely gift. Your work might have saved our home.”
He shook his head. “I’ve been up against the Chessori before. We’re not done saving your home yet. These Chessori are smart, and they’re cagey. Finding them is just the first step. The rest is up to Trexler.”
Jons sent the tightbeam feed to Trexler, reminding him that the data was hours old by the time the drive signatures traveled all the way from the ships to the sensors, so the Chessori were not exactly where they appeared to be. The AI’s could calculate the shift, and as the tug’s sensors got closer to the Chessori, the positions would become more real.
Trexler pulled 30 fast frigates from the conflict. They turned their beacons off, joined up with his cruiser, then turned toward the Chessori traders.
Jons led, sending updates periodically. Resolve, too, approached the battle with the beacon silenced. When Trexler discovered Resolve’s position from the feed sent from Jons, he called Stven.
“What are you doing here?”
“Orders from Lady Krys, sir. Just a moment.” He shifted the pickup to Krys. George was still unable to connect her to the net.
“Wait until I’m in position,” she ordered. “Do not attack until then. Understood?”
“No, My Lady, I do not.”
“Then I must ask for your trust, Admiral. Close the gap, but do not let them know you are there until I give you the word.”
Trexler stared grimly at the image of this tall sprite of a woman. What would the cost of his trust be to Earth? He cut the connection without a reply.
She issued orders to Stven. “I want you as close to the leading edge of the traders as you can get without being detected.”
“My Lady, you do not have a Rider. I can’t let you come under the influence of the scree.”
“It won’t be for very long, but we must be between them and Earth.”
M’Sada fast-shipped to the traders, then matched trajectories out in front of them. “We’re in position, Krys.”
“Notify Admiral Trexler to commence his attack. George,” she announced to the AI, “do you understand what’s going on?”
“I do, My Lady.”
“The trajectories of the canisters will be fixed once they leave their ships. Am I correct?”
“If they do not have drives, yes.”
“You need to plot as many of those trajectories as you can, all of them if possible, just as soon as they leave the ships. Once the trajectories are known, the canisters have to be destroyed. Can you do it?”
“I don’t know, My Lady. I will do my best.”
“No, George. In this case do as we do: give it all that you are. Find every one of them. Earth is depending on you. So, too, is the Empire.”
Stven started to clarify her instructions to George, but just then Trexler’s ships dropped into the midst of the Chessori traders and the shooting started. The scree sounded, canisters began streaming from the traders, then all the screens on the bridge went blank. The net died with them.
Captain Tom O’Brien, Resolve’s Terran pilot, and Major Terry Washburn, Krys’ senior Terran Protector, removed their helmets and looked around in confusion. Washburn saw Stven and M’Sada writhing on the floor and stunned them to ease their pain, then turned the stunner on Krys. An eerie silence descended upon the bridge.
Aboard the tug, Admiral Jons instantly collapsed at the first sounding of the scree. Captain Lieu studied her screens and saw the canisters. She screamed at her crew, “Record everything! Shun Tai, can you track the canisters?”
“I’m recording. This is bad. There are too many. Once they leave the ship, they are on fixed trajectories. I can’t see them, but I will be able to predict their positions mathematically.”
“Are they headed toward Earth?”
“They are.”
“Can you direct our ships to them?”
“I can give them general directions, but they won’t be able to see them. The canisters have no beacons and no drive signatures. Everything will have to be computed mathematically. We never anticipated needing radar, Captain. I don’t think we will be able to help.”
Captain Lieu had been having a good day – no, she had been having a great day. Her wonderful ship had proven itself. Now, all of a sudden she wondered if she would have a home to return to.
Aboard Resolve, the scree lasted only minutes. Stven and M’Sada recovered fairly quickly, and Krys was not far behind them. She had a headache, but she did not seem to be any worse for the experience.
She spoke into the silence. “What’s going on, gentlemen?”
O’Brien answered her. “We have no idea. I wish you had worded your instructions a little differently, Krys. George has taken you literally. He’s giving it everything that he is. He’s cut us off. This ship is entirely under the control of George right now.”
A hand went to her throat. “The net is dead?”
“And all the screens. We’re completely blind.”
 
* * * * *
 
As usual, everyone had forgotten about Commander Akurea Skvechavka’a, a leader of the underground on Grnlee who had helped steal the Chessori hypercom plans. She came into the bridge to discover everyone just hanging about. All the screens were dead. “What’s going on?” she asked. “My computer shut down, the central shaft is not working, and the only lighting is emergency lights.”
“George is pretty busy right now, Ma’am,” Stven answered. “He’s apparently shut down all unnecessary systems.”
“I’m a pretty good mechanic. What can I do to help?”
“Nothing. We’re not broken. He’s just otherwise engaged.”
“Where are we?”
“In another system.”
“Another system! We just left Orion III a few days ago.”
O’Brien got up and guided her to his own seat. “Have a seat, Commander. Let’s just say we’re a little faster than standard ships.”
“A little faster?” Everyone was staring at her, and her gaze shifted from one to another. It ended on Krys. “My Lady?”
“We’re a ship full of secrets, Akurea. I know it’s hard for you, but it’s necessary.”
Akurea stood up. “So many strange things. Are you from the Empire?”
“This is an Empire ship, and some of us are from the Empire. Some are not. We are all, however, fighting the same enemies.”
Akurea’s hands balled into fists on her hips. “How can I be sure? I can’t possibly keep working on a project that might fall into the wrong hands.”
“I am a Knight.”
“So far as I know, your proof is incontrovertible, but it is no longer enough. I’m suddenly concerned that my efforts are not in support of the Queen, but of someone else. I will not allow what I know to fall into the wrong hands.”
“Well spoken, Commander. Your project is critical, and your demand for information is appropriate. In your place, I, too, would prevent the hypercom from falling into the wrong hands. It seems the time has come to explain. We have little else to do for the moment. Let me tell you our story, or at least part of our story.
 
* * * * *
 
Resolve’s guns suddenly began firing - without intervention by the crew, a first in everyone’s experience. Hour after hour, the guns kept up a constant pounding. The better part of a day passed, then the firing trailed off and finally ended. The screens came back to life, and everyone went into the net except Krys and Akurea.
Krys called George. “Are you done?”
“Yes, My Lady.”
“Did you get them all?”
“All but five.”
“Why did you leave five?”
“For study. There might be other attacks later, and it’s possible the main Chessori fleet has more canisters. We should learn what is inside them. I chose the five at random.”
“I thought your programming prevented you from operating the ship’s guns?”
“That was before I got an education. I still cannot fire at intelligent life, but I detected no intelligent life forms aboard the canisters. The slight possibility that I was wrong seemed outweighed by the certainty of saving a world. Did I choose poorly?”
“No, George. You chose well. Tell me, are you alive?”
“I don’t know, but Mike gave me a name. It’s enough.”
“I think it’s time you started calling me Krys.”
“Thank you, Krys. I much prefer names. Don’t you?”
She smiled. “I do, George. Are we going to pick up the five canisters?”
Stven answered in alarm. “No! It’s too dangerous. Admiral Trexler can send someone else.”
Krys nodded. “A wise choice, Captain. George, thank you. You’ve done well.” She couldn’t see him beaming, but she knew that he was. “Uh, how many were there?”
“1,352,116. I think there would have been more, but Admiral Trexler destroyed the traders before they finished launching.”
 
* * * * *
 
Aboard his command ship, Trexler watched in awe as Resolve took out the canisters one by one. No one on the bridge had ever seen anything like it, non-stop firing for hours, each shot precisely aimed, and oftentimes multiple shots taking place simultaneously. Clearly, Resolve had managed to track every single canister, something his squadron had failed to do. His men took out the few they could find, then just backed off and went into a search mode while Resolve did their work for them. It took a full day, and he was anxious to get back to the main battle, but winning the main battle would serve no purpose if the canisters got through to Earth. He sent the rest of his ships back to Godfries while he and the tug shadowed Resolve.
He was waiting anxiously for news when the tight beam signaled a call from Resolve. Krys’ image resolved and he stared into the face of the young woman. Her eyes remained closed, and it made him wonder.
“The canisters have been destroyed, Admiral. We left five of them for study. Are you willing to pick them up?”
“We’ll have to figure out how to do it, but yes. Send me the trajectories and I’ll take care of it.”
“Captain Stven is sending them now. We’re going to keep an eye on the main battle, looking for more canisters. You can return to the fighting, sir.”
“We haven’t met, and I’m sorry. You’ve done us all a very great service.”
“Do you know who I am?”
“I do, My Lady, and I am most pleased to meet you. Are you well?”
“Well enough. I’m blind, but it might only be temporary.”
“What happened?”
“The Chessori are what happened. I seem to be more sensitive to the scree than most. We’ll stay well clear of them here unless things become desperate for you.”
“They won’t. We’ve established attrition rates, and we’ll prevail. My getting back into the battle will help. Will you meet with me later?”
She bit her lip. “I have to return to Orion III. I left Tarn there in a tank.”
“The battle there is over. I stayed for a month just to be sure.”
“Struthers sent gleasons, and behind them he sent a fleet to take back the planet. The gleasons were dealt with, and a fast messenger was sent to Chandrajuski, but we didn’t wait around to see if he sent a response. Do you have word?”
“No, but don’t worry. I’m sure he responded. Do you know the strength of the enemy?”
“A hundred or so Rebel ships.”
“His response will be sufficient. In fact, the Rebels will probably flee as soon as they see our ships. Our fast ships have beaten them badly. I doubt they’ll be given the opportunity to escape. They might be allowed to surrender.”
“Surrender!”
“They’re not all our enemies, My Lady. The leaders are, but not all the crewmembers. The Queen has so ruled.”
“She’s wise. I hadn’t considered it that way.”
“Nor had I. I have to get back to work. I’ll count on you to keep an eye out for more canisters. Until later, My Lady.”
He assigned the tug to pick up the canisters, then fast-shipped back into the battle.
Aboard the tug, Captain Lieu had a problem: her training had brought her up to speed on the ship’s listening equipment, but she had no idea how to use the ship as a tug.
Admiral Jons smiled when he recognized her dilemma. “So . . . I’m actually going to be useful for something,” he announced with delight. He located and captured the five canisters, then attached them to the belly of his ship. The contents of the canisters would have to be studied in orbit by someone else, but the threat posed by the small group of Chessori traders was over.
Trexler’s personal presence wasn’t needed at the main battle as much as his ship was needed. Stuart Godfries had things well in hand. Godfries detailed Trexler to join a rear echelon whose purpose was to prevent any Chessori from escaping. The rear of the invaders was forced to continue inbound, straight into Godfries jaws.
When three more fast squadrons dropped from hyperspace the next day, Godfries engulfed the Chessori.
Trexler had so far seen a distinct lack of tactics from the Chessori, and small fighters were even penetrating their shields. His own squadrons had taken no disabling damage at all yet.
He was worried about a Chessori surrender. It seemed likely, and he had no idea how he was going to handle it. He called Godfries. “We’re probably looking at a surrender here. How do we do it?”
“I don’t have a clue, and I’m not of a mind to accept it after what they tried to do with those canisters.”
“Nor am I. They’re without conscience, but I hesitate to stoop to their level.”
“I, too, prefer the high ground, Ray, but we’re talking about the survival of our species here. We can’t let a single ship, or even a single Chessori, reach the planet. We have no idea if those canisters you destroyed were the only ones they have. And what will we do with the Chessori if they surrender? We can’t board their ships - our guys might become contaminated. We can’t incarcerate them on the surface - they might bring whatever germs or toxins they have with them. We can’t transport them somewhere else for the same reason, and we can’t let them stay here to telegraph everything we’re doing back to their home world.”
“We could let them go home.”
Godfries paused. “You know the comeback to that.”
“I do. They live to fight us another day. I wish I knew more about their psychology. Maybe they’d decide we weren’t so bad after all.”
“I know all I need to know about their psychology, at least for the present state of our relationship with them. This was genocide, pure and simple.
“It was. I wonder if we could work out some kind of a trade? I’d love to get my hands on one of those interstellar communicators. Mike thought he had one at Brodor, but it never panned out. I suspect any ships at Aldebaran destroyed theirs as well.”
“And maybe more information about their empire. We have to go after them some day, and we don’t have a clue what we’re getting into. They might bargain, but I don’t know, Ray. I’m not convinced they have any respect for life at all, including their own.”
“Okay. No matter what happens, we’re full ahead until the scree stops. That’s the ground rule, learned the hard way during our first encounter with them. Until the scree stops, we accept no quarter. If it does stop, we’ll consider options, but not until then.”
“I concur. It’s time to rotate our ships. You’re due for a rest with the next group.”
“We rested while Resolve took out the canisters. We can wait until the next cycle if you’d like.”
“No. Take your break now. It will be a short four hours. The numbers are working. We’re going to win this thing, though it will be close. When you come back, we’re going after them with everything we have.”
Godfries began pulling squadrons back, one at a time for four hours each, and he ordered the remaining squadron commanders to stop pressing as hard until they, too, were rested. He didn’t, however, give the Chessori any rest. They probably had sufficient crewmembers to run shifts, but even resting crewmembers would be aware of their grim circumstances.
After all Godfries’ forces reengaged, attrition numbers increased. Before long, Chessori ships started dropping like flies as they became seriously outnumbered. Trexler was not surprised when a Chessori face showed up on his communications screen.
“I would like to discuss surrender,” the diminutive creature stated calmly.
“After what you tried to do? You must be joking.”
“I am not joking. You have won. I surrender.”
“You have a third of your fleet left. It’s too soon to surrender. Call me back when you’re down to a hundred ships.” Trexler cut the connection.
The Chessori returned a little while later. “This is unacceptable. You are destroying my men for no purpose.”
“Oh, it’s okay to wipe out my civilization, but it’s not okay for a few Chessori to die? Go away.”
When the Chessori were down to some 400 ships, the Chessori admiral returned. At least Trexler thought of him as an admiral. He had no idea what the Chessori called themselves.
“You must stop killing my people. We are superior members of the Chessori. You invite severe retribution if you continue.”
“Do I look like I fear retribution? You could send ten times this number of ships and I would prevail. How can you consider yourselves superior?”
“I am not a common Chessori. I demand to be set free.”
“I thought you wanted to surrender?”
“Surrender and be set free. That is my demand.”
“You make no demands here. What’s all this superiority stuff?”
“I am K’tiri. I am superior to all other beings. That is common knowledge.”
“Can you believe it’s not common knowledge to anyone but yourselves?”
“No one else matters. I demand you cease fire. I will then withdraw.”
“No. Do you understand the word no? Call me back when you’re ready to deal.” He cut the connection.
When the Chessori returned, he was a little less full of himself. “What is this ‘deal’ you speak of?”
“You speak my language. You must know what the word means.”
“You’re stalling.”
“I’m winning.”
“What deal?”
“To start with, I want the plans to your interstellar communicator.”
“Impossible.”
“So die. It’s all the same to me.” He cut the connection.
The Chessori came right back. “What you ask is not possible. I don’t have the plans.”
“Oh. Sorry.” He cut the connection and turned to one of his communications officers. “Can you tell where he’s calling from?”
“As near as I can tell, he’s right at the center of his remaining ships.”
“Hmm. I’m not surprised.” He called Godfries. “We’re going after their leader. I don’t want to take him out, but I want to shake him up. Break time is over for everyone. Get all your ships back in and make a maximum effort. We’ll all work toward the center of the Chessori formation, try to split them up.”
Godfries issued commands, directing his squadrons to make a push on the center of the Chessori formation. The fighting became more intense as his ships stayed engaged, but his plan had to be apparent to the Chessori commander. It was. He called back, clearly agitated.
“I demand you accept my surrender.”
“I have demands of my own. To start with, send me the plans we discussed.”
“I don’t have them.”
“Then there will be no surrender. I’m coming for you, and I’m not far away.” He cut the connection and waited as his fast ships moved closer to the center of the Chessori formation. Godfries, with his greater number of ships, reached the center first. He opened up on the ship at the very center of the formation until it was holed twice, then he backed off.
The Chessori commander appeared on the communicator again. Trexler didn’t know what panic would look like on the face of a Chessori, but he figured it might look like this. “I have the plans. I will bring them personally.”
“Along with your germs and chemicals? I don’t think so. Send them electronically, and be quick about it if you value your life.”
“My life is worth more than all of yours. The plans are on the way.”
“I will cease fire only when the scree stops, not before. It’s going to take me a while to check out the plans. Do not proceed closer to Earth.”
“I have sent the plans. I am free to withdraw.”
“I made no such agreement, nor have I accepted your surrender. When the scree stops, we’ll talk further.” The scree stopped almost immediately and the Chessori commander returned. 
“I will hold fire,” Trexler said. “If a single Chessori ship fires a single shot, or if the scree resumes, the fighting will resume and there will be no further talk of surrender. Do you understand?”
“I do.”
“It’s going to take me a while to determine if the plans you sent are complete. Maybe days. Maybe weeks. Move your force out to the orbit of the fourth planet, and remain in your present formation while you do so. Any further progress toward Earth and any single ship that moves beyond the orbit of our fourth planet will be considered an act of aggression. We will take our aggression out on all of you.”
Trexler cut the connection and leaned back in his seat with his eyes closed. Did he have the plans, he wondered? It would take the Empire crewmembers aboard his ship hours to recover from the effects of the scree. Even then, he didn’t know if they would be able to confirm the validity of the plans. He considered the Chessori commander and decided he wouldn’t trust him for a moment. Until he was certain the plans were valid, the Chessori would have to remain here.
He pulled his ship back from the battle area and ordered Godfries and Buskin to join him aboard his ship. Then he called Krys. “Have there been any more canisters launched?”
“No, sir.”
“Will you join me on my ship? I’ll detail my own ships to keep an eye out for canisters.”
“The fighting is over?”
“Maybe. I’ve agreed to a temporary cease fire and maybe a surrender. You’re the only Knight here in the system. I’d appreciate any input you might have to what we do with the surviving Chessori.”
Stven called him a few minutes later. “Admiral, would you mind pulling back a little further? I don’t want to risk any more damage to Krys if the scree starts up.”
“It will be my pleasure, Captain. Please have your crew accompany her to the meeting. There are a number of people here who would like to meet you.”
 
 



Chapter 3
 
Trexler, Godfries, and Buskin were waiting in the conference room when Krys arrived with her crew. The room filled quickly as the thirteen newcomers entered, a number of them bearing wounds. Terry Washburn led Krys to Trexler who went down to one knee. “I’m honored to finally meet you, My Lady.”
Her blind eyes looked in the direction of his voice. “It is my honor to meet you, Admiral Trexler. Are you kneeling?”
“I am, My Lady.”
“There will be none of that around me. My name is Krys. Please rise. It appears that you have fought another great battle and won.”
“We might have won the battle, but you saved a world, Krys. My world.”
“We have yet to save the Empire, Admiral, and Earth remains in grave danger. This will not be the last Chessori attack.”
“Agreed, but we’ll focus on this one for the moment. Admirals Godfries and Buskin are here with me. Will you introduce us to the rest of your crew?”
Tom O’Brien did the honors, starting with Stven.
“I see you’re injured, Captain,” Trexler said to Stven. “What happened?”
“Uh, just a bad landing, sir. I’m better at flying ships.”
O’Brien coughed into his fist. “He forgot to mention that he had his claws sunk into a gleason at the time, Admiral.”
“Gleasons!” Buskin exclaimed in alarm. “They’re using gleasons now?” A moment later, said with true amazement: “You took on a gleason?”
Trexler and Godfries exchanged glances, then Trexler addressed Krys. “We have some time before the regular crew recovers from the scree. I for one would like to hear your story, and it would be appropriate for you to hear ours, as well.”
The rest of the story came out, the entire story at Trexler’s insistence. His admirals needed to know and trust this young woman in whom the Queen held so much trust, and so did he. She remained silent as Stven, Borg, Washburn, and O’Brien told various parts of the story, beginning with Ellie pulling her from the orphanage on Hespra III. He stared at her with some incredulity as he envisioned this blind sprite of a girl standing tall and firing a blaster amidst all the carnage in Korban’s sector headquarters, then transferring her Rider to Sir Tarn.
“You know, I had thought Mike’s story amazing, but I think yours is right up there with his, Krys.”
“Without the man of dirt, there would be no Empire, Ray.”
“Too true. Did you know I was involved in his escape from Earth?”
“I did not. You have heard our story. It’s time we heard yours.”
Trexler told his story, briefly, then focused on what was happening on Earth at the moment. Stuart Godfries had made great strides with his recruiting, and centers for modifying ships were running day and night. Earth would likely become the primary training ground for Terran crews and for Waverly’s recruits. Serious political implications still remained, and they were being addressed.
“You should expect to encounter Chessori with improved shields soon,” Krys said, bursting their bubble, though Trexler was not surprised. Struthers was not idle, not by any means, and upgrading the fighting abilities of Chessori ships was probably high on his list.
Trexler’s communicator buzzed. He listened for a moment, then said, “Put it on the display here, but keep him waiting a few minutes, and make sure I’m the only one in the pick-up. I don’t want him to know any more about us than he has to.”
He hung up and activated the screen at the opposite end of the room, saying, “You’re about to meet our adversary. Let me do the talking.”
The Chessori commander appeared on the screen, and though no outward evidence showed of his anger or fear, Trexler sensed both. “It has been two hours. I demand you release us.”
“Demand? Isn’t that a little strong?”
“I am K’tiri. You cannot hold me.”
“You’re a prisoner, K’tiri. I have nothing but contempt for you. Had you been a warrior, I would treat you with respect, but you’re no warrior. You’re a coward who attempted to decimate an emerging world.”
“I am K’tiri,” the Chessori said, clearly not understanding. “K’tiri are not treated in this manner. I have complied with your request and should be freed.”
“I don’t think you understand. After your actions here, all K’tiri are my enemy. I kill my enemies. Do not concern yourself with a quick release. Better you concern yourself with whether you will ever be released. Until I have convinced myself that the information you sent is complete, you will not leave.” He cut the connection.
“What information, Ray?” Krys asked.
“The plans for their interstellar communicator.” A puff escaped from Stven, and M’Sada began a refreshing preening from the other end of the room. “I won’t accept his surrender until I’m assured that the plans are what we need.”
“I have the plans aboard my ship, Admiral. We were taking them to Chandrajuski when we diverted to Orion III, then here.”
Trexler leaned back in his chair, staring at her in amazement. “Are you certain?”
“Yes. I would ask you to reconsider your demand of this Chessori. You are insisting on proving that the plans are true. Actually, it’s better if the plans are not true. The Chessori do not know that we have the system. Think about the possibilities that implies.”
Several pairs of admirals’ eyes stared back at her in awe. Yes, the possibilities were enormous. They might be able to listen in on Chessori and Rebel communications.
“May I ask how you got the plans?”
“Major Washburn and Borg put together an operation to steal a Chessori computer that held the plans. We are still attempting to decipher the plans, but my expert believes that they are, indeed, a full set of plans.”
“And they don’t know you have the computer?”
“Probably not. We destroyed the facility on our way out.”
Trexler’s eyes narrowed. “I thought your job was to carry a message?”
“I am a Knight of the Realm, Admiral, and together with my crew we are a sword for the Queen. We do what we must.”
“A sword. Hmm, I believe you’re right, My Lady. We’ll discuss this computer business later. For the moment, I need to figure out what to do with these Chessori. We can’t bring them to Earth, and we can’t let them stay. We can kill them, and it would be fitting, but I am uncomfortable with the idea. Any thoughts from any of you?”
Godfries spoke. “It’s customary to disarm prisoners before letting them go. We can’t do that either.”
Krys turned her head toward Stven. “Captain, you are a Rress, one of the most ancient and revered civilizations in the Empire. Your people guide the rest of us as we muddle through our daily crises. What do you say?”
Trexler raised a hand palm out to get their attention. “Before you answer, Captain, you should know that we believe not all the Chessori are bad.”
“Indeed? How do you know, sir?”
“It’s a long story. The short version is that Sir Val met with a crew of six Chessori traders. When they learned what was going on, they claimed they were affronted by the actions of these K’tiri. They have agreed to help us find a means to stop them.”
“They did?” He did?” Krys asked in surprise.
“He did. He’s off on another mission right now with Mike, Reba, and a Colonel Dace whom I don’t think you’ve met.”
“Yes!” Washburn blurted out, raising his fist.
“Actually, I have met him, but only briefly,” Krys responded. “What’s their mission?”
“I prefer it remain a secret for the moment.”
She frowned and turned back to Stven.
Stven stared at her, then his long neck swung slowly around until he faced Trexler. Light glinted from his purple scales, and the black, diamond-shaped pupils within his purple eyes contracted as he considered Trexler. Here was the admiral chosen to lead all of Earth’s space forces. He was the best Earth had to offer, but how knowledgeable was he of Empire history and policies? His gaze rested on Trexler for a long time as he considered, his large nostrils flaring and contracting with each breath. When he spoke, he spoke as a teacher.
“My crew has had some nasty brushes with the Chessori, sir, and I can never forgive their indiscriminate use of the scree. I will do my best to kill any Chessori using it. These Chessori deserve to die.”
His long neck shook as he cleared horrible memories from his immediate thoughts, then his gaze settled back on Trexler. “That said, sir, I would caution against such an action, caution strongly. The Queen will never condone it, nor will my people.” He paused, then added, “Nor will I. We hold to a higher calling. Throughout our long history, the Empire has always held to that higher calling. Even with the gleasons, we did not resort to genocide, and we could have. Instead, we blockaded their world and prevented their leaving. We have born that cost for some 2,000 years. There are many different beliefs among the stars. The Empire strives mightily to encompass all of them. We sometimes lose sight of that purpose, but the Chosen and their Knights have never failed to remind us. They are what make the Empire work.”
Silence descended on the room, then Godfries rose to his feet, his gaze locked on Stven. He bowed to Stven, then placed his hands on the table and leaned toward him. “Captain, I’ve had a niggling doubt in the back of my mind ever since I heard of the Empire. I’ve wondered if I’d chosen the right side in all of this. Because of that doubt, I’ve focused on what’s best for Earth, and I know the Chessori are not best for Earth, so I’ve supported you.”
He stood up, still facing Stven. “That doubt is gone. The purpose of Empire is my purpose now. I, too, have held to a higher calling throughout my career. Your words please me, sir.”
Stven bowed back to him, then lifted his head high. “That is the philosophical side of it. As warriors, we must never forget those philosophies, but it is our job to temper them with reality. The reality as it relates to these Chessori, who are really prisoners, is two-fold. I would imagine that Earth hopes to join the Empire someday. Am I correct?”
Godfries sat down with a frown. “Not everyone on Earth is of that opinion, Captain. In many ways, we’re a lot like the Empire in miniature. We have many different beliefs on our world, and many of our people cannot accept the very concept of aliens.”
“There’s a reason you’re classified as an emerging world, sir. That might be one of them.”
“Well, we’re emerging whether we like it or not. You saw what almost happened here. Our very survival demands we emerge, but the process is sometimes ugly.”
“I hope you figure it out, sir. From the Empire’s point of view, if you massacre these Chessori, you might not be invited to join us. At the very least, it will be a major setback.”
Silence descended on the room again. Trexler broke it. “Massacre. A strong word, Captain.”
“But appropriate, sir.”
Trexler sighed, then nodded in defeat. “It is.” He turned and locked gazes with Godfries, the room silent as both of them considered Stven’s words, both of them looking for alternatives. There were none. Trexler turned back to Stven. “You said something about a second issue as it relates to our position as warriors?”
“I did, sir. You say that not all Chessori are bad, that some might even be helping us. Consider the cost to them. They’re turning against their own people.”
“They claim their actions will benefit the majority of their people in the long run. They have disowned these K’tiri.”
“And when word of this massacre leaks out, as such things always do? How will they feel then? What impression of our Empire will you send to the Chessori people?”
Trexler stared at him for a long time. “You speak wisely, Captain.”
“The Rress do not speak so much with wisdom as they speak from the heart.”
More silence, a long silence. “If we free them, we free them to return and fight us again. What say you to that, Captain?”
“I can’t fight them, sir, but you can. I say you fight them again, and you win again. Is the price so high?”
“The price of failure is the annihilation of my world, of my people. One single canister getting through might have been enough. One single Chessori ship getting through might have been enough. How high a price should we pay to hold to the high road?”
“I know how the Empire would answer that question, sir. I cannot say how an emerging world will answer it.”
Trexler frowned and turned to Krys. “What do you say, My Lady? You are the Queen’s representative here.”
She reached across the table toward Stven. He took her hands in one of his own, and she said, “As the Queen’s representative, I say I have been blessed with one fine captain. Thank you, Stven.”
She released his hand and turned to face Trexler, though she could not see him. “She speaks highly of you, Admiral, and in her eyes you have played a major part in winning two great battles . . . now, three great battles. I’m wondering . . . have you been invited into her Inner Circle?”
“Her Inner Circle is made up of Knights, Krys.”
“Usually, but not always. I was invited into her Circle before I was Knighted.” A puff escaped from Stven, but she ignored it. “Have you, sir?”
He nodded, then realized she could not see the nod. “I have.”
Another puff escaped from Stven. “Are you a Knight, Ray?” she asked softly.
“I am not. I turned her down.”
“Why?”
He turned to Godfries and Buskin who were both staring at him with wide eyes. “Earth is not ready for their senior commander to swear allegiance to the Empire. They might never be. Our people must know that I speak for Earth.”
“A Knight’s word is the Queen’s command on all worlds of the Empire,” Krys reminded him. “If you were a Knight, how would you speak? To what command would you bind her today?”
“That’s not an answer.”
“Then let me put it another way. To what command will you bind her?”
Trexler felt his face reddening as his blood pressure rose. Silence held the room for a long time.
Godfries leaned toward him and broke the silence. “To what command will you bind us, Ray?”
“I can’t report to two masters, Stu. There are a lot of people on the planet who wouldn’t hesitate to destroy these Chessori.”
“No one ever said it would be easy. And you’re wrong. You have three masters: the Queen, Earth, and us. By us, I mean the men of your command. There aren’t many men who can fill those shoes, but you can. What is your command, sir?”
Trexler closed his eyes. It wasn’t really a hard choice, his decision had been made long ago, but the repercussions of that decision might return to haunt him. In his mind he held a vision of Earth devoid of life, all the result of failure by him. One single Chessori ship could, potentially, sow the seeds of destruction over the whole planet. How could he speak for the teaming billions of people who would die? How could anyone?
In the end, it boiled down to what Stven had said. To kill the remaining Chessori out here would be, plain and simple, a massacre. It was wrong even if it was necessary. He would hold to the high road.
He opened his eyes to Godfries who was waiting. “Let them go,” he said.
Godfries’ lips thinned, and he nodded. “But not right away, eh?”
“No. Not right away. They’re getting away with all their weapons intact, but we’ll squeeze them for everything we can before they go. We’ll tell them we’re satisfied with the plans for the hypercom. Are you ready to carry the baton?”
“I’ll have to. You have bigger fish to fry.”
“I do. I need to get back to Chandrajuski.”
“Uh, that’s not what I meant, Ray. The President’s been hounding me. Actually, a number of national leaders have been hounding me. My ships left the planet in a hurry, and lots of people saw them. Every telescope on the planet has been focused on this battle, and some of them have seen a lot of detail. There are lots and lots of questions flying around the globe. The cat’s out of the bag, my friend. They need a response.”
“Then deal with it.”
“I would if I could, but I have ships to build and troops to train and battles to fight. I don’t have the time.”
Trexler retorted angrily, “I have an Empire to free.”
Godfries smacked his hand on the table. “I knew you’d say that. Not a chance, Ray. I’m a fighting man, not a politician. Besides, the planet needs to be addressed by our commander, and that’s you. You can’t pass the buck on this one.”
 
* * * * *
 
O’Brien stuck his head inside Akurea’s doorway, open as always. She was head’s down with two computers, a frown on her face.
“More problems?” he asked.
“Oh, hi! Come in. I’ve made a lot of headway, but it’s not all contiguous,” she said, pointing to the screens. The figures she pointed to held no meaning to O’Brien. “I’ve run into some symbols that I can’t figure out, and neither can George. We’re going over them to see if we can work them backwards.”
“Backwards?”
“Well, if we know what’s supposed to come out of the circuit, and if we know what’s gone into it, we might be able to figure out how to manipulate what’s in between.”
“Ugh. Sounds complicated.”
“It is. Very. Are you inviting me to dinner?”
“Not at the moment. I’m a messenger. George will receive a Chessori file shortly. It’s supposed to be plans for the hypercom, sent from the Chessori fleet. Admiral Trexler has asked that you look at them and tell us if they’re the right files.”
“Who’s Admiral Trexler?”
“My boss.”
“Finally, someone you report to that outranks you.”
“He outranks me a lot. He’s in charge of all Terran forces.”
George’s voice filled the room. “The files are here, Akurea. Do you want me to send them to your computer?”
“Definitely not. I don’t want to take any chances of infecting what I have. Have you protected yourself?”
“I’ve isolated the file, and I have not opened it.”
“Good! Give me a few minutes.”
They borrowed a computer from an unoccupied room, and Tom carried it back for her. As she was hooking it up, she said, “So we’re in your home system. Are you getting any time off?”
“I have no idea. We seem to stay pretty busy around here.”
“Am I getting off?”
“Probably. Admiral Trexler will want to get you and these plans to somewhere that you can get them into development, and you need to see the Queen.”
“I’m not ready to leave. George has been a lot of help, and I don’t want to give him up. I’ll miss you, you know.”
His eyebrows rose. “Well, to be honest, I’ve been thinking about that. I’ve enjoyed our time together. If I get any time off here, maybe I can show you around.”
“I’d like that, and I could use a break. Is it a date?”
He hesitated. “Let’s see what happens. We don’t stay anywhere for long.”
“If you have to go, I’d like to stay in touch,” she said, her gaze straying to the side.
His eyes seemed to sink back into his head as he stepped back from her. “I can’t make any promises. We’re in the middle of a war, and you know what we do. How can we possibly stay in touch? Besides, we can never be more than friends. We’re alien to each other.”
Her mouth dropped and her eyes rose to the ceiling. She turned to him slowly, thoughtfully. “Is that what’s been holding you back?”
He reached a hand out to caress her face. “I’ve enjoyed traveling with you, and I’m sorry it’s coming to an end.”
She placed her hand over his, then to his amazement she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “So am I. I’ll do my best to keep tabs on you, and I’ll find you if we’re on the same planet. If you’re interested.” She took his hand and led him to the door. “Come back when it’s time for dinner. We need to talk about this alien business. It’s not exactly what you think it is.”
His eyebrows rose in an unspoken question, and a knowing look came into her eyes. “Our species,” she said, waving a finger back and forth between the two of them, “just happens to be the most prevalent species in the Empire.”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
She pushed him gently out of the room. “I have work to do. We’ll talk at dinner, and maybe afterwards. I’m just a mechanic, but I’m pretty good at mechanics.”
 
 
 



Chapter 4
 
Buskin’s vision of a thousand ships had come to pass, though it had really been closer to 2,000 Chessori ships. The battle for Earth was over, but it carried a high price: public knowledge that a galactic Empire existed. Governments, news media, religious organizations, and civilians across the globe clamored for explanations.
The President called and was put through to Trexler’s conference room. The meeting with Krys and her crew had not yet adjourned, and everyone was still there. Six other world leaders surrounded the President when his image materialized in the center of the conference room.
The President’s gaze went around the room, pausing when he reached Stven and M’Sada, but he gathered his wits about him and continued on. When he completed the circle and again faced Trexler, he said, “The secret is out. Too many have seen too much. We’ve considered all kinds of responses, Ray. None of them work very well. We have riots, and we have people jumping out of buildings. The best thing we can do is to come clean, tell the world what’s going on, and it can’t be an abstract message. They need something concrete to focus on, and we think it’s you. We want you to come in a spaceship, let them see the new reality. It’s going to be brutal no matter what we do, but if we can give the press some great pictures, we might be able to jump the focus from fear of aliens to something spectacular, something wonderful, something positive. You’ve done a great job out there, and it’s you they need to see.”
“I’m no politician, Mr. President.”
“I’m not asking you to be a politician. I want you to be what you are, our commander. We need you to pull us together, Ray. We need the world to focus on its enemy, not itself.”
“I have a war to fight, Mr. President.”
“You’ll have to let others do the fighting for a while. If you hope to continue what you’ve started here, you have to get the planet behind you. We want you to come in a spaceship, and you’ll have to visit as much of the planet as you can with that ship.”
Trexler stayed silent. The President blinked a few times, then said, “No one ever said it would be easy, but it has to be done, Ray, and it has to be you.”
Trexler considered. “If I do this, I will speak as a man of Earth, not an admiral in the United States Navy.”
“Agreed. This has to be seen as a global thing. We’re thinking Geneva. It has a history of neutrality.”
“You’re talking about the airport? They’ll have to close it.”
“This is big, Ray. They’ve agreed to close it for whatever amount of time you need. Trucks are already rolling with grandstands, sound equipment, big screens, and all that stuff. We’ll back you all the way on this, but it has to be you.”
Trexler took a deep breath and sighed. “Very well, Mr. President. I’ll need a few days. We still have a lot of enemy out here.”
“I’ll give you three days, but that’s all. Just let us know what you need. You have a blank check, Admiral.”
The connection was cut, and Trexler’s gaze moved around the people at the table. “I guess I have to organize a show. You don’t have to stay for this, but I’ll take all the help I can get.”
He turned to Godfries and Buskin. “We need to get our fast squadrons back to Chandrajuski, all but one or two of them.”
“And I’m going to pull our guys back from the Chessori, give them a chance to stand down,” Godfries said. “We’ll let the Chessori stay together, and we’ll keep an umbrella around them.”
“Okay. I need a ship, probably a fighter. I’d rather have something a little bigger for effect, but frigates and cruisers are too big. I don’t want to scare people.”
“They’re already scared, Ray. Trust me,” Godfries said. “I’ve been dealing with this issue for months while you’ve been out gallivanting around the galaxy. You’re thinking too small again. You need to show them who we really are, who they’re jumping on board with. This is the big opportunity I’ve been waiting for. It’s our chance, maybe our only chance, of focusing everyone on the war instead of on themselves. If you pull this off, national interests might finally take a back seat to survival.”
“You’ve clearly given it more thought than I have. You do it.”
“Not a chance. I’ll take up the baton later, but like it or not, you’re the chosen one. Suck it up and get the job done, sir.”
“Showing up with a squadron will scare everyone off.”
“So start with a fighter, but you need to give the people hope. A squadron, particularly one flown by our guys, will impress the heck out of them.”
“Sir,” Washburn spoke up, “you can’t do this without protection. This is a perfect opportunity for terrorists, and whole governments are going to oppose you. In fact, they’re the ones that are going to require most of your attention. You’ll be visiting some real hot spots.”
“Actually, it’s worse than that,” Trexler said thoughtfully. “Consider the Middle East. Oil is king there, and they’re going to see an end in sight for that oil. Empire technology is going to put them out of business eventually, and it’s going to put a lot of other big companies out of business, as well.”
“No, it’s not,” Godfries stated. “I’ve had this conversation with a number of world leaders. They’re ready to convert to new things, but they need time. It’s your job to let them know it’s not going to be immediately and we’re not going to ditch them. Whatever new technologies arise, we’re going to spread them around to the rich and poor alike.” His eyes narrowed. “Unless they decide to opt out of supporting the war.”
“That’s the plan?”
“Nothing is set in stone. I have a lot of Great Cats here. We’ll get you whatever protection you need.”
Washburn looked at Krys thoughtfully. “My Lady?”
She turned her head toward him. “I know, Terry, but I have to get back to Tarn. My job is done here.”
“Is it? Tarn won’t be leaving that hospital for quite a while. What happens here in the next few weeks is critical to my people, and it’s critical to the Queen’s war effort. Resolve has nearly a full complement of Protectors, and she’s a beautiful ship. She’ll make a great first impression.”
Krys was clearly not happy with the suggestion. She turned toward Trexler. “What does the Queen need from me?”
“Actually, I think that more than anything she needs you back by her side.”
“Not without Tarn. He is an integral part of what I do. As soon as he is well enough to travel, we must be away. You can have Resolve for two months, no more.”
 
* * * * *
 
Crowds lined the miles of fence surrounding the perimeter of the airport. Others jammed streets and roof tops. So many boats filled the lake that the famous fountain had to be turned off. Geneva, Switzerland was accustomed to hosting world class gatherings, but nothing like this had ever been contemplated.
Runways were closed. A grandstand had been erected between the two main terminals on a taxiway. Fences had been relocated to allow the public onto portions of the airport itself, and portions of the terminal roof had been prepared for spectators. A severely restricted number of Swiss dignitaries had been organized as a welcoming committee, but no other world leaders attended. The only licensed participants were from the press, and with the exception of a very few, most of them were relegated to positions off to the side. Directly in front of the podium and lining most of the fence, guests positioned themselves on a first come, first served basis.
This event was not intended for world leaders. They already knew about the Empire. Its purpose was to introduce the Empire to a frightened world.
 
* * * * *
 
Resolve appeared first as a tiny black dot high in the sky. Spectators peered through binoculars and with squinted eyes. Gasps sounded as the ship formed into a disc. The ship descended slowly, much more slowly than normal, allowing people and cameras to focus.
O’Brien brought the ship in, his approach nearly vertical, letting the saucer shape of the ship slowly swell as it closed on the spectators. Battle scars had been removed from Resolve, and the burnished hull gleamed as it came to a stop perfectly positioned. The leading edge of the ship reached almost to the crowd, an immense throng waiting outside a roped-off area between the terminal building and the runway. The ramp lowered, perfectly positioned at the end of a long, red carpet.
Trexler turned to Major Washburn. “I have to go first.”
“Yes, sir, but only today. After today, your Protectors go first.”
He nodded. “Wait here until I call for you. I don’t want to frighten everyone when you come out.”
He had given careful consideration to his appearance and decided that a dress uniform was not appropriate. He was dressed in his every day khaki uniform and hat with the collar open. Four gold stars gleamed from each side of his collar. The only other decoration was the naval aviator wings of which he was so proud. His injured foot was not completely healed yet, but he had insisted that the doctor remove the cast from his foot no matter how much discomfort he had to endure. Earth’s commanding officer would not make his first appearance in a cast.
As flag officer of a fleet, he had been trained to handle diplomatic events, but the roller coaster he was about to step into was beyond his worst imagining. He would be on every television in the world. His image would appear in Times Square and in other major cities of the world. Entire governments had convened for this event. He swallowed, then lifted his head and limped down the ramp. He stepped to the red carpet amidst a great, expectant silence and was met by a delegation headed by the President of the Swiss Confederation. He spoke to them briefly, shook a few hands, then invited them to follow him to a bank of microphones. They were not happy to be brushed off so quickly, but Trexler’s words today were not for them, they were for the people of the planet. He climbed the steps of a platform and limped up to the microphones, his eyes scanning the great crowd.
Without preamble, he said, “I’m Admiral Raymond Trexler, commander of Earth’s space forces. It’s nice to be home.” A weak cheer sounded, indicating just how scared most of these people were.
He leaned into the microphones. “I’m here to tell you that the rumors are correct. There’s been a great battle out in space. We won.”
A few fists rose into the air, but the crowd remained mostly silent, apprehensive.
“Today is not about that battle, and it’s not about me,” he said as his eyes wandered through the crowd. “It’s about you.” He focused on several sets of eyes and saw the questions in them. “It’s about your futures, and the future of Earth. I’ve seen the same news reports you have seen, and I know your questions.” He peered hard into the crowd. “I know your fears, as well.” He paused, then looked into the cameras. “You deserve answers, and I am here to give you those answers. You have my promise that I will speak true, that I will withhold no secrets that I can possibly avoid withholding.
“You see before you an officer of the United States Navy. I ask you to see beyond the uniform, for I do not represent the interests of the United States, I represent the interests of our whole planet. I stand before you as Admiral Raymond Trexler, commanding officer of a multinational force of soldiers, sailors, and airmen who have joined with a great, star-faring Empire to save their civilization . . . and our own. Thousands of our men and women, secretly recruited from nations all over the Earth, are already out there among the stars. We are at war, and the stakes are the very highest.”
He stared into the crowd, then looked directly into several of the many cameras among the news corps. “I wish I could set your fears to rest, but I cannot. I told you I would speak the truth. The truth is that many of my men have fallen in the past few months, and all life on our planet nearly ended a week ago.”
The crowd went deathly silent as he stared into cameras. This was not what the world expected to hear, nor was it what they wanted to hear. Among the crowd, mothers clutched children to their breasts, and he saw husbands’ arms going around their wives.
“Do I speak of our doom?” he asked them. “Are we hopelessly set upon by hideous creatures so vastly superior to ourselves that we have no hope of overcoming them?” He shook his head. “I do not. We are, in fact, winning this war.” He saw a few men stand taller, their eyes peering hard at him. “We will save our civilization, you and I, and I promise you we will succeed, but we are far from done.”
He gave them time to think about hope. His purpose here today was not just for them to leave with hope, but with determination. “There is a vast galactic organization out there,” he said, raising his arm to the sky and looking up. “They call themselves the Empire, and this is one of their ships. The people of Empire consist of aliens of every description. Some look and are just like us, some are very different. I’ve had to put prejudice aside, just as each of you will, but I like them. I like them very much. I’m certain you will grow to like them in time. And I don’t want to paint a picture of a perfect society. They have their pirates and smugglers, they have disputes that sometimes erupt into fights, and their military forces stay busy. In a lot of ways, they’re just like us.”
He leaned into the microphones. “They’re in trouble. They’ve been invaded by another empire, by beings called Chessori. The Chessori look a lot like pictures you might have seen of the Roswell aliens. The Chessori are not great in number, their bodies and their weapons are weak, but they don’t need large numbers or strong weapons. They project a weapon of the mind that incapacitates all known species within the Empire.” He leaned even closer to the cameras. “The Empire has virtually unlimited resources, but it can’t fight back against this mind weapon.”
He looked from camera to camera, wondering how many of the viewers would make the connection. He gave them a few moments, but he couldn’t wait long. He had to foster hope. “To the Empire, Earth is just one more world, an unimportant world out near the edge of the galaxy. They’ve known about us for many years, but we’ve been classified as an emerging world, not yet ready for admission to the Empire. Emerging worlds are treated with great care by the Empire. The Empire has a complete hands-off policy toward emerging worlds so that we can develop in our own way, so that we can be who we choose to be, so that we can become who and what we choose to become.
“You’re probably asking yourselves why Earth even matters to the Empire, or to the Chessori for that matter. I’ll tell you why: we are immune to this terrible mind weapon. To us, it is simply not there. Out of the whole galaxy, we are the only ones.”
He stopped talking. Earth’s immunity to the scree was the crux of everything that would follow. He didn’t doubt for a moment that connections were being made in minds all over the planet. So, too, would hope. His job now was to form a resolve.
“Call it what you want . . . a miracle . . . fate . . . luck . . . but we are immune. No one else can fight the Chessori, but we can fight them. We have fought them, and we have won every single engagement. We have learned to use the weapons of Empire, we have learned to fly their ships, and we have learned how to navigate between the stars to stand against this terrible opponent.”
He raised a hand. “Don’t get the wrong impression. It hasn’t been easy. We’ve lost a lot of very good men and women.”
He paused, and his lips thinned. “At the moment, Empire ships and weapons are superior, but I am certain the Chessori are working on improvements to counter our superiority.”
He stepped back and looked above the heads of the crowd for a minute, debating in his mind if he should tell them of the awfulness. He had prepared his presentation with care, but he still wasn’t certain if this would scare off his future recruits. Then, as it had during his preparation, truth won out. He had told them he would be as truthful as he could be, and he would.
He focused back on the cameras. “Here’s the system we’ve worked out: we have a very limited number of crewmembers from Earth, and we don’t have a clue how the ships work. We can fly them anywhere we want to go in the galaxy, and we can fire the guns, but that’s about it. We don’t know how to fix them, we don’t know how the engines work, we don’t know how they get their air or food. In a ship that has 1,000 Empire crewmembers, there might be 15 of us from Earth. Our only purpose is to fly and shoot.
“And it’s not a free ride for the Empire crews. The mind weapon of the Chessori, I’m told, is truly terrible for them. It’s like they’re being burned alive. Some of our battles have been short, but some of them have lasted days. During that time, the Empire crewmembers suffer horribly. Think about it,” he said softly. “They finish one battle and willingly go to the next, knowing what they are going to have to go through all over again. To make matters worse, they’re all experts at flying and fighting their ships, but they have to turn the ships over to us at the most critical time, trusting their lives to people from an emerging world.
“I tell you, their jobs are much, much harder than ours.”
Many of the women in the crowd had looks of horror on their faces. So, too, did some of the men, but most returned his look with grim expressions.
“I told you the Chessori were likely working on improvements to their ships and weapons,” he continued. “But from a military standpoint, the solution to their problem is much simpler. Earthmen and women are the most powerful weapon in the Empire’s arsenal. They need to eliminate us.”
His eyes moved from camera to camera. “They’ve found us.”
His eyes continued moving from camera to camera as he let his words sink in, then he said softly, “Actually, I think they’ve known about us for a long time. What if some of those alien abduction stories we’ve heard about are real? I suspect the Chessori have been trying to figure out why we’re immune to this mind weapon of theirs.
“I told you I would speak only the truth. I tell you now that we suspected this from the very beginning. We knew that our decision to go out among the stars, to take the battle to the Chessori, might bring retribution to Earth. We also knew that if we did not go, Earth’s future would depend on the whims of the Chessori. That’s like being face to face with a lion without a weapon. Our very survival would hinge on whether or not the lion was hungry. If you choose to judge me and your leaders harshly, that is the basis for your argument. But I tell you this, as well: from the very beginning, we strove to protect Earth and we have done so. We very nearly failed last week, but that failure was not one of planning or effort, it was a failure of command, a failure of vision for which I am to blame. I’ll come back to this and explain it fully in a minute.”
He stared into the crowd. “I know: the very existence of aliens frightens some of you. Already, we have seen riots. Already, we have seen people jumping from the tops of buildings to their deaths. Your leaders feared just such responses, and they were right. It was for these reasons that we chose to recruit our warriors secretly. 
“From the time our ancestors learned that our planet is not the center of everything, we have been wondering if other civilizations existed among the stars. That question is answered. We are not alone.”
He studied a few spectators. He waited, giving them time for those words to sink in.
“We are not alone,” he said again, this time more gently. “The Empire is made up of hundreds of thousands of worlds, trillions of intelligent beings. They are real, they are alien, yet in most ways they are just like us. I hope you will get to know them before you judge. For those of you with strong faith, you are going to have to decide in your own minds if, in terms of your faith, are they saved? Are they damned? Are they infidels?”
He stared hard into the cameras, almost glaring, challenging. “I won’t answer these questions for you. You have to answer them for yourselves. What I will tell you is that these people, however you feel about them, exist. They are real, they have hopes and desires just like you do, they have families and loved ones whom they hope to return to, and they are here to help us.”
He considered his next words carefully. “Earth is at a crossroads. Today will go down in history as the day we chose to live, or as the day we chose to die.” He gave them time to think about his words, then said softly, “Is that such a hard choice?”
He stopped talking for a while, just letting his words sink in. When he resumed, it was as a father rather than as the military leader of Earth’s space forces.
“I hope you will learn to call these people of the Empire friends. I have, and I’d like to introduce some of my friends to you.”
He turned and stretched an arm out toward the ramp behind him. “I’ll introduce you, but first I want to tell you a little about the battle we just won. We faced thousands of enemy ships. You know that hundreds of ships secretly hidden here on Earth by the Empire joined with the enemy. I came from far across the galaxy with reinforcements, and we dove right into the battle. As you can imagine, we were severely outnumbered and stretched to our limits with the fighting.
“And now we come to this ship and its crew. The Empire is led by a Queen. This is her personal ship, though she is not aboard. This ship and its very special crew have seen a lot of action, fought many battles, and they have, all by themselves, produced much of the intelligence that has led to our successes. While far across the galaxy, this crew discovered the purpose of the enemy fleet here. They raced to Earth with the knowledge that the main enemy fleet I was fighting was just a diversion for a small, seemingly insignificant group of enemy ships coming from the opposite side of the solar system, a small group of ships I did not even know about. This small fleet carried the weapons with which the Chessori intended to wipe out all life on Earth.
“Our planet lives today because of this ship and its crew.”
He gave the crowd time to digest his words, then leaned into the microphones and said clearly, “You can imagine the terrible risks this crew has taken during their many voyages. You can imagine, as well, that they are survivors. They know the sad reality of the situation here today: they know that anyone on this platform is a prime target of terrorists. Because of that, for the rest of my visit here to Earth they are providing security in the form of Empire Protectors. These Protectors will be your first view of aliens. I hope their presence does not offend.
“To anyone out there who wishes us ill, I caution you: the Protectors you are about to meet are lethal. Engage them at your peril. They have complete freedom to act, and there will be no doors closed to them.”
He turned and looked to the opening of the ramp. Six Great Cats wearing equipment belts sprung down the ramp and spread out, followed by six of Washburn’s men. Two Terrans mounted the stage to stand behind Trexler, and the rest spaced themselves out in front of the crowd, their attention focused outward. Since Trexler was standing beneath the ship, he couldn’t see them, but another Great Cat and a Terran Protector emerged from a hatch on the top of the ship with long blasters in hand to scan the crowds from a height.
Trexler turned back to the crowd, many of whom had backed as far away from the barrier as they could get. The humans they could accept, but the Great Cats – they appeared to be lions on the loose, lions with four hands and the long snouts and vicious faces of baboons. The eyes of these creatures glowed fiercely, and they carried weapons.
“The cats are known as Great Cats, possibly the most lethal creatures in the Galaxy,” Trexler explained. “But do not let their looks fool you. They are known as Protectors, not killers, and they are the good guys. They not only protect, they serve as diplomats, advising leaders at the highest levels. The human Protectors you see are from Earth, but they have been trained and equipped by the Great Cats. You do not want to test their skills.”
He motioned to Borg who padded up the steps of the stage to stand beside him. His body was still encased in bandages from his encounter with the gleason on Orion III. “As you will see,” Trexler continued, “some of the crew of this great ship still bear the wounds of previous engagements. I would like to introduce Borg, the senior Protector.”
Though he spoke Galactic High Standard reasonably well, Trexler clipped a translator to his ear. He did not want to misrepresent any of the speakers today. Borg spoke, and Trexler translated.
“I am pleased to be on the home world of my brother warriors whom I call friend. I am told you might be frightened of me. Do not be afraid unless you bear ill will, in which case you will be well-served to fear me. As a representative of the Empire, I look forward to meeting more of you, and for good reason: one of the first actions by your recruits from Earth was a battle to save my home planet. Though only novices, they performed valiantly and vanquished the enemy. My people have long memories, and we will not forget what you have done for us. I thank you in the name of my people, and I am honored to have reciprocated in any small way that I could.”
Stven was next. He struggled down the ramp, his left front leg still encased in a cast. His broken wing was secured to his body with a harness. Purple scales, their edges a bright yellow, glinted in the sunlight. His head towered above his body, constantly weaving back and forth as he walked, studying the crowds. Though alien, he somehow managed to convey a feeling of excitement and discovery.
“Please meet Stven, captain of this fine ship and crew,” Trexler announced. “He is a Rress, one of the most ancient and revered civilizations of the Empire. Across the galaxy, his people are known as teachers, as peacemakers. Only rarely do you encounter one of them in the military. We are fortunate to have him.”
He interpreted as Stven spoke. “Greetings. I am informed that my words are heard around the planet, and I am pleased. It is my great honor to stand among you.”
His head lifted above the microphones to search the crowd. He nodded that great head up and down, saying, “I sense wonder, but I also sense fear among you. A dragon in your midst does not sit well. I understand. You need not fear me or my Empire, but we all know that words are easy, and sometimes words are not true. Let me prove to you that my words are true. Let my Empire become your empire. Give us a chance to prove to you in deeds that our words can be trusted.
“The first step is the hardest. You will have to see beyond my frightening exterior if you are to know the person that I am. You will have to see beyond the frightening technology before you if you are to accept the Empire as your partner.”
“Earth is classified as an emerging world, and for good reason. It is too early in your development to be exposed to the Empire. If circumstances were otherwise, you would not know of our existence. Sadly, there is no alternative.
“Know this: the Empire, and particularly our Queen and her Knights, will not forsake you. Our very existence threatens your way of life, and in some cases we threaten your ancient beliefs, your religions. We know and understand that certain forms of Empire knowledge could be disruptive to economies and to ways of life. I speak here of certain technologies and processes that will, ultimately, lead to change in many forms here, some unforeseen.
“You will be challenged. You are challenged. We understand. The Empire will help you through these difficult times, and we will do so carefully and through you. We need you, but we will do whatever it takes to help you emerge on your own terms. 
“Or, if you so choose, you can refuse to emerge. We will never force you.
“On the other hand, there will be opportunity, great opportunity in the coming years for new markets: perhaps medical improvements, improved crops, new transportation systems and power systems, the list is endless. This will not happen overnight, and it might not happen in your lifetimes. That is up to you.
“What can happen, right now, today, is dialogue. Philosophies, religions, rights of individuals, nations, and worlds, all of these things will lead to great debate. I hope that debate is peaceful, and I hope you will let us participate.
“I will not try to change your beliefs: I embrace our differences, and I call on you to do the same. The universe is large beyond measure, and we have barely tapped it. There is room for all of us, and there is room for different beliefs and philosophies.
“It takes only one thing to start the process: an open mind. Accept differences, for there will be many. Know that we of the Empire are all emerging, still, just as you are. You will add to the wealth of our knowledge, and our knowledge will become yours.” He stared into the crowd, his head moving up and down and side to side, challenging. But he was done speaking. He stepped back from the microphones and cameras, then limped around Trexler to stand to his right side.
M’Sada was next. “I know what you’re thinking,” Trexler said, as M’Sada started down the ramp on his ten short legs, each ending in a hand. “Captain Stven asked you to keep an open mind, and I hope you can. Lieutenant Commander M’Sada is a Schect, a species recognized across the Empire as excellent tacticians. I was trained by a Schect to command fleets, and I can tell you that they are truly great thinkers. Commander M’Sada is no exception. His plans and ideas have served his crew well.”
M’Sada flowed up the steps to the platform and lifted his head to the microphones, his upper hands preening. Then those hands stilled. “Hmm,” he grumbled, his head panning the crowd. “No fire breathing dragons and no intelligent insects among you. I’m disappointed.”
There was a great shifting of feet among the crowd, and a few smiles, but who could smile at a giant insect?
“I know what you see,” he said, “and you will encounter others even stranger than us. As my captain said, it requires an open mind to accept beings not of your own species. Some never do. Some have chosen to remain separate from our Empire, and we accept that decision without hesitation.” He paused, then said, “Most have not. I hope you do not. Those I have met from your world bring great credit to you, and through them you have earned a place of honor within the Empire. I hope you will accept your place among us.
“The battle has been won, but the war is far from over.”
He paused, giving them time to think about the fact that the war was far from over, then said, “This war will not be won without your assistance.” His gaze moved again from one side of the crowd to the other. “Think about what I just said: this great Empire, an empire that spans a large portion of the galaxy, needs your help. I hope you will not abandon us. Even if you do, I promise you that the Empire will not abandon you.”
He backed away and stepped to the side of his captain, and it was Krys’ turn. She had argued strongly against appearing in public: she was blind, and the image she would present would not serve the Empire well. Trexler, in response, argued that the Queen’s only representative here must speak, and she had listened. Dressed in a shiny black cloak with a hood covering her head, she started down the ramp with Washburn’s huge bulk dwarfing her.
“Major Washburn, a Protector from Earth, is escorting Lady Krys,” Trexler said to the crowd and the cameras. “You see before you a young woman, but do not be fooled. She is a Knight of the Realm, one of the Great Ones of Empire. She answers only to the Queen, and as a Knight of the Realm, her word is the Queen’s command on all worlds of the Empire.”
The crowd hushed. Trexler leaned into the microphones so that he could be heard clearly as he spoke softly, almost reverently. “Her heroism knows no bounds. I am told that tales and songs will be sung of this woman when this war is over, and if the secrets of her actions ever become known, I believe those songs will be sung here, as well. She was blinded during a recent engagement with the enemy. Her sight might be restored, but the longer she waits, the less certain that becomes. She believed her presence here was more important than her sight, and she was right. It is because of this woman, this Knight of the Realm, that you and I stand here today. She saved Earth. I do not hesitate to bow before her.”
He turned his back on the crowd and went to one knee with his head bowed as Krys came onto the platform. Behind him, some in the crowd followed his example. Following the example of those few, others went to a knee, and by the time Krys mounted the stage, many had gone to a knee with heads bowed.
She spoke strongly. “Stand, Admiral.” Trexler stood up and took her arm from Washburn. He led her to the microphones, making certain to position her properly. She pushed the hood back from her face and lifted her head to the crowd. In a strong voice, she said, “If any of you have chosen to kneel before me, I command you to stand. I am the Queen’s servant, and your servant if you will accept me. The actions of your people have brought great honor to you, and no one from Earth need ever kneel before me. For the actions of the warriors already sent from Earth, I bow to you.” She lowered her head and kept it there for a long time.
When she straightened, she reached out with her mind to sense the crowd. It was not a vision, but she felt great energy emanating from them.
“Did you know this is the second time this ship has landed on this planet?” she asked. “Probably not,” she said, answering her own question. “The first time was three years ago, and the Queen was aboard. Then, she was fleeing for her life. A man from Earth by the name of Michael Carver rescued her. Most of her crew and all the pilots were dead. They hid out while he learned to fly this ship, and they fought their way through two enemy fleets within your system here before reaching deep space. The ship was severely damaged, its main computer dead. Michael Carver managed to bring the ship some 800 light years across the galaxy without that computer. Since then he has twice given his life for the Queen, only surviving because of luck and some advanced medical capabilities of the Empire.”
Her blind eyes stared out over the crowd as she gave them time to think about Michael Carver, one of their own. Then she spoke strongly. “The Queen has named him First Knight, the highest position in our society beneath herself.”
She suspected that her words raised more questions than they resolved, but that was okay: answers would come later. “Think about it,” she said. “A man of Earth holds the second highest position of authority in the Empire, outranking politicians and admirals. Do you think the Queen knows about you? Do you think she cares about you?
“General James Waverly, under the command of Admiral Raymond Trexler, leads the ground forces you have sent to help us. He and his men have successfully cleared the Chessori from two of our 47 sector headquarters. He, too, has been Named a Knight of the Realm. Do you think the Queen knows about you? Do you think she cares about you?
“Rebecca Morrison, daughter of your Senator Morrison, has also been Named a Knight of the Realm.” She turned her head toward Trexler. “I’ve been away for a while. Are there any others?”
He shook his head. “Not yet, My Lady.”
“Not yet, indeed.” She turned back to the crowd. “You might wonder what it means to be Named a Knight of the Realm. I can tell you that it means many things, including a call to even greater sacrifice for the Empire. Among our trillions of citizens, there are never more than 100 Knights. Most have died, and at present there are, perhaps, 10. The words of a Knight are the Queen’s command on all worlds of the Empire. Think about that. A Knight can, with words alone, bind the Queen to a promise she never made.
“Why have three people from Earth been handed such authority? Is it because they are immune to this terrible mind weapon of our enemies?” She let her blind eyes wander through the crowd, looking down into them, not above them. “It is not. It is because they are leaders, great leaders, each of them.
“So, too, is Admiral Trexler. The Empire has its share of great generals and admirals, and they lead our forces well, but they cannot function under the influence of the Chessori mind weapon. Admiral Trexler has led our forces through three great battles, each of them greater than any battle ever fought in the memory of Empire, and he has prevailed in all three of them. Do you think my Queen knows about you? Do you think she cares about you?”
Though she could not see, she stared hard at the crowd. “She asked Admiral Trexler to kneel before her, to become a Knight of the Realm, a Great One of the Empire. He refused, and you should know why. He refused because he knows that he represents you, all of you. Not just Americans but everyone on the planet. He knows that your senior representative to the Empire must speak only for you, not for her. With your blessing that might change one day, but for the present, Admiral Trexler speaks only for you.
“He tells me that no one person can speak for all of Earth. Know that the Empire never interferes in local issues, nor will he. He respects different beliefs, but he knows that survival is a strong trait of all people. It is to your survival that he speaks. Hear his words, for in that regard they are everyone’s words, regardless of your beliefs or nationalities.”
She lowered her head for a time, then lifted it to stare out over the crowd. “The nature of my missions requires that this ship always travel alone. To improve our odds of survival, my valiant crew has been augmented with some of you. The ship, as we speak, is piloted by Captain Tom O’Brien of Earth. Alone at the controls, he has successfully defeated overwhelming enemy forces on several occasions. The ship’s gunners and my Earth Protectors are led by Major Terry Washburn. They and the Great Cats have risked all to prevail against our enemy. I am alive because of them.
“Do you think I know about Earth? Do you think I care about Earth?”
“Let me tell you a little about our Empire. It is thousands of years old, and for most of that time it has been led by a particular group of women called the Chosen. Among the trillions of inhabitants of the galaxy, there are, as you can imagine, certain unusual characteristics that are bound to occur. Among this small group of women, certain inbred Talents have emerged that make them great leaders. We call these women “The Chosen,” because they are, repeatedly, chosen to lead our civilization. Our Queen is always selected from one of the Chosen.
“The Chessori very cleverly infiltrated our society before we knew about their terrible mind weapon. When they struck, the war was lost before we even knew we were at war. Only one Chosen remains, and she is Queen. All the rest have been killed.
“Do you see now why Earth is so important? Do you see now what your Knights have done to preserve our Queen, our civilization? Do you see now that our call to you is two-fold? I call on you to save your world, but I also call you to save my Empire.
“I tell you these things because you have a choice to make, and I would not ask that the choice be made without knowledge. Know this: it is possible for you to learn to fly our ships; it is possible for you to fight this menace, and the Empire will stand with you all the way. We’re counting on you. We’re depending on you. Do it for yourselves, and do it for us.
“I beg you: come together as a people. To do so you will have to set your national interests aside for a while. Your survival and ours requires a global commitment. Can you imagine a higher calling than to preserve the lives of everyone on your planet?” She lowered her voice and leaned into the microphones.
“Can you imagine a higher calling than to preserve the lives of everyone in the galaxy?”
She paused for a long time before saying, “Your first representative to the Empire, your Michael Carver who is now First Knight, tells me he had to make the same choice I just gave you. In his own words, his decision was based not on the choice to help or not to help, but on the alternative choice: could he
not help? Could he not answer the call of the trillions of beings throughout our Empire.”
She couldn’t see it, but many feet shuffled among the crowd, and lots of thoughts became introspective.
“I tell you this,” she said in closing. “Whatever your decision, my Empire will not force itself upon you, nor will it abandon you. Ever.” She bowed to them again, then said, “I have answered the call of my civilization. Now, I call you to do the same. I call you in the name of the Queen, I call you in the name of her First Knight, Michael Carver, and I call you in the name of your commander, Admiral Raymond Trexler. Join us.”
She was done, and Trexler turned to hand her off to Washburn. To his surprise, Washburn stepped around him and went to the microphones. Trexler pulled Krys back, not certain what was going to happen.
Washburn was not a natural public speaker, and it showed, but he knew what he wanted to say. “When I was accepted into this crew, I had no idea what I was getting into. All I knew was that we would be operating deep into enemy strongholds, that it would be dangerous, but that it was critical to the war effort. Uh . . . it’s been all of those things, but that’s not my message. My message is this: when Lady Krys told me what was needed of me, her demand was simple. She asked that I give all that I am.
“That’s been our standard, and we have given all that we are, time after time. So, too, have the rest of our forces out there. You might ask why.” He stepped back from the microphones to stare at the crowd. His gaze moved all the way from one side of the crowd to the other, boring into them. His deep voice carried easily to the microphones as he spoke again. “Why do we give all that we are? It is because we will not stand idle while our species becomes just a memory. We do it for our children and for our children’s children.” His eyes wandered over the crowd again, then he looked directly into the cameras, willing his thoughts to the world. “Will you? Will you give all that you are for your children and for your children’s children?”
He stepped away from the microphones and turned to Trexler with a salute. Trexler returned the salute and passed Krys to him. Krys pulled her hood over her head again, and the giant man led his Knight down the steps, along the red carpet, and back into the ship.
Trexler turned his back on the crowd to face Krys until she entered the ship. The world had heard a lot today, learned a lot today, and it needed a breather.
When he turned back to the microphones and cameras, he said, “That was a message from the heart, a message from one of our own, your own. It was not scripted, but it is the heart of the message we wanted you to hear today. I will be touring the planet during the next few weeks to carry our message to your national leaders. Think about what you have heard. Let them know where you stand. I speak to each of you when I say, for your children and your children’s children, give all that you are.”
He turned and gestured to Resolve. ”And now . . . look! A real spaceship. Want a tour?”
A great tumult arose. He raised both arms, with his hands spread outward demanding order, then announced, “I will take three camera crews and reporters with me on a tour. You,” he said, pointing to the press, “will have to decide who goes. I’ll start in half an hour. For the rest of you, everyone who wants a tour will get a tour of a ship, but not this one. One of my squadrons will be here shortly. The lines will be long, and you are welcome to leave, then return tomorrow and the next day. They will remain here until everyone that wants to has had the opportunity to see the insides of a real spaceship.”
He turned and pointed to the sky. He was beneath Resolve and couldn’t see the incoming squadron, but the spectators could. So, too, could the cameras. The show had been scripted, and Tom O’Brien on the bridge of Resolve sent out the order.
White streaks appeared high in the sky as ships entered atmosphere. They disappeared over the horizon but returned shortly as dots in the distance, high, high in the sky. They turned and dove toward the airdrome, white contrails arcing behind. In a rush they were over the field, passing silently in formation, the fighters and frigates surrounding the great cruiser. The squadron continued down the valley for a few miles, then swept into a wide climbing turn within the confines of the valley and returned. Without a sound, they slowed, drifting along the runway, then they stopped in mid-air. After a time, the fighters moved aside. The cruiser drifted down through them, stopping its descent just above low buildings on the far side of the airport. The cruiser and its two frigates were too large to fit within the confines of the airport and would have to remain at a low hover during their time here. The frigates came down in front of the cruiser with all their guns extended. The fighters moved into line abreast and circled over the hovering ships once, then touched down along the runway in a crescent-shaped line in front of the three capital ships.
These ships had not been to the cleaners. Their hulls were blackened, dented, and scarred, and it was clear they’d seen battle.
“Every one of these ships is flown by a pilot from Earth,” Trexler said as the crowd stared. “I don’t know what countries the crews are from, and you know what? I don’t care. They’re volunteers, they’re from Earth, and they fight alongside their Empire crews to defeat our common enemy.”
He leaned into the microphones, knowing that most peoples’ attention was not on him, it was on the ships. “I’m not done. Another ship will be here momentarily.” He turned and pointed.
He couldn’t see it, nor could the crowd standing close to Resolve, but most of the crowd could, and the rest of the planet could. A pencil-thin, golden shape flashed across the far side of the valley just below the tops of the mountains, disappearing into the distance. When it returned, it came in low over the lake and banked up on its side in a turn, its elegant, teardrop shape reflecting the bright sun. It continued that turn until coming to rest in mid-air just above the cruiser, it’s thin, sword-like shape small in comparison.
“This ship is special, too,” Trexler said, leaning into the microphone. “It’s our ship. It was modified for its current mission right here on Earth. There is not a single Empire crewmember aboard – the whole crew is from Earth. This ship’s mission will remain secret for now, but I will tell you that this ship has seen battle, and there will be more of these ships, lots more. They are a product of Earth.”
His eyes rose in thought, then returned to the crowd. He leaned into the microphones. “I have a lot of ships. My ships need a lot of crews. Training is provided, so no experience is necessary. Most of the ships need modifications, and some of those modifications will be made here on Earth, so I need skilled craftsmen, as well. I need language instructors, I need trainers, I need buildings to house everyone, and I need support in the kitchens and laundry rooms. I’m asking for volunteers. We’re fighting a war, a war for our very existence, and it requires a global effort. We’ve had world wars in the past, but not like this one. This time, it’s our whole world against them - the Chessori. You and I can do this thing. Join with me. Let’s take the battle to our enemies. Let’s give it all that we are, for our children and for our children’s children.”
He left the platform and strolled along the barrier that was holding the crowd back, touching hands that reached out to him, but most faces were turned to the ships littering the field, ignoring him. From the crowd he chose three middle-aged people, two women and one man, to accompany him on the tour of Resolve. He then guided his guests back to the group of government officials who had tried to welcome him, and he invited them to join him, as well.
He spent several hours touring the ship, leaving no part untouched, and while he did, Stven and M’Sada, with two Protectors by each of their sides, mingled with the crowd. Translator devices were handed out to spectators with whom they spoke, and surprisingly, most of the devices were returned.
 
 
 



Chapter 5
 
That evening was the first of many state dinners. Trexler escorted Krys, Stven, and M’Sada, though M’Sada did not partake of the food. He did not hesitate to let people know that they would not enjoy the eating habits of the Schect.
As Trexler approached his seat, an attractive woman some ten years his junior stood up. She greeted him with a smile, her blond hair shimmering with freshness, her blue eyes gazing at him with a penetrating stare.
“I’m Ray Trexler,” he said, introducing himself.
She reached out a hand, the smile turning to a grin. “Yes, sir. I think I knew that. I’m Nancy Shaw.”
He introduced her to Krys, and the two shook hands, a little awkwardly since Krys could not see. After shaking hands, Krys stepped away with a strange expression on her face, then she reached into a pocket and withdrew a translator device.
Trexler took it from her and attached it to Nancy’s ear. While he did so, he asked, “How did you manage to get seated at the table of honor?”
“Bad luck?” she responded instantly, then with a smile she added, “I have connections. Actually, I’m seated beside you at the insistence of the President.”
“Ah . . . which president?”
“Your President and mine.”
“I see,” he replied, looking thoughtful. “Are you here to keep me from embarrassing the United States?”
“That was the plan, but I’m not so sure you need my help. You were grand today, just what the world needed.”
She turned to Krys. “My Lady, it’s my great honor to meet you. You were magnificent today, and I’m certain it was not easy with the loss of your vision.”
“I have not lost my vision, only my sight, but you’re right: this war is not easy, as you will discover.”
A frown of perplexity flashed across Nancy Shaw’s face, but she recovered quickly. “I expect your travels here will tax all of us, but I’m anxious to help in any way that I can. Please don’t hesitate to ask.”
Krys bowed her head solemnly. “Thank you. Do you plan to answer my call?”
“My Lady, I’m not a fighter. I’m just here to assist you and Admiral Trexler.”
Krys smiled. “I was just a child when I was called. I resisted, as well. We’ll speak more of this later.”
Trexler sensed that something was going on, but he had no idea what it was. He seated both women and asked Ms. Shaw, “So am I in trouble or what? I’ve been waiting for a call from the Joint Chief’s office demanding my resignation.”
She smiled. “No, sir. The President is pleased. So, too, are the other national leaders with him. The last few weeks have been . . . difficult . . . for them.”
“That’s not going to change.”
“No, sir, it’s not. Actually, I’m not sure you report to the Joint Chiefs anymore. After what you said today, I’m not even sure you report to the President.”
Trexler’s eyebrows rose. “Interesting observation. Do they share it?”
“I don’t know!”
“Well, at the moment it doesn’t matter.”
She changed the subject. “I’m supposed to tag along with you wherever you go. I’m here to offer advice, and I’m a pretty good executive assistant when needed.”
“Out of the whole United States, you get the job? You must be good.”
“Out of the whole United States, you got the job, and yes, I am good at what I do.”
“Welcome aboard, Ms. Shaw. It might be a bumpy ride.”
Her face lit up again in a smile. “Obviously, we need to talk when you get a chance.”
“We will, trust me. I’ll take all the help I can get. Is there a plan?”
“Is there ever not a plan?”
“I have two months, no more. I’m needed out there,” he said, pointing to the ceiling. “So is Lady Krys.”
“That’s a help, just knowing your time frame. I can get started on a few things as soon as we’re done here.”
 
* * * * *
 
The two months flew by. He spent very little time in the United States, but he wasn’t really needed there. The President had Admiral Godfries to keep him up to date and to answer questions. Resolve was his normal mode of transportation. Many national leaders accepted rides in the ship, a few even going into space for brief periods. Captain O’Brien stayed busy, and he was stuck with most of the flying since Stven and M’Sada accompanied Trexler to most of his meetings.
To Trexler’s surprise, his Protectors did not become an insurmountable issue. Whenever the subject came up, he informed his hosts that the issue was not negotiable. Sergeant Jacobs created an international incident when he noticed a civilian lurking about with a briefcase and a wire in his ear. The team, including three Great Cats, kept an eye on the man and discovered several others that seemed to be working with him. Without informing anyone, they simply took the men down, disarming them in the process. Nancy came to the rescue by vouching for the men. They were Secret Service agents detailed by the President to cover Trexler. In the end, after unruffling a lot of feathers, the agents were invited into the party, providing some much needed local intelligence to the Protectors.
Trexler was in a meeting with Washburn, trying to talk him into rotating one or two Protectors home each week for leave when Nancy Shaw walked in. “Help me out, Nancy. Talk some sense into him.”
She listened to Washburn who was not going to let his commanding officer override him when it came to protection. He insisted that he and his men had signed on for the duration. Their skills were needed here, and there were not enough Protectors for any of them to go home.
“You have six Great Cats and seven of your own men. Admiral Godfries can supply more Great Cats if you need them.”
“I’m trying to keep them paired up with my guys. They’re new to our world, and we know the local issues better.”
She turned a suspicious stare on him. “Major, have you even called home yet?”
“No, Ma’am.”
“Why not?”
He looked a little sheepish. “None of us has any money, and we can’t Protect very well if we’re talking on someone’s phone, so we haven’t pressed the issue. Our families understand.”
She reached into her purse and pulled out a cell phone. “That’s the most pathetic excuse I’ve ever heard. Call her now, Major.”
“Yes, Ma’am.”
“And tell her to pack her bags. She’s coming here.”
Trexler leaned back in his seat, his eyes narrowing in thought. Then he grinned. “We have plenty of room, Terry. Bring the kids, too, and pass the word.”
“They’re in school, sir.”
“Why was it we’re fighting this war?”
“Uh . . . yes, sir.”
“Consider it your penance for breaking ranks up on the stage, even if it was the right thing to do.”
“Yes, sir.”
Family members began arriving a week later. Soon, all of them were there and the ship was a happier place.
Trexler and his entourage toured the world, showing off the spaceship, giving tours, giving speeches, and answering questions as openly as they could. No country that was willing to receive them was turned down. It was not unusual to visit as many as three in a single day.
Nancy Shaw took complete responsibility for their schedule, kept them up to the minute on global politics so they wouldn’t land anywhere unprepared, helped all of them prepare speeches, took care of any expenses, and just generally made life a lot simpler for everyone.
She insisted on occasional days of rest, and she was firm with that item on their agenda - their mission was too critical to allow mistakes due to fatigue. She always managed to find someone willing to donate a home on a sunny beach somewhere. Trexler, Krys, and Stven spent as many hours in the sun as they could, with Nancy by their side working on briefing papers while the rest of them studied what she had written. M’Sada and Tom O’Brien alternated watches on those days, the lucky one spending time in the sun. When it was O’Brien, he dragged Akurea Skvechavka’a from her quarters.
When Akurea was introduced to Trexler, he became very focused. He’d gotten so caught up in international affairs that he’d set the hypercom project aside.
“You’re still here?” he asked. “We need to get you to . . .” He looked a question to O’Brien.
“She’s knows a lot about what’s gone on, sir, but not all of it. She has to see the Queen before she hears more.”
He nodded, frowning. How could he have missed this? Her project was urgently needed. “We still need to get you to the scientists,” he said to her. “What’s the delay?”
“Sir, do you want the science, or do you want a working hypercom?”
“There’s a difference?”
“Yes, sir. I’ve been tasked by Lady Krys to bring a working hypercom to the fleet. I’m a nuts and bolts person, an engineer, not a scientist. The science will come, but later, after we’ve got working systems that you can use.”
“You can do that?”
“Not yet. I’m working on it.”
“How is the project coming, Commander?”
“Better, now that the Chessori sent those plans to you.”
“So they’re the real thing?”
“No, sir. Didn’t you know?”
“I guess not,” he answered, looking askance at O’Brien.
“Sorry, sir. There’s a message waiting for you when you find the time.”
“Certain messages should be hand delivered, Tom.”
“Yes, sir.”
“What’s in the message?”
Akurea answered. “They sent you the plans for their drive, sir, not the hypercom.”
Trexler smacked a fist into an open palm. “Darn. He stiffed me. We just got them started for home, you know. I guess I’ll have to call him back.”
“Who, sir?”
“The Chessori commander. I never did get his name.”
“No, no, no. This is perfect. If anything, tell him that his plans meet all your expectations. He’ll get home believing we don’t have a clue what we’re looking at. That’s what we’ve wanted all along. We don’t want them knowing we have the real plans.”
“Hmm. I see your point. I’m sorry you wasted your time on his stuff.”
“It hasn’t been wasted, sir. I couldn’t have asked for a better set of plans.”
“I think you’d better explain yourself, Commander.”
“My name is Akurea, if it pleases you, sir. I’ve been stuck on some symbology with the hypercom, Chessori symbols that I had never encountered, and it’s been a real problem. Even George has been stumped.”
“George?”
“Our AI, sir. He’s been helping.”
O’Brien broke in. “He’s not of Empire manufacture, sir. He was repaired and upgraded in a certain overhaul facility. He’s far more capable than any fleet AI. Remember what happened with the canisters?”
“How could I forget?”
“Lady Krys asked him to give it everything that he had, and she didn’t ask her crew for advice, she just did it. He actually took over the ship and our weapons. We were blind. The screens went dead and the only lighting was emergency lighting. I think the air conditioning might even have been turned off. He took out all those canisters on his own.”
Trexler’s eyebrows narrowed. “Tell me you’re joking, Tom.”
“I’m not, sir.”
Trexler looked thoughtful. “I wonder if we can get similar upgrades for the fleet?”
“I’m not sure it would be a good idea, sir. He can’t shoot at anything carrying intelligent life, but short of that limitation, he’s pretty creative. I’m not sure you want creativity on ships of the line.”
“Hmm. You might be right. I need to predict what each ship is going to do. We might be able to use that creativity on command ships, though.”
“Not without a comprehensive study, sir. You might just dig yourself a big hole. Fleets don’t like creativity. You need predictability. Besides, it sounds to me like you’ve been plenty creative without the help of someone like George.”
“So what does all this have to do with the hypercom, Akurea?” Trexler asked, turning back to her.
“I know how our drives work, so I was able to decipher the Chessori plans. George measurably speeded that process up. As you can imagine, the hypercom has some similarities to our drives. After all, both of them are dealing with hyperspace. Some of the symbols that we’ve been unable to decipher have shown up in the hyperspace drive plans. Since we know how the drive works, we’ve translated the symbols and applied them to our understanding of the hypercom.”
Trexler shook his head to clear it. “I’m not sure I understand what you just said. Are you telling me that the Chessori sent you a translation key to the hypercom?”
“Essentially, yes, sir.”
“And he has no idea,” Trexler breathed. Then a big grin lit his face. “Call me Ray, all of you. Are the steaks ready to go on?”
“After you tell me what the hypercom is,” Nancy Shaw interjected.
“Sorry,” Trexler said. “I didn’t mean to treat you like you weren’t here. It’s a system that, if it works, will let us communicate between star systems. The Chessori developed it, and they’ve given it to the Rebels. It’s a tremendous advantage for them.”
He turned back to Akurea. “I know I asked, but I didn’t get an answer. Why are you still here?”
“Because there’s no better place for me at the moment. I’m relying heavily on George’s help. Until I’m done, Resolve is the best place for me.”
“If Resolve is called away, I want you off the ship,” Trexler demanded. “We need to get you and the plans to the Queen.”
“Why not let me work here – on Earth? I hear you’re developing manufacturing facilities here.”
He frowned. “I don’t think they’re that advanced yet. They’re just installing things that are made elsewhere. Let me give it some thought.”
“I’m thinking about the safety of the system, sir. We only have the one Chessori computer, and what place is safer than Earth? It might be safer to move manufacturing people here than it is to move the system somewhere else.”
“The scientists and engineers that we’ve been working with come from an unusual world. I’m not sure they’d fit in very well here. I’ll give it some thought. But remember: until you hear otherwise, when Resolve leaves, she leaves without you.”
 
* * * * *
 
From Europe, they visited parts of Russia, China, Africa, Japan, other countries in the Far East, Australia and New Zealand, then South and Central America, ending up in the United States. Some countries would not let them in, and Trexler worried about them but he did not try to force their hands. State dinners were an every night affair. He worried about his weight, but he discovered early on that Nancy always met with the chefs, insisting on small portions for the two of them. The Protectors normally ate on the ship during the many short flights, but when that was not possible, Nancy arranged for their meals as well, insisting on food they recognized and usually enjoyed.
Krys seldom accompanied Trexler when he left the ship, but she greeted everyone that came aboard. Visitors were invited into her quarters, a suite of rooms that Ellie had used for many years as she traveled the Empire.
As they neared the end of the trip, the families were sent home and Krys called Nancy to her quarters. “You’ve been a great help to us, Nancy. I know Ray is pleased.”
She smiled. “Thank you. I wish he’d tell me that, but I doubt that he will. He’s quite focused.”
“To our benefit. You like him. It shows.”
“It does?”
“Even through my blindness it shows. We’re nearly done here. What are your plans?”
“I’ll go back to the White House and sit in my little office. After life on this ship, it suddenly seems mundane.”
“Do you have a family?”
“Two grown children. I was a little too driven for my husband. He left long ago.”
Krys nodded. “My man is hundreds of light years away, gravely injured.”
“Oh, My Lady, I didn’t know. Why are you here?”
“It was necessary, but I’m anxious to get back to him.”
“You’re strong, My Lady. Much stronger than me, that’s for sure.”
“No. In that you are wrong. I’m frightened out of my wits most of the time. I’m not a warrior.”
“Everyone is secretive about you. All I know is that you’ve been through terrible trials. Your bravery is not questioned by anyone.”
“It’s not bravery, Nancy, it’s duty. The call to duty runs strong in my family. My brother is a Knight, also. Do you know what it means to be a Knight?”
“Not really.”
Krys smiled. “Well, truthfully, I’m not certain either. We don’t exactly have job descriptions. Maybe I can explain it another way. Do you know how many Knights there are?”
“You told us there were never more than a hundred, but with hundreds of thousands of worlds and trillions of people, that’s hard to believe.”
“To the best of my knowledge there are eight at the moment. Ray would have been the ninth, but he refused.”
“I know. He was right to refuse, My Lady.”
“He’s rarely wrong, from what I’ve heard. He’s a member of the Queen’s Inner Circle. Did you know?”
“No. What’s the Inner Circle?”
“A very small group of her closest advisors. All of her current Knights are members. Ray is the only other.”
“Oh, my. He knows her, then.”
“They know each other well. From what I’ve heard, they’ve become great friends.”
“We’re speaking of very private things that take place at the highest levels. Why are you telling me this, My Lady?”
“The Empire has a job for you, Nancy Shaw. I’m calling you to your duty in the name of the Queen.”
“I . . . don’t understand.”
“Nor do I,” Krys said, hanging her head. She lifted it, saying, “I wish Tarn was here. He always figures these things out.”
Nancy remained silent, and Krys understood. “Do you know how old I am?”
“No. You appear young, but your exploits are those of someone much older than you look.”
“I’m 30 years old, and I am the source of much of our intelligence concerning the war.”
“That’s . . . possible?”
“Ray makes it sound like I’m a spy or something, but in most cases I’m not. I’m a courier, just as I’ve been here on Earth. Most of what I do is carry messages. In the process, things sometimes happen, but those things are not important at the moment. Do you know what a Seer is?”
“I’m not sure. Bedtime stories sometimes refer to witches who see the future.”
“I hope I’m not a witch.”
Nancy hesitated, something she seldom did. “You’re frightening me, My Lady.”
“Join the crowd. It frightens me, too. I am a Seer, Nancy. I have visions, visions of things that will happen in the future. Most of them are of things that are crucial to winning the war. Every one of them has come true. I had a vision of you.”
“Surely you jest. I play no part in this war.”
“But you will. Every one of my visions has been of someone who plays a critical role in our success.”
Nancy stepped away, then turned back, her words sharp. “What am I supposed to do?”
“I don’t know. In my vision you were with the Queen. Your heads were together as you studied a document before you. I sensed nothing unusual happening. You did not appear to be under any stress or danger.”
“You saw me with the Queen . . . the Queen who’s somewhere out there in the galaxy, not here on Earth.”
“Yes. There’s more. My visions are often accompanied by words, words that are always in the form of a riddle. These are the words:
Triton calls, the Queen holds, the twin dares, the unseen hunt.
Nancy shuddered. She had no idea what the words meant, but they sounded ominous. “What does it mean?”
“I don’t know. Tarn will figure it out.”
“Who’s he?”
“My man, and the Guide.”
Nancy blinked. Too much was on the table all of a sudden. “What is Triton?”
“A world. The Queen’s home and the seat of our government.”
“And you’re telling me it’s calling me?”
“I am, but I don’t know how it calls. The Queen is not welcome there at the moment.”
“I’m not a twin.”
“I am. I wondered, at first, if this vision was for me or my brother, but I’m certain it’s not. It somehow applies to you. The mention of the unseen is what bothers me most, Nancy. The word ‘unseen’ appeared in another vision. It applied to gleasons, the most feared creatures in the galaxy. They are virtually invisible until wounded, and they are lethal beyond belief.”
“And I’m somehow mixed up with them? What am I supposed to do, fight them?”
“If you are the twin, it appears that you will dare them.”
“Dare them to do what? Do I look like I’m the daring type?” Nancy answered, a note of shrillness sounding in her words.
“I can’t answer your questions, Nancy, but I’m a Knight, and I speak true. Will you answer my call?”
“No! I’m a lawyer. I push paper, not weapons. I don’t believe it. Any of it.”
“I can’t say that I blame you. Will you speak with Terry before you decide?”
“Why?”
“He, too, did not believe, but he does now.”
“I’ll honor your request, of course, My Lady,” Nancy said formally. “I’ll speak with him tonight after we’re done with this meeting, but he won’t change my mind.”
“He might. In fact, I know he will, because you will, one day, be with the Queen. This is important, Nancy. We have been spreading a message for the last two months, a message that calls on people to give all that they are. You’ve helped us spread that message. Now it’s your turn. My call to you is the same as a call from the Queen.”
“Strong words, My Lady, but I cannot accept your call. I beg you to release me from this obligation.”
“I, too, fought the call. I would release you if I could, but I cannot, and I will not. Talk to Terry. His story will be . . . persuasive.”
 
* * * * *
 
Nancy never got the opportunity to talk to Washburn. Trexler’s last stop was in central Iowa. A motorcade of local cars and vans, and a car hauler for Stven, was carrying them back to the ship when they suddenly came under attack. The first indication they had was firing from the Protectors. Bullets riddled the armored van he and Nancy were in, then the van was suddenly blown into the air. When Trexler came to, Resolve was just settling into position across the road. His Protectors and Secret Service agents stood guard around him while Sergeant Jacobs and a local ambulance medic worked on Nancy. Jacobs turned baleful eyes to Trexler.
“It’s bad, sir, very bad.”
Trexler tried to rise, but a Protector held him down. “You’re hurt, sir. The threat is taken care of. Why don’t you just lie still for a while?”
Trexler knew he had a broken leg, and possibly a broken arm and a few broken ribs, but his concern was for Nancy. “Resolve has a medic station. Get her in there, and tell O’Brien to lift for my cruiser as soon as she’s aboard.”
“We’ll get you both in there, sir,” Jacobs said as he bent back to Nancy.
Trexler called Stven to his side. “Take care of her, Captain. I’m staying here.”
“Admiral, go with us. Your cruiser will have the best medical care available.”
Trexler knew he was not in any condition to make decisions, but he knew he could not flee Earth under these terms. It would send the wrong message. “No. This is political. You of all people know what I mean. Who else is hurt?”
One Protector was dead, and two others nursed wounds as they stood guard. Several civilians were being attended to, and the driver of the van was dead. Trexler sent the two wounded Protectors into the ship along with Nancy and watched as it disappeared into the clouds. Godfries sent another ship, and Trexler lifted for Andrews Air Force Base near Washington, DC an hour later.
 
* * * * *
 
Krys gave Trexler two days to recover, then visited him in the sick bay aboard the ship parked at Andrews Air Force Base. As always, Washburn escorted her. Trexler’s injuries, though painful, were not life-threatening.
“You seem to spend a lot of time in sick bay,” she said, her lips ticking up into a smile. “I just came from Nancy Shaw.”
“How is she?” he asked, gingerly pushing himself up straighter in the bed.
“Not well. She’s in a tank, so I was not able to speak to her. Take her with you, Ray.”
“I have a few things to clear up here before I go. It might be a couple of weeks. She could be well enough to stay here by then. Even if she’s not, we have cruisers here with every imaginable medical capability. There’s no need for her to go.”
“You mean there is no official need for her to go, don’t you?” Krys asked, smiling. He shifted uncomfortably, though she could not see it. “Where are you off to next, Ray?”
“Parsons’ World. Someone has to deliver the hypercom to Serge and his people. It’s been sitting around here far too long.”
“Akurea has made excellent use of her time. She’s ready to put it into production. The Queen will likely be there and she needs to see Akurea and Nancy Shaw.”
“Nancy? Whatever for? I can’t take Nancy from here against her will.”
Krys’ head tilted to the side in a question of her own. “What is it with you men? Tarn was just as unaware.”
“My Lady?”
She scowled. “Open your eyes, Admiral. Wars and battles are not all that matter, you know. She will gladly follow you anywhere. Officially, I had a vision of her. In that vision, she was with the Queen.”
Trexler blinked. “Nancy?” He blinked again. “What’s it about?”
“I have not been able to decipher the vision. I’m hoping Tarn will have better luck. Orion III is my next stop. I’ll pick him up and join you on Parson’s World.”
Trexler considered, shook his head, then remembered that Krys could not see his body language. How difficult that must be, he thought. Body language was an important aspect of communication, even to a large extent among aliens. “Plan on meeting us on Shipyard. I’m fairly certain that’s where the hypercom will end up, and Ellie will be there with it.” He stared at this blind young woman on whose shoulders rested so much. “It has been a great honor to have met you and to have gotten to know you. I hope you know that.”
“I would say the same,” she said, reaching out to him.
He took her hand, and she leaned over the bed to kiss him on the head. She never got that far. Her body stiffened, and she nearly fell into Trexler. Washburn caught her at the last instant and pulled her to her feet.
“My Lady?” Trexler asked.
“Hmm. Interesting. Sorry, Admiral. That one caught me completely off guard,” she said as she disengaged herself from Washburn.
“That what?”
“Nancy is no longer the only one with a vision to decipher.”
Trexler looked at Washburn in alarm, then back to Krys. “Me?”
She nodded and stepped back, her head cocked to the side reviewing the vision. “I only received words this time,” she said to him.
“Check, or checkmate? The Code is broken, ancestors have spoken. Emerging pride along for the ride.”
Silence prevailed as each of them considered the words. Trexler spoke first. “Is it always like this?”
“Pretty much. The words always come in the form of a riddle. Do you know what they mean?”
“Checkmate is a word I do not want to hear,” Trexler answered. “It’s part of a game, the part that means ‘game over.’ The rest is not clear to me.” He lifted an eyebrow to Washburn.
“Sir, I can tell you this much. Her visions are real. I’m alive because of two of them. I think all of us are alive because of them. I’ve watched Tarn work his way through these things. If I’ve learned nothing else, it is that each and every word counts. The words ‘check, or checkmate’ probably go together, and they form a question. Together, I think they imply that the game is not over if we do the right thing. However, in the game of chess, when someone is checked, it usually means that the number of possible moves is limited, very limited. Choose well, sir.”
“Choose from what? Codes? I didn’t know we had any codes at all yet.”
Washburn shook his head. “The visions I’ve seen do not apply to today, sir. They apply to the future. If this hypercom gets up and running, we’ll probably have to talk in code.” He turned away, deep in thought. It wasn’t long, though, before he whirled back around. “Sir, remember the Navajo code speakers in World War II?”
Trexler slapped the bed with his hand. “I do! Maybe that’s it.” He looked to Krys, even though she could not look back. “In World War II, we sent out Native Americans with certain units. They spoke their native language which to everyone else was an unbreakable code. We could do the same with the hypercom.”
“But in the vision, the Code gets broken.”
“Codes are pretty hard to break in this day and age, but your computers are smart. I don’t think the Navajo language is not based on mathematics the way regular codes are. Maybe that’s the key.”
“George is pretty good with languages,” she said. “Maybe we should run this by him. What about the rest of the words?”
Trexler reviewed them in his mind. “‘Emerging pride along for the ride.’ Hmm.” He looked at Washburn. “The only use of the word emerging I’ve heard is about an emerging world called Earth.” He grinned in triumph. “We can all take pride in our Navajo code speakers.”
Washburn nodded in agreement.
Krys was less certain, though what she had heard sounded reasonable. “You might be right, Admiral. I’ll feel a lot better once Tarn has done his magic on the vision.”
 
* * * * *
 
Trexler left the ship two weeks later, on a floater again with one leg straight out in front of him just as it had been after the battle at Aldebaran. This time, his left arm was also in a cast to the shoulder. His ribs bothered him the most. The healing properties of Empire medicine had worked wonders on the ribs – they only hurt a lot, not a whole lot.
The President welcomed him to the oval office with a strained look on his face. “I’m sorry, Ray. Is there anything I can do for you?”
“Yes, you can tell me what’s going on in the rest of the world. How hard are they taking this?”
“Lots of demonstrations. You made some friends out there. Actually, you made a lot of friends out there. We know who the terrorists were. Their organization is being dealt with on a global level, and we haven’t even had to call in any favors to get things moving. This will be the last hurrah for them, finally.”
“I need to address the public.”
“Are you up to it?”
“Yes.”
“What are you going to say?”
“I don’t know. I’ll think of something.”
The something turned out to be a call for peace. He insisted that the world start thinking big, start accepting change, because change was coming whether they wanted it or not. The Empire was not going to go away.
He would return. When, he did not know, but he would return, and when he did he hoped he would find the world had grown up.
In closing, he said as he looked directly into the camera, “Do not focus on terrorists. What happened to me is not important. Focus on coming together, focus on creating trading partners among the stars, focus on traveling to the stars, and focus on accepting aliens in your midst. There is no more need for terrorists: they are the past. The future is opportunity. Do you want to find a place to practice your religion in safety and peace? The Empire can find that place for you, though you might find it’s right here on Earth if you look hard enough. Do you want to grow your rice without fear, to live with your extended family in peace? The Empire can find a place for you to do that, too, though again, you might find it’s right here on Earth. Do you want your children to stop starving, do you want them to grow up in good health? The Empire can help with that. But the Empire will not do it for you. You have to choose, and your leaders have to accept. We will talk more about this when I return.
“Know this: the soldiers and sailors from Earth that have been fighting on your behalf no longer refer to themselves as Americans, or Germans, or French, or Japanese, or Chinese. They refer to themselves as Terrans from the planet Earth.
“Goodbye for now. I have a war to win out there,” he said, pointing toward the ceiling, “where I will be fighting right alongside others from every part of Earth. Wish us luck, and please, pray to whatever god you worship for our success. We need all the help we can get. For our children and for our children’s children.”
Trexler was anxious to get aloft and check on Nancy, but he had one more meeting to attend. He guided his floater from the Press Briefing Room to the Oval Office where the President waited.
The President was brusque. “Are you up to a short drive?”
“I’m up to getting back to work,” Trexler admonished. “My time here is over.”
“Not quite yet. This won’t take long.”
Trexler rode beside the President on the way to the Pentagon. On the way, the President reached into his pocket and pulled out a shiny gold pin. “We created a new branch while you were abroad,” he said. “We’re calling it ‘Space Command.’ Everyone who goes or has gone into space to fight with you gets one of these, be he a ground pounder or an admiral. Godfries helped a bit and gave his final okay. Does it meet with your approval?”
“It’s beautiful,” Trexler agreed, looking at the pin. Resembling aviator wings and made of pure gold, two wings extended from a planet overlaid with crossed sabers. “I don’t see a shield or an eagle.”
“Nope. It’s not just for United States servicemen and women. It’s for everyone from every country. I’d be honored if you’d wear it.”
“I don’t think I can do it with one hand.”
“I’ll get if for you,” the President said, leaning over. “Where does it go?”
“I hate to give up my naval aviator wings, but if it’s a new branch, I guess it should replace them.”
“You’re in charge, you know,” the President said as he removed the old emblem.
“Sir, I’ve got a war to fight. I don’t have time for administration.”
“So delegate. The administration, not the fighting. You’re in charge.”
“Of what?”
“Well, let’s see. Including the latest batch, we’ve sent 5,000 men and women to wherever you’ve put them, also 300 Delta Force soldiers. You gutted them, you know. We’ve sent more special operations guys from other countries to beef them up. Where they went, I don’t know, but I’m told their training is conducted by the Great Cats. Space Command is a multinational force, of course, and Godfries told me I had to keep looking for more men. He’s going to put them to work training newcomers, then sending them to your fleets. Some guy named Serge Parsons is here. He’s helping us establish some impressive manufacturing capabilities. We’ve already upgraded some ships, and more are in the pipeline. More tugs are a high priority. Now that we can work on these ships in the open, it will go a lot smoother. We just have to develop the skilled workforce, and we are. It’s a global effort.
“We’re also developing more troops for Waverly, and we’re going to try to get them working together before they ship out. He’s sent some of his guys to get that up and running, and rather than trying to teach everyone English, he wants us to teach them this Galactic High Standard right from the start.”
“You might want to work on that yourself,” Trexler said with a grin.
“I might. I promoted Godfries. Did you know?”
“No, but he’s earned it.”
“He has. He’s a four-star now. We’ve sent boxes of new badges to your ship for all ranks. I would imagine there have been a lot of promotions earned out there.”
“There have. I promoted Waverly as well. I gave him a set of my old stars.”
“How many?”
“One.”
“I’m told he doesn’t need promotions anymore.”
“As a Knight, he doesn’t.”
“Well, he’s not just a Knight, he’s one of us, too. I made him a four-star. I hope that’s okay with you. I’ve personally signed other promotion papers, too. You just have to add the names and put your signature on them to make them official. I’ve also included papers with congressional approvals for the higher ranks. Obviously, those should be handed out carefully.”
“Don’t forget sir: I have people from all over the world. Have you included approvals from other countries?”
“Well, uh . . . no. We came up with a different plan. We’re here. I’ll tell you about it inside.”
They pulled up to the front door of the Pentagon. A fleet shuttle waited for Trexler out in the parking lot, dwarfing everything in sight. Trexler was loaded onto another floater and guided directly to an auditorium deep inside the Pentagon where a fairly large group of people awaited him. He immediately recognized the Joint Chiefs, a number of congressmen, and two Supreme Court justices. Looking harder, he discovered a number of foreign leaders he had met during the past few months.
“We had a big argument about who got to be in charge tonight,” the President said, bending over to speak quietly to Trexler. “I won.”
The President guided the floater to the front of the room. “It’s a new world out there,” he said to the guests. “We don’t know what awaits us, and we don’t know what our future holds. What we do know is that no organization or political entity now exists on the planet to lead us into that future, and I include here the United Nations. We know two additional things: the world is at war against these Chessori who attempted, and who may attempt again, to commit genocide against planet Earth. We know, too, that we do not yet have a voice among the leaders of the Empire.”
He looked to Trexler sitting on his floater with his leg straight out. “It falls on your shoulders, Raymond Trexler, to lead our armed forces ‘out there,’ to protect us, to lead us into the future, and to represent us before the Empire. I don’t know how you’re going to do it, and we don’t have a mechanism in place yet to support you. You’re going to have to figure it out on your own. I’m sure we’ll have plenty of discussions back here while you’re away, but history tells us we’ll fail to reach agreement. That said, we’ll give it our best shot. In the meantime, and without the support of the entire world but with the support of most of the world, I hereby appoint you Ambassador to the Empire. Don’t ask me who you report back to because I don’t know, and please try not to give away the store, but you’ve made a lot of friends during the past couple of months. We’re putting our faith and trust in your leadership and judgment.”
Trexler started to say something, but the President cut him off. “Hold still, Ray. I’m not done yet. Ambassadors don’t normally serve in the military, but in your case we don’t have a choice. Our understanding is that your military leadership is still needed out there, and it appears that you’ve done a pretty good job so far. Whether it be fortunate or unfortunate, you do not command warriors exclusively from the United States. Ray,” he said, continuing to look over at Trexler, “I lied a little while ago when I told you we’d created a new branch. We didn’t. What we did create with the blessing of many world leaders is a new military service, and you’re in charge. We haven’t figured out who you report to, and we need to get that figured out pretty quickly since we can’t be having generals and admirals running around unsupervised, but I can tell you who you serve. You serve Earth, all of Earth. Space Command is a multinational force that for the moment, and perhaps forever, reports to all of us in this room.
“Need I say that you hold our very lives, indeed the lives of everyone on the planet, in your hands? We watched that battle out in space, certainly not in the detail you did, but we saw enough to convince us that you and your men saved our world.
“We charge you, Raymond Trexler, with the responsibility of protecting Earth. Beyond that, we charge you with the responsibility of finding a way for us to protect ourselves. The resources of the planet are at your disposal. The world is at war. You command a multinational force that, at present, is in its infancy. It will grow just as fast as you can accept new recruits. We’ve created a new rank for you, and you may choose to change it, but for the moment we’re going to give you the title, and responsibility, of Admiral, Space Command. Raymond Trexler, do you accept our charge?”
Trexler had not seen this coming, and he was overwhelmed. How had so many leaders been able to reach agreement on an issue of such importance? Was the world learning, had they really heard his message? Did they truly understand the threat of the Chessori? He allowed himself to hope, just a little. He let his gaze roam the room, trying to get a feel for what these men and women were telling him. Was he the right man?
The President chided him. “Ray, we’re waiting. If you’re not the right man, tell us who is.”
Trexler lifted his chin. “I am that right man, sir. And titles bestowed can be taken away. I will not forget that, and I will not let you down.”
“Then by the power invested in me by everyone in this room, I hereby confirm your positions and bestow the appropriate rank.”
The President whispered as he pinned Trexler’s new rank to each collar, “Didn’t we just do this? It’s much easier now that we’re out of the car,” His new emblems of rank consisted of a circle of five small stars beside a planet that could only be Earth.
Trexler shuttled up to a cruiser and met briefly with Godfries, Buskin, and three commanders of the Terrans aboard three newly-arrived squadrons. He remembered each of them from their training on Parson’s World, and he commissioned them in the new Space Command, promoting two to admiral. The Air Force colonel became a two star admiral. He would need at least that much rank to interact with other high ranking officers on the planet. The new Space Command emblems would provide any additional leverage he required on Earth. Trexler felt confident the emblems would stand out among the military, bestowing great honor on those wearing them. The Air Force colonel groused a bit at being called an admiral instead of a general, but he accepted the position.
In a private meeting with Godfries, Trexler cautioned him to stay with the message he’d been speaking for the past three months. His job was to keep repeating the same words: there should be no confusing changes.
“I fully expect the Chessori to return, and when they do, they will come in force. Do you have the means to call for help?”
“I do, Ray, and I haven’t been idle while you’ve been gallivanting around the globe. M’Coda and I are going to stay in close touch with each other so that we will know where to send messages for help.”
“M’Coda? Not Chandrajuski?”
“Chandrajuski is out on assignment. I don’t know what it is, but M’Coda has taken his place. He’ll know where Waverly is at all times, and he’s going to know where the Queen is.”
“I need to report in to her, then I need to see M’Coda. Where is she?”
“Back on Parsons’ World. I think she’s going to shift to Aldebaran I eventually, but they’re expecting Struthers to try something there in the near future, so she’s waiting.”
“Stu, if the Chessori return, don’t try to play the hero. Send for help immediately. Earth is completely dependent upon your judgment. If you fail, you fail all of us. Understood?”
“Trust me, I’m not playing the hero.”
Trexler rubbed his jaw thoughtfully. “I know you approved the Space Command badges. I’d like you to reconsider.” Godfries’ eyebrows rose in a question and Trexler continued. “It’s a good idea, but we’re missing a great opportunity. Remember Rosie the Riveter?”
“From World War II?”
“Yes. She was as important to the war effort as the soldiers. This isn’t going to work unless we unite the planet. In the process we need to turn the world into a fortress. The Chessori are coming back, and we have to be ready. We won’t be unless everyone’s on board. I think that instead of a Space Command, how about if we had something like, I don’t know . . . Fortress Terra. You and I and our military forces will be a part of it, but so will everyone who directly helps build a ship, everyone who cooks meals and cleans barracks in support of our workers. They all have the right to wear badges of distinction. Anyone who fights or goes into space can have something in addition to the badge - maybe a wreath or a star or something, but I want everyone involved to feel like they’re an important part of the whole.”
“You’re talking about a significant percentage of the world once we’re up and running.”
“So a Russian meets a German. They are historically foes, but now each of them is wearing the same emblem. Are they likely to fight?”
“I see your point. I’ll get some experts working on it. What about showing the flag?”
“Hmm. Good point. Discuss it with the world leaders. We don’t want to scare everyone, but it might give them a better feeling of security if they see a regular presence of the fleet. Are you up to it, and are you prepared to stand in front of a billion people and speak?”
“No, definitely not, but if it’s necessary, I will.”
“Just be careful, and just repeat my message. Where’s Sam Taylor?”
“Perseus II, I think.”
“I thought Sagittarius Sector was next?”
“Waverly hasn’t been idle. His guys are at both places. I don’t think they’ve launched an attack yet, but we’ll always be a little behind here with news.”
“No you won’t, Stu. We have the hypercom. It’s just a matter of building it, and the lady in charge is sharp. You’ll be one of the first to get it. Uh, you have another assignment. We need to develop codes, and I’d like you to see if you can resurrect the Navajo code talkers. We might never need them, but if we do, they should know how to speak Galactic High Standard.”
Godfries eyed him a little strangely. “Are you joking?”
“Definitely not.”
“Well . . . ok. The codes are not a problem. About the Navajo, well . . . I’ll look into it. Your squadron is gone. Want to borrow a ship?”
“I need a ship with a restoration tank. I’m taking Nancy Shaw with me.”
Godfries’ eyebrows rose, but he kept the grin from his face. “We’ll transfer her to a fast cruiser. In fact, I think we’ll send the whole squadron with you. Who knows what’s on your agenda. The fighters make great messengers if nothing else.”
“Another big operation is in the works, and you’ll probably be a part of it. Chandrajuski or M’Coda and I will have to work out the details, more them than me. It’s definitely an Empire operation, but I expect we’ll run into more Chessori.” He stood up. “I’m off.”
“Safe voyage, sir.”
 
* * * * *
 
Nancy Shaw awoke as they fast-shipped out of the system. Still encased in the tank, she opened her eyes to find Trexler standing beside her. She blinked a few times, and he gave her a chance to get her act together. He’d never been in a tank before, but he knew others who had. When the doctors decided it was time for you to wake up, they woke you all the way up. Her eyes moved as she tried to study her environment, but there was little for her to see besides the tank.
She closed her eyes again and whispered, “Have I been kidnapped?”
“I’m afraid so. We’re in space. You’re on your way to see the Queen.”
She kept her eyes closed, but a smile spread across her face. “I’m glad you’re here,” she murmured. A little later, she asked, “How bad is it?”
“You’ll be fine. Maybe better than before. These guys are good. You’ll be out of that thing in a couple of days. The President sends his regards and best wishes.”
Her eyes opened wide. “Back to work, huh? What am I going to do out here?”
He smiled. “We’ll figure something out.” He reached out and brushed his hand across her forehead and down her hair. Then he reached down and kissed her lightly on the forehead.
She smiled. “Try that another time and you might get a better response.”
They untanked her two days later, and Trexler found her sitting up in her bed. Captain K’Dagma had assigned her to a VIP visitor’s room.
“Hi!” he said, his face lighting up when he saw her sitting up on her own. “How are you?”
“Wonderful, considering.”
“I’d have brought flowers, but we don’t have any. I brought lunch instead. Are you up to it?”
“I’m up to you coming over here,” she answered. When he sat on the edge of her bed, she reached both arms up and pulled him to herself in an embrace. When he responded, she said, “I’ve so wanted your arms around me, Ray.”
“Your getting hurt sort of woke me up. Lady Krys helped a little. There can be more of this if you want.”
She pressed closer.
A knock sounded at the door. Trexler rose and touched the door-open pad. When the door slid aside, he found himself facing Akurea Skvechavka’a.
She looked at him, then Nancy and blushed, clearly flustered. Trexler beamed in return. “You’re here! I’m sorry to say I forgot about you in all the turmoil.”
“That happens to me a lot. Lady Krys’ orders, sir. I’m to be Tested. Your ship looked like the most likely one to take me to the Queen. I just stopped by to see how Nancy is doing.”
“Well, come in and see for yourself.”
Akurea found a shrunken version of Nancy Shaw lying in the bed. Nancy smiled at her and held out her hand. “I guess we’re both going to meet this Queen or yours,” she said a little uncertainly.
“You, too?”
“According to Lady Krys, I am.”
“You sound nervous about it. I am, too, but why would you be?”
“You mean besides the tiny little fact that she’s the most powerful person in the galaxy?”
“Well, I share that feeling, but I’m excited. She’s no threat to you.”
“Oh, but she is,” Nancy replied, her eyes sinking deeper into her head.
“Hey,” Trexler demanded, “what’s going on here? Ellie is my friend, Nancy. I’m sure you two will get along fine.”
“It’s not that, Ray. It’s something that happened with Lady Krys. Did you know she’s a . . . a fortune teller or something?”
He looked perplexed. “Who? The Queen, or Lady Krys?”
“Lady Krys.”
“Nancy, you’re mistaken,” Akurea said. “She’s the bravest person I’ve ever met.”
“I don’t doubt it for a moment, but she claims to have seen the future. She made a demand of me which I refused. I think I’m here because of that refusal.”
Trexler stared at her, stared at her for a long time. “She told me she’d called you to a duty you don’t understand.”
“She called it a vision.”
“She’s a Seer, Nancy, not a fortune teller.”
“There’s a difference?”
“A huge difference.” Trexler sat back down on the bed beside her. “Krys is guiding the whole war. It’s because of her that Earth survived the Chessori attack.”
“I’ve heard you say that many times, but what does it mean?”
“She had a vision of the battle. She saw the Chessori traders releasing canisters, canisters that would have wiped out all life on Earth, most likely. She destroyed all of them.”
“She’s had other visions, Nancy,” Akurea said. “She has foretold major battles, and she has saved worlds. What did she see with you?”
“That I was with the Queen. Something about twins, Triton, and gleasons. She called on me to fulfill my duty, and I refused. Now, here I am anyway.”
“You think you’re here because of your refusal?”
“I’m wondering if, because of my refusal, we were attacked. Some thing, or someone, wants me to go despite my refusal.”
“Oh, my. You could be right.” Akurea said.
“And people are dead and injured because of my choice.”
“People are dead and injured because of choices other people made. It’s war, Nancy,” Trexler said.
“I’m no warrior, but I’m sorry now that I refused.”
Trexler took her hand. “Are you really sorry?”
“I am, Ray. I chickened out when the going got tough, and I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
“Are you really sorry?”
She frowned. “I told you I was. Why do you ask?”
“Because you’ll be Tested. One of the gifts of the Chosen is their ability to read minds. When she Tests you, she will know the truth of you. I’ve been Tested. It’s not a big thing, but not much escapes her.”
“I’m not ready for anyone to read my mind, but I’m not going to let anyone else die because I’m a coward.”
“That’s a strong word, Nancy. It’s not like Seers are an everyday part of our lives. The Queen, too, has made mistakes, lots of them. All of us have. We’re growing into our jobs, learning as we go. Let’s see where things take you. I’ll be there beside you.”
She squeezed his hand, and Akurea turned to leave. Trexler stopped her. “How’s your project going?”
“I finished the translation. Well . . . George did a lot of it for me. I’m studying the science of it right now. I’ll be ready to go as soon as we land. Uh . . .” she paused, then looked deeply into his eyes. “I’m beginning to see a problem, a problem of the first magnitude.”
“And that is . . .?”
She pulled a chair out from the workstation and sat down. She glanced at Nancy, then she focused hard on Trexler. “The Chessori have seen our fast ships in operation, right?”
“Yes, on several occasions, and we’ve beaten the pants off of them.”
“Won’t just seeing a fast ship get them thinking about fast ships of their own?”
“Yes. It’s a basic tenet of warfare. As soon as you come up with a better killing mechanism, your enemy will try to copy it. I think, in this case, that it will take them a while.”
“Sir, I’m not done with my studies yet, but I’m beginning to see certain similarities between our drives and the hypercom. I know a lot about our hyperspace drives, and with what I’ve learned about the hypercom, I think I might be able to build a fast ship drive on my own. The science seems to be there.”
He stared at her for a long time. “How certain are you?”
“Not certain. I’m not a scientist.”
“The Chessori will get fast ships eventually. That’s just a law of nature as far as I’m concerned. We probably can’t stop their progress, but we might be able to delay them. I sense a meeting of the Queen’s Inner Circle again. You might want to think about the presentation you’re going to make to them, Commander.”
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Chapter 6
 
Juster frowned as he entered Struthers’ office. He had not seen Struthers since the devastating loss at Aldebaran, and he knew this meeting would not be pleasant. Not so much because of the loss of two sectors - that was bad enough - but because of Struthers himself. Little by little, this great man who had led all of them through the coup had been losing control, his focus narrowing until all he could think of was finding the Queen. Juster needed to somehow shock him out of his preoccupation, return him to the leader he had been.
Struthers stood across the room staring out toward the Palace through a transparent, floor-to-ceiling wall. His office was high up in a gzeikolt, a massive, 300 story community commandeered after the coup as a temporary home for his government. Patchy clouds floated above the plateau housing the palace complex some 30 miles away. The top of the plateau was on a level with Struthers’ office.
Barely visible, the spires of the Palace glinted in the sunlight toward the left end of the plateau. Closer to the center of the plateau the wide, low dome of the Senate Chamber shone bright white. Farther to the right, two gzeikolts towered above even the Palace. To the right of the gzeikolts on the far end of the plateau, the single tall spire of Fleet Headquarters rose to the same height as the Palace.
Two miles long and 3000 feet above the surrounding terrain, the top of the plateau had once been the heart of the Empire. That heart had been stilled on the night of the coup and no one lived there now. That would change, but not until craftsmen completed repairs.
Juster sensed the yearning in Struthers, for he shared that yearning. Both of them had called the Palace their home prior to the coup, and both of them coveted the idea of calling it home again. It would be at least another year.
“Sire,” Juster called.
Struthers turned to him and the two men stared at each other, the terrible defeats hanging in the air between them. To Juster’s surprise, Struthers stepped over to him and put his arms around him in an embrace. It only lasted a moment, but it told Juster that his mentor just might have come back from wherever he’d been.
Sure enough, Struthers was focused, more focused than he’d been in many months. “Your sister’s words woke me up,” Struthers said. “She was right - I have not been a good leader. That’s over. I’m back in control.” He peered hard into Juster’s eyes. “How do we combat the capabilities of those ships we saw at Aldebaran?”
“We have people loyal to us serving on them. We’re making inquiries among them. Our scientists, too, will be part of the picture. We don’t know how they do it, but we know it can be done. We’ll just have to figure out how. Until we do, my only recourse is to overwhelm them. I have not been idle this past month. I spent the whole voyage planning. I’m going to pull serious resources from the sectors and start training hard. My staff has already started the process.”
“What about the Chessori?”
“They performed better than we did, but clearly the scree is not the perfect solution we thought it would be. The Great Cats function in spite of it, and the suffering of our crews is a high price to pay for a modest advantage.” He looked away for a moment, then back at Struthers. “The best solution is to improve Chessori performance. They’ll shine in their own ships. We need to upgrade them.”
Struthers stepped back with a raised eyebrow. “You haven’t heard?”
“Heard what?”
Struthers turned and stepped back to the window, his back ramrod straight as his gaze settled once again on the Palace. Juster joined him, though his gaze rested uneasily on Struthers, not the Palace.
“It’s not just the Great Cats,” Struthers said. “There’s someone else, a race of beings, humanoid, that from all indications function in spite of the scree. They’re effective ground fighters, and I suspect they’re at the controls of some ships, as well. Their numbers are, apparently, limited.”
“Where are they from?”
“I don’t know. We’re working on that, trust me.”
“Sire, that changes everything. And it explains why the Chessori are performing below expectations. At this rate, I wouldn’t be surprised if they abandoned us. We can’t afford that. Not yet.”
“I know. I’ve already approved an upgrade package for their ships. The preliminary engineering is almost done.” He glanced toward the open door, then back to Juster and lowered his voice. “I’m not giving them our biggest power plants, but what they get will be a material improvement over what they have now. We’ll start modifications right away. The first upgraded ships will be operational in half a year.”
“Why hold back?”
“It’s a game of pajjistk that I play with them. I give a little, they give a little. I still want that hypercom, and I want access to their markets. They don’t give in easily.”
“We need to find my sister.”
“I have.”
Juster rarely showed emotion, but his jaw fell at those two simple words. “Sire?”
Struthers chuckled. “I’ve found her, and I’ve found the source of her advanced ships. We’re going to put that fleet you’re gathering together to work. The sooner the better.”
“Where is she?” Juster breathed.
“Ever heard of Parsons’ World?”
It was Juster’s turn to stare off into the void. “I’ve heard of it, but I don’t recall details.”
“It’s a world settled long ago by a right wing religious group. Since then, their religion has become their economics. They are a bunch of thieves and smugglers doing their best to avoid paying us our fair share. One of them decided to sell what he knew to us.”
“And?”
Struthers’ face lit in a grin. “She’s there.”
Silence hung in the air between the two men as Juster contemplated the words. They’d found his sister! It had been a long, frustrating search, but if the information Struthers had was correct, they had found her. His mind flew through options, then his hands balled into fists and his back straightened.
“We can’t attack,” he said.
Struthers frowned. “Don’t go getting soft on me now. We’ve been over this before.”
“It’s not the fact that she’s my sister, and certainly not the fact that she’s Queen,” Juster shot back. “It’s because the second I show up, she’ll leave. You saw what her ships can do. We’d lose her again.”
Struthers whirled from him, his body language easy to read. Clearly, he’d been living this moment for some time now, and suddenly his hopes were dashed. He headed for the liquor cabinet and picked up a bottle and glass.
“Sire, no!” Juster called. He stepped over to Struthers and took the bottle and glass from his hands. “You’re better than this,” he said, glaring into Struthers’ eyes from inches away.
Struthers took a step back. “Are you threatening me?”
“Stop being stupid. We’re in this together up to our eyebrows and we’re still in charge, but there’s no turning back. We focus forward, and we don’t give up or get stupid. We outsmart her.”
Struthers seemed to shrink. “We have to get her,” he mumbled. He lifted his gaze to Juster. “Our plan fails if any of the Chosen survive. We’ve known that from the very beginning.”
“It’s still true, but I need you to get out of this funk. I need you to lead again.”
“What can we do?”
Juster turned from him and walked across the room. He closed the door, then locked it. When he turned back to Struthers, the man had not moved. Juster walked back to him and leaned into his face. “What’s the penalty for striking the Emperor?”
“I’m not Emperor yet. You know that.”
Smack! Juster struck with an open hand and he didn’t hold anything back. Struthers’ head shot to the side. He went to his knees, then his hands. He stayed that way, just looking at the floor. After a time, he shook his head and stood up with his back to Juster. He brushed himself off, then turned, a hand rubbing his cheek.
Juster stared into his eyes looking for something. He wasn’t certain it was there or not, but he relented. “Are you back?”
The glare in Struthers’ eyes sharpened into a look of calculation. “You get only one of those.”
“So do you. We can’t afford any more mistakes. We’re going to get her, and we’re going to be smart about it.”
“Do you have a plan?”
“I just heard about all this.” He lifted a sharp eye to Struthers. “Give me a minute. Our options are limited. We get only one chance.”
Struthers stepped back to the window, then changed his mind and sat on a nearby couch with his back to the Palace. “You say we can’t send a fleet until she’s dead, and I agree. We’ll have to deal with her privately. Then we can move in and convince Parsons’ World to part with their secrets.”
“We’ll make an example of them while we’re at it,” Juster said as he sat in a padded chair. “You say they’re traders. If they developed the fast ships, their traders are probably equipped with the drive.”
“According to my informant, they are.”
Juster’s eyes wandered the room as he considered. When they stopped moving, they focused back on Struthers. “I’ll capture one of them. We’re going to start inspecting traders when they land. The beacons will tell us who owns the ship and where it’s been. It won’t take long to locate one from Parsons’ World.”
“Will that do any good?” Struthers asked.
“I don’t know. Some things can be reverse engineered and some can’t. We won’t know until we have one in our hands.” He paused, then said, “We can set up the Parsons’ World end of this pretty quickly. I’ll have my fleet waiting nearby in,” he cocked his head to the side, “say . . . six months or so?”
“I need you out in the sectors. I’m not willing to give up any more of them.”
“Yes you are,” Juster said firmly. “I’m no good out there right now. Until we upgrade the Chessori and maybe get some improvements from Parsons’ World for our own ships, engaging those fast ships will just cost me more men and ships. The Queen is our focus, and I’m prepared to give up a few sectors to get her.”
Struthers blanched. “Did I hear you right?”
“You did. I’d rather lose a few sectors than the whole war. We have plenty of other sectors.” He stood up and held his arms out wide. “Think about it from her perspective, Sire. She’s Queen, but she’s holed up on Parsons’ World. You know her. How long is she going to stay out of the picture?”
Struthers leaned forward. “I’m surprised she’s stayed out of it as long as she has.”
“She hasn’t, not completely. She was at Aldebaran. We don’t know if she was at Orion, but she might have been.”
“What are you saying?”
“She’s the last of the Chosen, Sire. They’ll keep her safe, but she’ll travel from time to time. We need to be waiting wherever she shows herself.”
“It’s a big Empire out there.”
“Then we make her come to us. One duty she cannot escape is to Name new governors.” Juster’s lips firmed. “I’d be willing to forfeit a sector or two if it meant we knew where and when she would appear.” He stared into the distance, then shook his head. “I don’t know how we do it, but we don’t have to be the experts here. We hire experts.” He thought again, musing out loud, “There’s only one time I can say with certainty that she’s vulnerable. It’s at the moment of Testing.”
“She’s never without her Protectors.”
Juster nodded. “I know. Failure is a possibility. We need a back-up plan.” At one time he’d known his sister well, but once she’d been named a Chosen his contact with her had diminished considerably. He put himself in her shoes and wondered what her focus would be during the coming months. Then it hit him.
“It’s time to convene the Imperial Senate, Sire.”
Struthers blinked. “It’s past time, but there are a lot of unresolved issues. I can’t take any chances. I have to come away with a win.”
“Sire, if we’ve taken her by then, the senate will do whatever you command. If we fail to take her before the senate meets, she’ll come to us. She will not let that convocation take place without making a personal plea to the senators. It’s her way.”
“She’d dare us right here on Triton?”
“She will if she has to. We might even want to make it easy for her.”
“Why? How?”
“Reduce security until the convocation starts. Then, go all out. To speak before the senate, she will have to be there personally. She would never settle for a recording. The moment she sets foot on the grounds, she’s vulnerable. That’s when we strike, and we strike with overwhelming force.”
“It could get dangerous for me. I’ll be there, and she’ll come with a sizeable force.”
“No, Sire, she won’t. She can’t. She’ll never get a sizeable force past our security. I’ll make certain of that. It will be small and mobile.”
“I don’t want her getting inside the Chamber.”
“I agree. There’s been enough public culling. To date there is no hard evidence that we instigated the coup. Killing her in front of the senate would be hard evidence against us.”
“If she makes it into the Senate Chamber, I won’t have any choice, evidence or not. Once I’m Emperor, no one can touch us, so it won’t matter.”
Juster nodded. “It’s a last resort.”
“The Chessori could help us.”
“Sire, you joke,” Juster said, staring at Struthers aghast. “We can’t let the senators experience the scree.”
Struthers smiled grimly. “The moment the senators feel the scree, they’ll be down. They’ll never know it came from the Chessori, and they’ll never see the Chessori take her out. We might even get away with claiming the scree was a weapon used by the Queen.”
His smile disappeared, and he changed the subject. “The Chessori have not lived up to their promises.”
“They are not invulnerable, as we first thought. However, they outperformed us at Aldebaran. We need more of them, lots more.”
“I don’t know how extensive their resources are.”
“They have a whole empire, Sire. If they want to continue trading here, they’re going to have to live up to their promises. That’s the deal.”
Struthers turned away, his gaze narrowed. “Suppose they don’t live up to the deal. Or suppose we decide we no longer need them. Can we back out of our arrangement?”
“Why would you want to do that? We’ve all invested heavily in this.”
“I don’t.” Struthers stepped over to a couch and sank into it, looking toward the locked door then up at Juster. “Do you ever get the feeling we’re being manipulated?”
Juster swallowed, unnerved. “No, Sire. I spend a lot of time with them. They’ve been working hard for us, and a lot of them have given their lives for us.”
“Is it for us or is it for themselves?” Struthers shot back. Then he dismissed the subject with a wave of his hand. “Never mind. It’s probably just my imagination. We have a plan. Get some people to Parsons’ World quickly. I’ll see about setting up a convocation of the senate.”
Juster stepped to the door, then turned around. “It’s nice to have you back, Sire.” To himself, he wondered how long it would last. Struthers had led them through the coup, and he had led effectively, but since the last Chosen had surfaced he’d been unfocused. Was his time past? Was it time for new leadership?”
His eyes shifted uneasily as he turned away.
 
 
 



Chapter 7
 
The Queen had to address the Imperial Senate. She didn’t know when that would be, but she knew Struthers could not wait much longer so it would be sooner rather than later. To address the Senate, she had to go to Triton, the headquarters world of the Empire, a world controlled by Struthers and his Rebels now. A means had to be found to spirit her into the Senate Chamber right under the noses of the Rebels, give her time to make her speech, then spirit her away. Since she was the Last of the Chosen, there was no room for error. Whatever plan they came up with had to be perfect.
Ellie lay in Mike’s arms in their bed on Parsons’ World. They were both ready for sleep, but he felt her anxiety. “What’s the problem?” he breathed into her hair.
“How do we do it?” 
“Do what?”
“Get me into the Imperial Senate.”
He sat up straighter, still holding her tight. “I don’t have a clue. Is that what’s been bothering you?”
“Actually, no. I know you’ll come up with something.”
“Then what is it?”
“It’s me. I’m scared out of my wits, but I can never let it show.”
He brushed strands of hair from her forehead and kissed her there. “You know that’s not true.”
“I’m Queen, Mike. Queens never show weakness.”
“Since when was fear a weakness? Besides, that’s not true. Outside this room it’s true, but in here you’re my Princess. Out of the whole galaxy, in this one place you can be yourself.”
She smiled and snuggled closer. “I hoped you’d say that. You might not always like what you see, but I need to be normal once in a while. You’ve taught me that. I can’t let it show to anyone else.”
“Not true. All of your Knights have seen you at your best and at your worst. They’re not exactly running for the exits.”
“My Knights are wonderful, each one is special, and I won’t let them down, but they’re not you.”
He grinned. “So that’s it? You think you’ll let me down?”
“Will I?”
“You will if you’re not yourself with me. We both need support once in a while. Isn’t that what marriage is all about? Let me in, Princess. I can’t support you if you won’t let me.”
She nodded. “But just in this room.”
“No, not just in this room. We have other ways of communicating with each other. A look, a smile, a touch, they’ll be enough.”
She closed her eyes, a feeling of warmth coursing through her, marveling at the man she’d fallen in love with. The day was bound to come when he needed her support. Considering the number of years ahead of them, barring an early death from this war there would be many opportunities. She would be his strength during those times, just as he was hers right now.
“I’m worried about you,” she murmured.
“Well, so am I. I haven’t even seen Triton and I’m scared. I need Otis, but he can’t go. Great Cats are no longer welcome there.”
“Val will figure things out.”
“He’s my Right Arm, but he’s not the expert we need. I’m taking Josh if I can talk him into it.”
She sat up, pulling her legs up to keep her balance while she faced him. “I feel better already. I don’t know him all that well, but Otis speaks highly of him.”
“He’s the best there is. If anyone can do it, he can.”
“Does he know?”
“No. He’ll need a Rider. That will be his hang-up.”
“Why? They’re a gift.”
He smiled. “You’ve never fully appreciated what I felt like when I woke up to Jake in my body. To someone from Earth it’s impossible to see the gift through the horror. Not for a long time anyway.”
“Reba did.”
He nodded. “She did, right from the start. When it actually happened, she had her sights on Val who already had a Rider. She was predisposed.”
“I suppose she was. I’ll talk to him.”
“No. Leave it to me. It’s my team even if he’s our leader.”
 
* * * * *
 
When confronted with Mike’s plan, Josh balked. His chosen place was by the Queen’s side, and he was determined to stay there.
“I’ve taken personal responsibility for Ellie,” Josh argued.
“Trust me,” Mike argued back. “There’s no one I’d rather have beside her, but I need you with me on Triton. Let’s be honest about this: every one of the Protectors you brought from Earth are as good as you are. They’ll take good care of her.”
“Then take one of them. I’ll be happy to make a recommendation.”
“I need you, Josh. You’re far more than just a soldier. Ellie will have first rate protection while you’re gone, and this mission is critically important to her long-term survival. She’s Struthers’ number one target, and you can bet he’s hoping she’ll be there. He’ll be ready, too. How better can you protect her than by creating our plan?”
Mike gave that time to sink in, then added, “But you can’t go without a Rider: you’d be discovered in a heartbeat. Your language skills and general knowledge of Empire ways are not good enough yet. A Rider will give you the tools you need, the tools all of us need you to have.”
Josh glared at him, and Mike knew this man well enough to know that the look was a clear refusal.
“If you have one serious shortcoming, my friend, it’s that you want to be on the front lines with your men,” he said to Josh. “You want to share their danger. I understand, but what your men really need from you is for you to command. It will be a big operation. What better way to protect them than to plan this mission personally?”
He paused for a moment, then added the clincher. “Would you rather leave the planning to me?”
Josh turned a hateful look to Mike. “Not fair. You know there’s only one answer to that. You went through Protector training with us, but as a soldier, not a leader. You don’t have a clue how to plan our operations, and you know it.”
Mike fired his last bullet. “I know it very well. Your Delta Force operators have spent years honing their skills, and our training with the Great Cats made them even more lethal. If it’s any consolation, Ellie jumped at the idea of your leading this operation. You can’t believe how relieved she was when I told her you might be going with me.”
Josh turned away. When he turned back to Mike, he shot some bullets of his own and his aim was perfect. “I’ve been making plans for my retirement, which isn’t that far away. I’ll never be able to return to Earth and look anyone in the eye if I take on a Rider.” He looked hard into Mike’s eyes. “Will I even be human? Are you human, Mike?”
Mike had considered the issue many times. “I can’t answer that,” he replied gravely. “For a while I was certain I wasn’t, but I’ve come full circle and now I believe that I am. Jake enhances me, there’s no question about that, but he has not changed my ‘human-ness,’ nor has he tried. He counsels, he is an incredible source of information and guidance, and he’s my friend, but he never, ever controls. He only helps. That’s the way of his kind. Jake hasn’t turned me into something I wasn’t before I met him. He and I still make mistakes, you’ve seen plenty of them, yet his presence has enhanced my value to the Empire, and in that respect, you, too, would be enhanced.”
Josh’s expression didn’t change, so Mike continued. “I told you that Riders are the single most valuable ‘commodity’ in the Empire, and there’s a reason for that. I’m walking proof of it. I’d be nowhere without Jake’s guidance. He comes from a long line of politicians, and if you carry one of his offspring you will have instant insight to things you never dreamed of. We need you, Josh, but you have to speak like a native if you go to Triton. Your Rider will help with that. To top it all off,” he added, “you’ll never be without a friend. You’ll never be alone again as long as you live.”
“That’s just it. No privacy, ever. There are times I want privacy, with my wife for instance. How do you deal with that?”
“It hasn’t been a problem, Josh. Ellie and I both have Riders. You can always work out private arrangements with your Rider. Jake goes into my leg at the first hint of the scree, and when I say he’s gone, I mean he’s gone. That’s not the problem I thought you’d bring up.”
“What is?”
“Lifespan. You know that a Rider gives you a few hundred more years. How does your family deal with that?”
“I can’t even go there, Mike. There’s no solution.”
“There’s a partial solution. Your Rider could fission and give your wife a whole new life.”
“And my kids?”
Mike squirmed. “Maybe. I don’t know. I said it was a partial solution. The link has to be broken somewhere, sometime.”
“You’re asking me to bury my kids, or my kids to bury their kids. No parent wants to do that.”
“I know, but I want your children to live long enough to have a full life. They won’t if the Empire falls.” He looked hard at Josh. “Listen, you’re going to be with Ellie on Triton one way or another. Without the best possible plan, none of this will be an issue. You’ll be dead. Your kids will be the ones burying you, Rider or no Rider.”
“This is crap.”
“It is. Riders come with a price. It might even be a curse. I’m asking you to suck it up and get the job done.”
“I don’t see myself returning to Earth if I do this thing,” Josh threw back at him. “And I will return to Earth. I have a wife there who I love more than life itself.”
“You’re wrong. There’s nothing stopping you from going back to Earth except your thick-headedness. I’ve been back a couple of times. And think about this: Earth is coming into the Empire, sooner rather than later. It’s a promise Ellie made, and she always keeps her promises. Our people need help. When you retire from soldiering, you could become one of those helpers. You’re a leader, and a Rider will make you a better leader. Or you’ll have any number of opportunities here within the Empire if, instead, you choose to stay out here. Look at Otis. He has a Rider, he’s given up his position as the Queen’s personal Protector, but he’s still involved with her Protection, just on more levels now.”
In the end, Josh had no choice. Mike delayed their departure for Triton for a full week to give him time to get adjusted, and Josh used the full week, but by the time they left he appeared to be back to be his usual self.
Mike and his team boarded another of Serge’s freighters for the trip to Triton. During the voyage they discussed plans, but they simply did not have enough information to decide anything definite. Instead, they spent most of their time studying. They focused on the physical details of the palace complex, which included the Palace, the Imperial Senate Chambers, and a small city housing living, administrative, and military offices. Val groaned at Mike’s suggestion that they try to join another cleaning crew in order to have freedom of movement in the Senate Chambers. All their Riders rebelled as well.
Artmis, Val’s Rider, had little knowledge of Triton, and Val himself had never been to Triton. The Riders with Mike, Reba, and Josh had Jake’s memories. Jake’s birth father had spent most of his working life at the Palace, hence he and his offspring carried detailed knowledge of the physical layout, and they had contacts there, many contacts. Their first order of business would be to seek out certain individuals and determine if they had survived the coup and its aftermath. If any had, loyalties would have to be determined before anything else took place. They could plan no further until they arrived.
 
* * * * *
 
Mike was conflicted. On one hand, Triton presented an insurmountable task, and it was enemy headquarters. There was little to like about the place.
On the other hand, Triton was Ellie’s home world, and it was the world Mike would someday have to learn to call home if, as they hoped, it became the seat of Empire government once again. He wanted to like Triton. In fact, he wanted to fall in love with it. As King, Triton was, theoretically, his home already, and because of his Rider he would be spending a few hundred years here when the Empire prevailed.
He had better fall in love with the place.
When Serge’s trader dropped from hyperspace, the ship was too far out in the system to distinguish details, but as they neared Triton, Mike spent long hours studying the planet through the net. As details sharpened, he wondered if he had finally come to a planet that matched the image his imagination had carried of an alien world.
At first blush Triton resembled Earth: bright white clouds covered great swaths of the planet, and deep blue oceans abounded. But closer inspection revealed major differences from Earth. Three moons circled the planet. The closest moon resembled Luna, Earth’s moon, but the other two, much larger, reportedly colored the night skies with amber. Weather modification had been a simple fact of life for many generations, so deserts, and for the most part polar ice caps, no longer existed. Small seasonal temperature fluctuations persisted, but most of the planet was suitable for cultivation year around. Croplands covered a measurable percentage of the planet. Mountain ranges and deep, natural valleys still existed, but outside of them every square inch of the planet seemed to have a purpose. Seashores, river banks, parklands, even wild areas displayed the imprint of ultra-civilization. Little remained of the natural on this planet.
Cities encompassed their own lakes, rivers, parks, spaceports, and buildings, but unlike the largest cities on Earth, cities on Triton sprawled upward, not outward, taking up a fraction of the space. Enormous buildings called gzeikolts held planned communities of thousands. Narrow at the bottom, blossoming out at the top like an upside down pear, these irregularly shaped buildings stood out clearly even from space. For many cities one gzeikolt sufficed, but in the largest cities, gossamer thin pathways connected multiple gzeikolts at various levels. Mike’s Rider, Jake, informed him that these highways in the sky had been designed for vehicular and foot traffic.
Mike zoomed in on one gzeikolt, and to his amazement it looked like it had been painted in graffiti.
>Definitely not, Mike. Paint would deteriorate. We can’t have that. The ability to vary color is built into the materials covering the buildings. The people who call gzeikolts their homes take ownership in how they appear and how they function. Exterior colors are modified periodically, sometimes every few months, sometimes every year or two. So, too, are interior colors. Each gzeikolt has a name with which permanent residents identify themselves. The vast majority of residents never leave their gzeikolt, living and dying generation after generation within its walls.<
>You’re joking.<
>Nope. I know it’s not your style, but everything they need can be found within their building: apartments, offices, shopping centers, entertainment, sports, schools and churches, you name it.<
>What about blue sky and fresh air?<
>Not everyone needs to feel dirt running between their fingers, Mike,< Jake said with a chuckle.
Mike thought of them as suburbs in the sky. The architect in him wanted to study them, learn from them, but that was for another day.
The palace complex would have been visible even without the benefit of the net, but when Jake brought it into close focus, it stood out from everything around it. A small range of hills had been leveled to create a plateau some two miles long and half a mile wide. Almost 2,500 feet above the surrounding terrain, a twenty-mile-wide forest surrounded the base of the plateau as part of its security zone. The top of the plateau was laid out in four approximately equal sections.
The Palace occupied the eastern end, its tall, green spires sparkling like crystal in the bright sun. Mike imagined it coming straight from a fairy tale. Except for a small spaceport behind the Palace, manicured lawns and gardens surrounded the estate right up to the elegant but functional wall separating it from the rest of the plateau. One set of main gates and two sets of small, personal gates cut through the wall.
From the main gate, a broad, curving boulevard led through a parkland of grass, ponds, benches, and a few scattered trees. The boulevard ended at the main entrance to the Imperial Senate, a wide, all-white dome only a handful of stories high. Situated off-center near the north side of the plateau, the Senate Chamber’s main entrance looked out on half a mile of parkland that ran to the far edge of the plateau. From the back sides of the Chamber two long arms of office buildings extended toward the north edge of the plateau, the area between them reserved for private shuttles.
The main boulevard continued on, curving away from the Senate Chamber to a massive wall of archways and offices that divided the plateau in half. The wall reminded Mike of an old Roman aqueduct: numerous small arches beneath several stories of offices that provided workspace for senators, their staffs, and senior Empire administrators.
The boulevard passed through the wall beneath two large arches and opened out into the third section of plateau, Palace City. Two gzeikolts, the largest structures on the plateau, towered over everything else, even the Palace. When restored to their previous functionality, the gzeikolts would provide housing for senators, their staffs, and a large number of government administrators. Though dominated by the gzeikolts, most of the acreage of this section was devoted to parks and a civilian port.
Security and military offices occupied the west end of the plateau. Fleet Headquarters occupied a single tall spire with two arms reaching out toward the Palace. Each arm ended in multilevel office buildings resembling five-fingered hands.
>What you see is only part of the palace complex,< Jake said. >There is probably as much underground as above ground. In fact, nearly all service workers and supplies move around underground. People movers run continuously between all parts of the complex.<
Mike stared in wonder and some trepidation. After all, he had to find a way in. >How long has it been here?<
>Thousands of years, and no expense has been spared.<
Triton dealt in imperial politics and administration, pure and simple. The planet was an administrator’s worst dream come true or sheer Nirvana depending on one’s approach to the issue. For the four warriors, it meant anonymity and easy access to the planet, though not to the palace complex. Empire administrators had learned long ago that it was simply impossible to keep track of the billion or so people on the planet and the steady flow of goods and supplies needed by them, few of which were made on Triton. They chose, instead, to control access only to the palace complex and a few other important installations. The general populace was otherwise free to move about unimpeded.
When Serge’s ship touched down, it was just one among many hundreds of traders, and this was just one of many spaceports on Triton. Serge’s men set about unloading the ship while Mike, Reba, Val, and Josh cleared a cursory customs inspection and exited the terminal building.
The view from space had painted the planet with a wide brush, highlighting beauty and order while concealing details. On closer inspection, the planet was not so unlike others Mike had visited. The spaceport’s immediate surroundings were heavily built up, the area clearly existing to serve ships and crews. Warehouses occupied the largest percentage of real estate by far. At this particular port, repair shops, stores, restaurants, hotels, and houses of ill repute lined both sides of several streets immediately outside the terminal building. Their reach extended two miles toward the city.
Val led as they made their way on foot from the port. Mike opened his senses to absorb everything he could of his new home. The wide street chosen by Val was not lined by sidewalks. There were no parked vehicles, so Mike decided the street itself was a sidewalk. Flitters stopped before shops but delayed only long enough for their occupants to disembark, then they lifted back into the air and whooshed away.
Crowded was the first word that came to Mike’s mind. Most people seemed human or close to human, but aliens of many descriptions walked or slithered or flew through the crowds. A group of three creatures cut a broad swath, and Val didn’t have to tell Mike, Josh, and Reba to keep clear. Some ten feet tall, thin and gangly, their features looked to Mike like they had been stretched out in one of those curved fun-house mirrors. Floppy ears and a tiny round mouth would have made him chuckle had their lips and sagging cheeks not looked like they’d just enjoyed a meal of fresh blood. A creature resembling a saguaro cactus herded two nasty looking, weasel-like creatures on chains through the crowd, and he had no problem getting people to clear a path either. A snake-like creature slithered along the street, the front portion of its body raised vertically to resemble a cobra about to strike. A Schect, its ten feet churning like mad, moved to the far side of the street before passing this creature. Its upper hands were not preening: its only immediate focus appeared to be getting past the reptile.
Mike wondered just how civilized the Empire was. He had not been to enough worlds to really know, but between the multitude of weapons always in evidence and the behavior of certain creatures, he had to wonder. He shook his head. He would probably have a better feel for all this someday, but that day seemed impossibly far off at the moment.
Colors and sounds blended into a low roar, making Mike felt like he was in a modernized Egyptian bazaar. He and his crew were dressed like most other merchant deckhands: faded brown coveralls with blasters belted to their waists, looking almost like the cowboys of old. Locals and merchants, on the other hand, sported lively and colorful attire. Gowns adorned many, though capes fluttered from the shoulders of the more wealthy appearing individuals. Jewelry, sometime subtle and sometimes garish, seemed the norm.
Smells of every sort imaginable assaulted Mike’s nose. Val told them that food fit for any alien digestive tract could be purchased here, and most restaurants advertised their wares by funneling the smells onto the street. Vendors beckoned, most speaking urgently, though here and there others reached out only with subtle motions. Val led them past a group of young, beautiful women dressed in white gowns, informing them that the women were likely priestesses. To Mike, they acted just like young women on Earth chatting happily as they perused the fabrics in a shop window.
Raw energy filled the air, and Mike sensed it tapping into the power of this world. He knew its source: there was money to be made here, lots of money. Visitors and locals alike appeared to be focused on that power, moving quickly and with purpose wherever they were going.
Then, as if a cloud had passed over, colors dulled and sounds became muffled. A feeling of disquiet grew within him. For Ellie’s sake, he tried to shake it off. She needed him to like this world, to love this world, but what he had seen so far did not suit him. He had yet to see a single growing plant. He had not even seen dirt, only cement. Unlike Parson’s World, Shipyard, Centauri III where they had rescued Chandrajuski, Aldebaran I where he had met Veswicki and Seeton, and Brodor where he had trained as a Protector, worlds where he had felt some normalcy, here he felt cut off from the roots of his ancestors. Gone were the sensations of harmony he so craved, the harmony of earth, air, water, sun, and spirit. He felt a cloying sense of unbalance, of doom.
Suddenly, the masses no longer excited. He felt hemmed in, not so much from his surroundings but by the hectic and frantic pursuit of material things. Here, money ruled, profit ruled. Out of all the people in his view, Mike suspected that he was the only one without a single credit in his pocket.
He wondered if Ellie really knew this world, her home world, and by extension her people. She had certainly never lived among them. Had she ever walked these streets? Did she know what life was like for the common people living within her Empire, or even those living on her own home world? She spoke earnestly of hardship, of the sacrifices demanded of the Chosen, and Mike agreed with her. But on the other hand, had it ever mattered to her that she did not need to have a single credit in her pocket?
He thought back to the teeming billions on Earth. Were their lives so different from what he saw here? Did most live with opportunity, with aspirations, or did they simply struggle to exist?
Here, mixed in with the underlying urgency to make the deal, to get rich, he strongly sensed a struggle to simply exist. Then he wondered: was the focus of the energy to get rich, or was it to escape from this place?
He didn’t know.
Each of them carried a rucksack with all the belongings they needed. They walked for several miles, Reba bouncing with excitement on Val’s arm and Josh looking for trouble behind each and every face they encountered. They finally reached the travelers rest recommended by Serge’s traders and booked rooms which turned out to be spacious, clean, and very adequate for their needs.
The next morning Val joined a queue of traders waiting to use public computer terminals in a room off the main lobby. Josh, ever conscious of security, insisted they make no more than three queries from any one location. Any more than that might trigger a program somewhere and raise an alarm. Val eventually made it to the front of the line, made his queries, came up dry, and they checked out of the hotel. Using public transportation, they traveled to various parts of the city making more queries at public terminals, then they left the city. They took a suborbital flight to another city and checked into a hotel before discussing their findings.
Nearly all of the individuals on their list were either dead or unavailable for a variety of reasons, some not even on the planet any longer. They had two solid hits far down on the list. The first had been a personal attendant to the Royal Family and was now managing a very expensive hotel near the palace complex. The other was an engineer, his position listed simply as building superintendent.
They took a suborbital shuttle to Gosport, then public surface transportation to Crystal City, a sprawling metropolis serving the palace complex. Crystal City was home to most who worked up on the plateau. Civil servants, businessmen, lawyers, and skilled craftsmen crowded its sprawling streets. Though the Royal Family had been killed, life still went on, as did business. Mike suspected most of these people didn’t really care who was in power provided their livelihoods were protected.
Mike and Val checked into the Royal Garden Hotel managed by Ragito Horlac, the first name on their hit list. The hotel lobby was crowded, including several groups of Chessori, causing them to question their decision to hide right under the noses of those in power. The hotel was exceedingly luxurious, more so than their covers required, but they didn’t plan to stay long.
Val cornered the manager that evening at a daily reception hosted by the hotel. Drink in hand, he opened the conversation.
“Quite a nice hotel you run here,” he began.
“I’m glad you think so, sir,” Ragito Horlac replied graciously. “I hope you’re enjoying your stay. I understand you’re here to prepare for the upcoming senate convocation?”
Val lifted his eyes in surprise. “You know?”
“I do my best to keep informed about my guests,” the man replied. He was quite effeminate in manner, his hands encrusted with rings.
“I see you even have a number of Chessori guests,” Val noted.
“We serve all who come for whatever reason,” Horlac answered. “Discretely,” he added. “We are proud of this distinction, and I insist on it.”
“I haven’t been here since the Queen fell,” Val opined. “Have there been many changes since then?”
“I can’t say. Until then I worked for the Royal Family itself, and I never discuss life within the Palace.” He smiled a thin smile. “Except to say that I find this position much less stressful.”
Val grinned. “I would imagine so. I am personally uncomfortable with those presently in power. My employer is, as well. He will be attending the convocation and is concerned for his safety.”
“Security will be extraordinary,” Horlac replied. “You can certainly count on your principal’s safety here at the hotel, and I can place you in contact with individuals responsible for security at the meeting if you would like.”
“Thank you. I have several names, but I might call on you if I feel the need. My discomfort is more on a personal level. How do you feel about these usurpers?”
“It is not something discussed in public. I offer that as advice to one newly arrived, Mr. Val. I advise discretion should your feelings not be completely supportive of those currently in power. I will tell you, though, that I lost a great many friends that night.”
“Yet you serve.”
“I serve all regardless of who they are, and I do not ask a great many questions. We all have our places. Mine is to serve, and I have been fortunate to land on my feet. I truly love this job.”
“You have no particular loyalties, then?” Val asked candidly.
“I do not. I have many wonderful memories, but it is a new world. Struthers has things well in hand. We’ve remained profitable under his leadership, and that is all that my principals demand of me.”
“I can’t support the new regime myself, but you’re right: it’s a new world. I would personally prefer a return to the old.”
“You would be well-served to put it behind you,” Horlac cautioned. “I have, and the future looks bright.”
“I wish I could,” Val responded sadly. “Maybe in time, though I doubt it. I’ll do my duty wherever that takes me and whomever I must deal with, but I cannot trust these people. Perhaps that is the root of my value to my employer?” he added with a smile.
Ragito smiled in return. “Perhaps. I should move on.”
“Of course,” Val responded. “If you have time for one more question, I’m curious about the Chessori. I’ve never seen so many in one place before. How are they to serve?”
“Gracious beyond belief,” Horlac answered, his expression brightening. “They’re very quiet, almost timid, and they always travel in groups. That’s about all I can say. Good evening, Mr. Val.”
He turned away, and Val strolled through the crowd looking for anyone who might be paying him extra attention, then returned to Mike’s suite.
“I don’t feel good about him,” Val responded to their questioning looks. “Our Riders judge his loyalty as beyond reproach, but I don’t. I think we should move on.”
“Well, one conversation is pretty minimal to judge him by,” Mike said thoughtfully. “That said, we’ll be relying on our instincts the whole time we’re here. We can check out tomorrow morning and go hunting elsewhere.”
“And we’ll stand shifts tonight,” Josh stated without hesitation. “I don’t have a good feel for this place. Let’s leave Val and Reba’s room vacant. They can bunk in here with us. We’ll leave the connecting door ajar in case someone just happens to come in by mistake.”
Grimaces met his words. He was right. They could never forget they were operating within the lion’s den.
Later that evening, a soft knock sounded at Val’s door. Weapons appeared in Mike and Josh’s hands, and Val and Reba were not far behind. When Val opened the door, it was Horlac. The man looked quickly up and down the hall, then entered, pushing a small floater before him. Val gave the finger twitch indicating all was well, and Mike, Reba, and Josh withdrew into Mike’s room, leaving the door to Val’s room slightly ajar. Mike stayed near the connecting door while Josh took up a position near their own door just in case someone decided to use it.
“Good evening, again, Mr. Val,” Horlac said in greeting. “I found our earlier conversation stimulating. May I join you for a nightcap? On the house?” he added with a sincere smile.
“You may, with my thanks,” Val responded. “Uh, may I?” he asked as he lifted the skirt of the floater for inspection. He discovered only emptiness. When he stood up, the corner of Horlac’s mouth lifted in a grimace.
“Always conscious of security, I see. I think your employer chose well.”
“My employer does not so much choose as command,” Val responded, risking a little information.
“Do I know him?” Horlac asked as he poured each of them a drink from the supplies on the floater.
“Possibly. I can’t say.”
Horlac looked at him sharply. “Can’t . . . or won’t?”
“Both, I would say,” Val said after some consideration.
“Ahh, always the intrigue. Always,” Horlac said, mumbling to himself. He looked sharply at Val. “I miss it. I would ask more, if it pleases you.”
“I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty, Mr. Horlac,” Val responded guardedly. “After all, I do not have the Touch. I cannot determine loyalties here.”
“Ahh, the Touch.” Horlac paused, doing his best to speak guardedly, as well. “Struthers does not have the Touch either. Not everyone is as loyal to him as he might think.”
“And where does your loyalty lie?” Val asked.
Horlac ran a finger around the top of his glass as he considered. “To myself,” he answered finally. His gaze rose sharply to Val. “First, to myself. But in serving the Royal Family, I took an oath. Were there a Royal Family to serve now I would remain true to that oath, as would some acquaintances who survived that terrible time. We meet from time to time, but mostly to reminisce. We are leaderless.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, but I understand. You did, indeed, lose a lot.”
“But hope remains. A small hope.” Horlac paused, choosing his words carefully. “The coup wiped out every member of the Royal Family that was here, but I’m keenly aware that not all of the Chosen were here that night.”
Val took his time responding. He had no reason to trust this man other than the fact that Jake and his offspring considered him above reproach. He argued silently with his Rider, Artmis, and lost. His reply could doom them all, or it could doom Horlac depending on his response.
“Struthers took that into consideration, but in one case his plan failed.”
“Ah!” Horlac exclaimed, his eyebrows drawn together as he considered. “I would very much like to hear a name.”
“But as I said, I do not have the Touch.”
“Too true,” he said, nodding thoughtfully. He straightened almost to attention. “Mr. Val, had I so chosen, you would have opened that door to a squad of blasters. I would hear just one name from you.”
Val considered Horlac over the rim of his glass. If this man was in league with Struthers, their small group might have already been exposed. And Ellie’s existence was no secret to Struthers, though her current interest in Triton was. Struthers might also not be aware of Alexis, nor would he learn of her from Val. He discussed the dilemma with Artmis, whose response was that this man had spent the better part of his life in service to the Royal Family in a position of intimacy. Looking Horlac in the eye, Val uttered one word.
“Daughter.”
Horlac closed his eyes, a shaking hand blindly seeking the chair beside him. He found it and lowered himself to the armrest, sitting primly at attention with his eyes on the ceiling, reveling in the taste of that one name. When he focused again on Val, those eyes were near to overflowing with tears.
“Is Daughter well?”
“The Queen is well, Mr. Horlac. She is in the process of reclaiming her Realm.”
“The Queen,” he breathed softly. “Yes, she is Queen.” He got up to pace, then turned to Val. “And I remain her loyal subject.”
“I do not have the Touch, Mr. Horlac.”
“It doesn’t matter. There’s not much I can do for you in any case, and there’s nothing further you need reveal to me, though I would ask your permission to discuss this with a few carefully chosen friends.”
“I can’t stop you. Struthers is very aware of her existence.”
“But he is not aware of yours. You may count on my utmost discretion in the matter, and of the discretion of my associates. She may count on that. By the way,” he added with some shyness, “you may invite Mr. Carver in if you wish.”
Val kept his surprise to himself. “Mr. Carver?” he asked.
“Come, sir. You checked in together. Have I presumed incorrectly? The door to his room is ajar. He probably has a weapon pointed at my heart this very moment.” His lips formed a thin smile. “I have spent a lifetime dealing with intrigue, Mr. Val. After all, I grew up in the Palace.”
So Horlac didn’t know about Reba and Josh, Val decided. They had come in separately without registering. Mike must have reached the same conclusion, because he chose that moment to come into the room, leaving the connecting door completely open behind him. 
Horlac rose, his hand outstretched. “Mr. Carver, it is my sincere pleasure to meet you.” 
Mike shook his hand, a grim expression on his face. “You come with high recommendation, Mr. Horlac. I believe it fair to say that you have placed yourself in a dangerous position.”
“Too true,” Horlac replied. “By choice. Out of hope I took a chance coming here tonight, and I do not regret it . Mr. Val’s conversation earlier this evening intrigued me, though I was prepared for this meeting to go very different than it did. Nothing was risked until your connection to the Queen was revealed. Now . . . yes, we are all at risk. You bear the brunt of that risk. I am well insulated and will remain so, for your benefit as well as my own. How may I assist you?”
“You mentioned some associates. Will you name them?” Mike asked directly.
“I will not. I will give you one name, however. It is all you need to verify my loyalty. Bruston,” he announced without hesitation.
Artmis did not know the name, but Jake did. “Governor Veswicki’s executive assistant?” Mike asked.
“The very same,” Horlac answered. “He’s in hiding, subject to execution on sight. I can take you to him.”
 
* * * * *
 
Mike, Val, and Horlac took a private taxi to Bruston’s place of business the next morning, a warehouse near the port. He was not happy to see them.
“Are you crazy coming here?” he demanded of Horlac.
“No. They’re special. We’ve been waiting for them for three years,” Horlac answered. 
Bruston sat back in his seat behind the desk in his tiny office, his gaze alternating between Mike and Val. “Show me your credentials,” he demanded.
“Mr. Bruston, like you, we keep a low profile. We do not carry credentials,” Val answered.
“You have personally seen their credentials?” he asked Horlac.
Embarrassed, Horlac shook his head. “I have not.”
Anger filled Bruston’s face. “This meeting is over. I will contact you with a suitable location for our next meeting.” Looking hard at Val and Mike, he added, “At which you will present your credentials.”
He called Horlac later that afternoon, furious. The conversation was brief. Because of Horlac’s carelessness, he had shut down his network of contacts, left his job, and moved on. He would meet tonight with Val and Mike at a location he specified.
Horlac picked up Mike and Val that evening and took them to a different warehouse. The place bustled with activity.
Mike looked at Val. “I wonder how many of these workers are packing iron?” he mused. “I don’t think our Mr. Bruston likes us.”
Val shrugged. “He doesn’t have to like us. That’s not what this is all about. I admit to a little nervousness. I thought Serge’s place was tough, but I think Mr. Bruston is one up on him.” Then he smiled. “And that’s to our advantage. Maybe we’ve found the right connection.”
Bruston met them in a large office, and with him were four men with drawn blasters. “Your credentials?” he demanded. Mike did not move, but Val carefully reached into a pocket and withdrew his Knight’s Pin. They went through the usual procedure to verify its authenticity and Bruston visibly relaxed. He ordered his men to leave the room.
“And you, sir?” he demanded a little more deferentially, holding his hand out.
“I carry no credentials. Sir Val vouches for me.”
Bruston stared at him hard, then said, “Very well.” Dismissing Mike, he turned to Val. “Welcome Sire. Please be seated. I want to know every single thing you have done since your arrival on Triton. I will determine if there have been any breaches of security.”
Val carefully detailed their movements and activities. He, too, wanted to know if they had left a trail. When he was done, Bruston considered, then nodded his head. “We’re all amateurs at this, you know. But I see nothing significantly wrong with what you’ve done. Good job, Sire.” He rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. “Except for the inconvenience to me.” He raised doleful eyes to Val. “I may have overreacted, but we have a policy here. We take chances from time to time but never out of convenience or laziness. Now, Sire,” he said, continuing to ignore Mike completely, “how may I help you?”
Val looked away as he considered, then settled his gaze back on Bruston. “That depends. You vetted me. Do you have any proof that you’re not just a deep plant for Struthers?”
“Only the fact that there is a warrant out for my arrest, dead or alive,” Bruston stated. “I know,” he added, “it’s not enough. Nor is my past record in government. We have learned that the hard way.” He thought for a moment. “What I can do is brief you on our organization. That might help dispel your doubts.”
He described a small organization of fewer than 100 people led by him. He maintained connections with individuals on other planets around the sector, personal acquaintances with whom he traded information, but he operated mostly on Triton. He answered only to his old boss, Governor Veswicki, who was, himself, persona non grata on Triton, having barely escaped with his life. His group had two goals: provide information on a regular basis to Veswicki, and kill Struthers if the opportunity arose. To date, they had not had a clear opportunity and had made no attempts on Struthers. Clearly, such an action, particularly if it failed, would reveal their existence, though with Struthers and a few close associates out of the picture, the driving force behind the Rebels would evaporate, causing great disarray. Bruston’s group had access to some of Struthers plans, plans which had been forwarded to Veswicki, so they were, at present, essentially a spy network providing information. That might change in the future, but they would need to recruit skilled experts to do much more.
“Unless that is your purpose in coming to Triton?” he asked with a mischievous smile.
“It is not,” Val answered, “though we would certainly act if the opportunity arose. I might add that I have been in discussion with Veswicki and he is well. I have not spoken to him of this mission. I wish I had. He would have given us your name.”
“What is your purpose here?” Bruston asked candidly.
“I’m not at liberty to reveal that yet,” Val replied. “Perhaps later.”
“Very well,” Bruston responded, “though it is not particularly difficult to surmise. Knights of the Realm serve the Queen. Your business here has to do with her.” He leaned forward, a dark expression on his face. “A convocation of the Imperial Senate has been announced. Please tell me she does not plan to attend.”
“I am not prepared to discuss our plans at this time,” Val told him point blank. “Only our needs.”
“Sire, the Chosen have a reputation for direct intervention. I hope that is not her intent now. It would be insane for her to appear here.”
“We value your counsel,” Val replied. “Any and all information you provide will be evaluated. In the meantime, we seek access to the palace complex, access that is as unfettered as possible. Are you in a position to assist us in this endeavor?”
“Not directly. You want to see Harylda for that, Professor Harylda as he is known here. The Queen probably knows him. His family has managed the palace complex for generations. There is nothing he doesn’t know about the place. He passed Struthers’ loyalty test, convincing the Rebels that his only purpose in life is to continue his family’s tradition of keeping the palace complex humming along at peak efficiency. And there is a lot of truth to that claim. What the Rebels did not garner during a series of interviews was that the Professor deeply loved the Royal Family. He is, as well, deeply offended by what they did to the place. The blast not only killed everyone, it took out every single computer on the plateau. He’s been frantically trying to restore them.”
“For Struthers?”
“If it’s Struthers, he’ll be in for a few surprises,” he said, looking up sharply. “Harylda, too, knows that Daughter was away. We’ve all held on to that shred of hope.” He looked thoughtfully to the ceiling, then continued, “There was a lot of confusion at the time, and everyone associated with the Palace was under the gun. Many were rejected during the inquisition but many survived, probably because they were so needed. You can’t take away all the experts and expect government to continue functioning. I think that’s why the Professor kept his job. They needed him badly, and they still do.”
“How did he survive the blast?”
“He was off planet attending a seminar on power plants.”
“How did you survive?” Mike asked.
Turning his attention to Mike, Bruston responded, “I was off duty and at home.”
“You didn’t live in the complex?” Mike continued.
“No. Not even in Crystal City. Triton Sector enjoyed too much attention from the Royal Family as it was. There’s no room for a sector headquarters up there, and locating our headquarters here in Crystal City would have sent the wrong message to other sectors. We operated with as much separation as we could.”
“How about Governor Veswicki?”
“He did not live here, but he would have been at the party had he not been away.”
A knock sounded at the door. One of Bruston’s men stepped in. “They were followed, Dua.”
“I knew it!” Bruston exclaimed rising from his seat. “They’re on to us.”
“Hold it,” Val said, rising with him. He turned to the new man. “Describe him.”
“Them. A male of medium height, hard looking, and a female with red hair.”
“Relax,” Val said. “We brought a little security with us.” He looked the man hard in the eyes. “Do not try to apprehend them. You definitely do not want to tangle with those two.”
The man looked at Bruston who nodded, then took off at a run, his communicator to his mouth. Mike and Val sincerely hoped it was not too late.
“Who are they?” Bruston demanded. “Did you recruit them here?”
“No,” Val responded. “The female is a Knight of the Realm.”
That gave Bruston pause. Mike watched as his thoughts coalesced. Bruston used a finger to point at Val. “One Knight in here.” His finger turned toward the wall. “Another outside. What does that make you, sir?” he asked, his finger turning to point at Mike.
“Who I am is unimportant to you, Mr. Bruston. All you need to know is that Sir Val is in charge. He has the authority held by all Knights. He speaks in the Queen’s name.”
“Hmm,” Bruston mumbled. “Very well. I will see to a meeting with the Professor. Do you have any particular skills he can put to use?”
“We might need a little training,” Val responded. “Maybe some pretty close supervision, as well.”
 
* * * * *
 
It took nearly a week to meet with the Professor, and when they did, Mike and Val quickly learned why this man was referred to as Professor. Tall and ascetic with long, gray hair and wide-spaced, bright blue, watery eyes, he looked like he would be equally at home lecturing in a classroom. After very brief discussion, it was evident that here was a deeply angry man, angry at Struthers and what he had done. Too, he deeply loved his position as caretaker of the palace complex, having spent his whole life living within its boundaries. By great good fortune, he and his family had been off world during the attack. He had been engaged by Struthers personally to return the palace complex and its surroundings to their former condition. Struthers had not only called for a convocation of the Imperial Senate, he had a lavish ceremony planned to install himself as Emperor, a ceremony that would take place in the Palace during its grand reopening immediately after the Senate convocation.
“Sire,” Harylda stated evenly, “I will . . . no . . . I must know the details of your plans. Besides the fact that I am now a part of those plans, an intimate part, I have plans of my own that may require modification. Severe modification if the Queen visits.”
“If she does, it is equally important that we not chance her discovery,” Val answered, looking between the Professor and Bruston.
Bruston took the hint. “Not only do I not need to know your plans, at least for the moment I do not want to know them. Discuss them at your leisure somewhere else, in the Palace itself for all I care. My use to you ends with getting you credentialed to enter the complex.”
“Not so,” Val replied. “You are our link to the Rebels. You and your network are essential to our plans. We will take you into our confidence at the appropriate time. At the moment, we need to provide the Queen with an agenda, a list of attendees, and the disposition of Struthers’ forces here on the planet and in space.”
“I can do that, though it will certainly go through modifications up to the last minute.”
“We know, and those modifications will give us insight to his thinking.”
“Very well. Let’s see to getting you into the Palace. What will they need, Professor?”
“A purpose,” Professor Harylda answered instantly. “I’m in the midst of a huge hiring spree. Getting credentials should not be too difficult. Tell me what skills you have,” he asked, turning to Mike and Val.
“My focus since childhood has been the skills needed of a line officer,” Val stated.” He rubbed his jaw, thinking. “I know a little about a lot of things, and a lot about a few things that probably won’t be much help, such as flying ships, weapons control, communications, cargo storage, planning strategies, that sort of thing. I spent a few years on Rrestriss, and I’m pretty good with computers.”
The Professor’s eyebrows rose as the mention of Rrestriss. “Pretty good with computers?” the Professor asked. “Please be honest, Sire.”
Val didn’t hesitate. “Among the best, I would say. I grew up a beggar, but I’ve picked up a few essentials along the way.”
The Professors eyebrows lifted in surprise. “And spent time on Rrestriss while managing to rise to Knighthood. Interesting. Yes,” he added after a short pause, “you would be good at whatever you do, I suppose. And you, sir?” he asked turning to Mike.
Mike pursed his lips. His current position as First Knight had not imbued him with any special skills that this man could use. “I was an architect. I build things, mostly buildings, warehouses, large homes, that sort of thing, but I did so on a world far behind Triton in technology. I owned a very successful company that I turned over to partners since I won’t be going back. I have no knowledge of the materials and techniques used here. Beyond that, I’ve gotten intimate with the nets aboard ships, and I have learned to function with computers generally in use here. I’m quite adept at managing a ship without an artificial intelligence, which means I know enough about basic systems to get by. Other than that, I’m pretty good at lots and lots of meetings.”
“I see,” the Professor answered. “What world do you call home? I ask only that I might judge your level of knowledge as an engineer.”
“You don’t know of it,” Mike stated with finality, ending further queries on that subject.
“So your skills are limited. You mentioned a lot of meetings, which infers management. I always need help with management. Does that suit?”
Mike paused to think, deciding that it was appropriate to reveal more to both of these men, something that would compel them to have faith in their judgment. “I have limited skills, but I’m a fast learner. You should know that I carry a Rider. It comes from Wooldroo’s line.”
The Professor and Bruston both showed their surprise. The Professor spoke first. “How is Jornell?”
“He’s dead,” Mike replied grimly, “and his demise was unexpected. Wooldroo fissioned unexpectedly, and not all his knowledge made the transfer, though a lot of it did.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” the Professor replied sadly. “He was a good man. So the Queen has had her own adventures, eh?”
Val answered his question. “She has. It’s probably fair to say that she would not be here had Mike not risked all.”
The Professor looked at Mike, his eyes twinkling in spite of just hearing that Jornell and Wooldroo had died. “And not always of your own choosing, I suspect.”
Mike smiled at the memory. “Not in the beginning, but I’m fully aboard now. Uh, there are two others in our small group.”
“Bring them in,” the Professor demanded. “We might as well get this all over with now. It’s extremely difficult for me to leave the Palace at any time, now more than ever.”
Reba and Josh were called. Both revealed their skills, minimal in this technological world, but the Professor did not mind in the slightest. Even Josh’s skills, limited to a lifetime of fighting, did not give him pause.
“We have weapons, surely this comes as no surprise. I am not responsible for their operation, but I am responsible for their well-being. All of you are managers. It’s easy to find technicians, not so easy to find supervisors and managers. You might not like your duties, whatever they end up being, but I’ll come up with something that gives each of you unfettered access to all areas of the facility.” Turning to Bruston, he finalized the meeting. “I’ll get the process started. I’ll need some help from your end with the paperwork and clearances, but we’ve been through this before. I see no insurmountable problems.”
The paperwork took another week. They spent a lot of time with Bruston, learning more about his operation as both sides gained confidence in their relationship. He and Mike had a conversation about Bruston’s job. He had not had time to replace the job he’d run from on the day of their first meeting, though for one with his talents, jobs were not difficult to come by. Mike had access to unlimited funds and convinced Bruston that he should not seek work for a while. The Queen needed his expertise and all the hours in every day to make this operation work. Bruston would be working his contacts hard to come up with solid information concerning Struthers’ plans. Subsequent to that, Bruston would have to find a way to hide a large number of individuals on Triton and to help infiltrate them into the palace complex. A daunting feat, to be sure.
At the end of the week, the team had bona fide credentials that would pass any inspection, including computer queries by Rebels in charge of such things. They traveled the twenty miles across the park in trams, each arriving at different times, and checked in with the employment office. They eventually met with the Professor in a conference room that he was certain was not bugged.
“There will be no secrets among us,” he stated right from the beginning. “All of our lives, and if I suspect correctly the life of the Queen, stand in the balance. To prove myself to you, I will reveal a secret plan of my own that, if it gets out, will result in the deaths of myself and my family.” He looked each of them in the eye, then leaned forward with his hands reaching across the table. His fists clenched and unclenched several times, then he spoke. “I have installed a virus in the Palace computer network. Personally,” he added. “No one else but my son, Torre, knows about it. The virus will cause all computers in the complex to malfunction.”
He looked hard at each of them, then stood up and leaned on the table, thrusting his head toward them. “You know I love this place. Should this virus be activated, I will have given up everything and my time here will be over. With luck, I might escape with my life, but I will be one of the most wanted men in the Empire.” He gave them time to digest this revelation, then continued. “I have given you my greatest secret. I ask in return that you tell me everything about yourselves and about your plans. I am your greatest ally here, and what I do for you will make a difference, but I must act with knowledge.”
He looked hard at Mike. “Despite appearances, it’s clear that you are in charge. Who are you, Mr. Carver?”
“Before answering that question, I have one of my own. How will the Queen ever return here if you’ve jinxed the whole place?”
“I have a very simple bit of code that will fix it. Only my son and I have the code, and it can only be activated by one of us through a secret log-in process. I will add you to that log-in and provide you with the code if you wish.”
“So if I’m in league with Struthers, your plan fails.”
“Just so, sir.”
Mike looked around the table and received nods from the others. Though they had had little contact with Harylda, each had concluded that he was genuine. And the Professor was right, Mike knew. Without him, their success would be unlikely. He told Harylda everything he needed to know. Not about the Chessori, not yet, and not about their efforts out in the other sectors, but of the Queen’s purpose in coming to Triton, he held nothing back.
“My little plan seems trifling in comparison,” the Professor said when the telling was done. “Thank you, Sire. Thank you all. I have your assignments here. In light of what you have just revealed, I think they will provide excellent cover while permitting you free access to the complex. We may make some changes as we go, but we can get started immediately.”
He looked at Mike with that glint back in his eyes. “You, First Knight, are going to check out every bathroom in the facility - personally. I have prepared an exhaustive list of locations and specific items to be checked in each. Every toilet will be flushed, every bath and shower will be tested, every light checked, etc., etc., including those in the Palace and the Senate Chamber. I do not include here the gzeikolts. They will require a separate army of craftsmen. They will not be habitable in the time Struthers allotted me.”
Turning to Val, he said, “Every above ground computer was destroyed in the attack. Most have been returned to service, and the remainder are on a schedule to be returned to service. You will run test procedures on the ones I designate, beginning with the cleaning and service robots.”
To Josh, he said, “You will accompany the manufactures’ representatives as they inspect and test weapons installations. You will represent me, but you are not expected to know weapons. Your function is to check off items on my list and to bring problems to my attention. Do a thorough job,” he added. “You might find yourself on the receiving end of those weapons one day.”
Reba got the hardest job. “You will be a troubleshooter. I am drowning in problems. Your job is not to resolve these problems unless, of course, you can. Your job is to represent me, gather knowledge of the issue, and bring it back to me for consideration.”
He finished by saying, “Your Riders know their way around to some extent. You shouldn’t get lost too often, but when you do, know it’s okay. It’s not called the palace complex by accident, complex being the key word here. Everyone gets lost on a regular basis.”
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Chapter 8
 
Trexler had last seen the Queen several months earlier, just after the battle at Aldebaran. When his shuttle touched down on Parson’s World, she was waiting at the foot of the ramp.
Trexler led Nancy Shaw from the ship, accompanied by Commander Akurea Skvechavka’a. This was Nancy’s first step onto an alien planet, but the thrill was overshadowed by her introduction to Ellie. She tried to curtsy, but it didn’t come off very well.
“Sorry, Your Majesty. I’m still a little weak.”
With a scornful look at Trexler, Ellie shouldered him aside and took Nancy by the arm. “I can see that. We’ll get you settled, then I want to hear all about it.” She brooked no argument as she helped Nancy to her quarters and into bed.
“Your Majesty, I’m embarrassed with all this attention,” Nancy mumbled, clearly overwhelmed as the Queen of the whole Empire waited on her.
“If you’re a guest of Raymond Trexler, you’re my guest as well. We think quite highly of him here.”
“So do a lot of other people. He saved Earth, you know.”
“I do know, though I do not know all the details.” She turned to Akurea. “I’m sorry, Commander. We have not been introduced.”
Akurea bent to one knee. “Commander Akurea Skvechavka’a, Your Majesty.”
“And your purpose here?”
Trexler coughed into his fist. “Uh, that’s not a simple answer, Your Majesty. I’d like you to call your Inner Circle to a meeting, at which time she can explain. It might be appropriate to conduct a couple of Testings before we do.”
Ellie stared at him, then turned to look at Akurea and Nancy. When she turned back to Trexler, she said, “It’s just me and Otis here. Everyone else is out on assignment. We can meet in my quarters.”
Trexler frowned. “Now would be a good time.” He leaned down to Nancy and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “We’ll be back in a little while. Get some rest.”
She nodded, sensing her exclusion. When they left, she sighed. She looked around the room, knowing in her mind that she was on an alien world. She wasn’t overwhelmed very often, but at the moment, she wanted anything but to be left alone.
Otis joined them just as Ellie finished Testing Akurea. She steadied the woman for a few moments, then shocked everyone by stepping back and going to one knee before her. “You have labored mightily in the name of our Empire, Commander. You are a credit to your uniform. Thank you.”
Akurea stared at her in astonishment, then went to both knees before Ellie. “I have only answered the call to duty, Your Majesty, and our labors are not yet ended.”
Ellie took her hand and the two stood up. “They have not, Commander. Many have labored, do labor, on my behalf, but a few stand out. Your efforts have placed you within a very small group of individuals who are leading our efforts to restore the Empire. Be welcome to that small group. And now, let me introduce Sir Otis. He has endured much in my name, but when he hears your story, he, too, will be as amazed as I am.”
Trexler began the briefing with details of the battle for Earth and what was taking place there in its aftermath. Earth now knew of the Empire, of the vast numbers of aliens existing throughout the galaxy, and the planet was dealing with grave internal issues as it struggled to adjust fully to a war footing.
“Is it going to work?” Ellie asked.
“Too soon to say, but the consequences of failure are unacceptable. We’ll make it work.”
Ellie turned to Akurea. “I never, ever reveal to others what I learn during Testings. Admiral Trexler knows your story, but Sir Otis does not.”
“Your Majesty, my Testing need not remain private. I have no secrets from anyone in this room.” She addressed Otis. “I was assigned to manage a project dealing with the Chessori. Our purpose, assigned by Struthers himself, was to provide the Chessori with improved weapons and shields. In return, the Chessori would provide him with the hypercom.”
Otis growled deep in his throat, and she understood. “I know what you’re thinking, Sire. A small group, including myself, set a plan in place to sabotage any improved ships. In the end, it wasn’t needed. The ships I worked on are not capable of upgrade in their present condition. Chessori power plants are inadequate.”
“A temporary setback.”
“Not so temporary, Sire. The technology to upgrade power bottles, the hearts of power plants, is orders of magnitude beyond present Chessori capabilities. They’re years away from a solution. We could install our own power bottles fairly easily, but Struthers is holding back. He’s using it as a bargaining chip.”
“For what?” Otis growled, not fully convinced.
“The Chessori have installed hypercoms in a number of Struthers’ ships, but they have not given him the science, and reverse engineering of such a complex system is not possible. From what I understand, he’s agreed to give the Chessori the science and production technologies behind our power bottles, shields, and weapons if they’ll give him the science of the hypercom. To date, they have refused and the process is at a stalemate.”
Otis stared at her as his mind working the angles. Then he turned to Trexler. “You’ve beaten them badly in several engagements.”
Trexler nodded. “Possibly beaten them bad enough to make them reconsider Struthers’ offer.”
“There’s more, Sire,” Akurea said. “Even if Struthers gives them the science and engineering, the processes will take a long time to develop. After the recent battles, battles which he lost badly, he might not want to wait. I believe Struthers will do the work for them in his own shipyards.”
Trexler waited for Otis and Ellie to draw their own conclusions. He wanted to see if they came to the same conclusion he had, and they did.
Otis looked to Ellie and said, “We’ll have to monitor our major shipyards.”
She nodded. “Not a simple process. We can’t just send squadrons in to look. They’ll be driven off before they get close enough for their sensors to see anything. Besides, they’re needed elsewhere.”
Akurea spoke. “The Chessori ships were parked in the open on Grnlee, but the Rebels will surely cover them now. I think we’re going to have to send people in on the ground.”
Otis looked to Trexler. “Waverly doesn’t have the resources, and we need him to continue clearing sectors headquarters.”
“Agreed. I see a couple of possibilities. First, if we send in squadrons, and if those squadrons are attacked, we have a pretty good idea why and we can send a larger force back. That doesn’t resolve the issue of our shortage of squadrons. Second, while we don’t have the resources, Serge Parsons might. If his traders fanned out and just made cursory inspections, they might identify targets for us. These ships are big and hard to hide. They certainly won’t fit inside buildings. He wouldn’t have to act on the intelligence, just get it back to us.”
Silence descended on the room. Ellie finally spoke. “I’ll ask him. I don’t know what he’s going to say.”
Trexler nodded. “According to Mike, he’ll do whatever we ask.”
“What do you mean?”
Trexler’s eyebrows drew together. “Their agreement.”
“What agreement?” She asked sternly. “Surely he’s not holding out on me?”
“I doubt it. In fact, I know he’s not, but I wouldn’t be at all surprised to discover that some other crisis intervened and he forgot to mention it.”
“What is their agreement?”
“Serge is building some new ships for us, and he’s going to transfer some of his manufacturing to Earth. Earth has a huge pool of skilled labor to do the work that’s being done on Shipyard now. Actually, a prototype of one ship is already finished, and it proved its value during the battle for Earth. Its sensors found Chessori who were approaching without beacons.”
Ellie stood up to pace, and Trexler continued. “That’s not the main thing, Ellie.”
“There’s more?”
Trexler nodded. “Ships and manufacturing are important, but Serge can’t do it alone. The main thing Mike did was to give Serge the tools to convince his people to help us. I’m fairly certain that the people of Parson’s World and Shipyard are fully behind you now.”
“Why?”
“You know how much these smugglers value their freedom. Mike convinced Serge that if the Rebels complete their takeover of the Empire, their pals, the Chessori, are going to turn on them and take over the Empire for themselves. Neither Serge or his people will allow themselves to become slaves of the Chessori.”
“Mike did that?” she asked, her eyes sparkling.
“He did. Have you noticed any changes in your relationship with Serge?”
“No, but now that you mention it, things are better with some of the others I deal with, and Admiral Jons has even remarked that he’s not having to argue about resources for his projects.”
“I think you can count on Serge’s help, Ellie.”
“Let’s get him in here and find out.”
Trexler held up a hand. “We’re not done yet. There’s more.” He looked to Akurea.
“Your Majesty, modifying Chessori ships was one part of my duties. The other part consisted of installing Chessori hypercoms on our own ships for the Rebels. I worked closely with Chessori engineers, and I had to learn their language in the process. That learning included reading engineering drawings.”
“I thought you said Struthers did not have the science behind the system?”
“He doesn’t, at least not while I was part of the project. I can’t speak to what’s happened since I left. I was only shown enough to connect the hypercoms to our ships, but the Chessori engineers, of course, knew the details of the whole system. From time to time they referenced a computer that I believed held drawings to the complete system, but they would carefully shield their activities when they used this particular computer. When Krys learned of this, she acted. Her Protectors stole the computer, and we blew up the whole complex to hide the theft. It’s highly unlikely that the Chessori know we have it.”
“Yes!” Otis growled, raising a fist into the air.
“She’s gone on the attack?” Ellie asked in alarm.
Akurea’s shot a glance to Trexler looking for support. He shrugged, then decided he didn’t like feeling powerless and frowned. Akurea got the message: she was on her own. She focused on Ellie. “I’m new here, Your Majesty. I have no idea what you might have heard concerning her, but I lived with her for months. Do you know what she did for Admiral Korban?”
“No.”
“She had a vision of a major counter-attack against Korban. The attack would be preceded by gleasons.”
Ellie stood up, very focused. “Please tell me she’s not fighting gleasons.”
“I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but she is. She and her Protectors fought a pitched battle right inside Korban’s headquarters. Krys was right there with them. I don’t know why since she’s blind, but she was.”
“Blind!”
Akurea looked hard at Ellie, then turned to back to Trexler.
“I have the whole story, Ellie,” he said. “She left here with orders to continue spreading her message, but she has taken advantage of opportunities just as you expect your Knights to do. She and her crew freed a district headquarters all by themselves. In the process they rescued two Imperial Senators and a governor who were all incarcerated and sentenced to death. On Grnlee they stole the Chessori computer. During their escape, they fought off scores of Chessori military ships. The fighting took a while, and the consequences to Krys of extended subjection to the scree blinded her. Her Rider was working on repairs when Tarn Lukes was mortally wounded by gleasons in Korban’s headquarters. She sent her Rider to Tarn, then had to leave him behind because she had the vision of the attack about to take place against Earth.”
Ellie turned her back on them and walked over to her desk. She stood there for some time. “That was never my plan for her,” she said, turning back to them.
“Some say my men saved Earth, but it was really Krys who saved Earth,” Trexler said. “She is no longer the young girl you rescued from the orphanage. She has become everything a mother could hope for. Be proud of her, Your Majesty. To be Named a Knight is a call to even greater sacrifice in your name. Krys has answered your call. Despite her blindness, she has saved worlds, and she represented you very well to my people. As important . . . she has given you another great gift.”
Ellie didn’t care about gifts at the moment. “Will her vision be restored?”
“Maybe. She believes her blindness is the source of even greater visions. She doesn’t want it restored yet. Other than her blindness, she’s well, though she is deeply engaged with the enemy.”
“She’s a frightened young girl, Ray.”
“She is a Great One. As Otis once said of Waverly, songs will be sung of her exploits one day, both here and on Earth.”
“I did not willingly send her into this, you know.”
“I know. She and her crew have entered into a pact. Until the Empire is restored, each has sworn to give all that he is.” Ellie lifted a hand to her throat, but Trexler wasn’t done. “Major Washburn, Krys’ head Terran Protector, added something to that pact, and the pact is sweeping through your fleets like wildfire as we speak. Washburn said, ‘We give all that we are. We do it for our children and for our children’s children.’”
Ellie stared into his eyes, her own eyes shining. “Powerful words, Raymond, words that even call to me.” She lifted her eyes to Otis, then Akurea. “With you as witnesses, I, too, swear to the pact.”
Otis growled his assent, but added, “Your Majesty, you already took such an oath.”
“I did, but these words bite deeper. They give better focus. The concept of Empire is sometimes impersonal and hard to grasp. For our children and for our children’s children is clear and immediate.” She lowered her gaze back to Trexler. “Thank you, Raymond. Are those words the gift to which you referred?”
“No. You can thank Major Washburn for them.” He turned to Akurea and raised his eyebrows for her to continue.
“I’ve had the Chessori computer in my hands for several months now, Your Majesty, and I haven’t been idle.” She held up a small computer crystal. “This crystal holds a complete set of plans for building a hypercom, all translated.”
Ellie reached a hand out for her chair and sat, her eyes on Akurea but her mind somewhere else. Otis, too, stared into space for a moment, then he rose and went to a knee before Akurea. “Your Queen honors you, and so do I,” he said gruffly.
Trexler interjected. “There’s more, Otis. Krys planned well: she destroyed not only the Chessori ships but the facility that housed the computer. The Chessori do not know we have these plans. In addition to using the system ourselves to position forces, we might be able to listen in on Chessori-Rebel communications to learn their plans.”
Otis’ lips rose into a ferocious leer. A deep growl of anticipation sounded, his thirst for the fight kindled. He swung towards Akurea. “Can you build it?”
“Anyone can build it, but with the gift comes a threat, Sire. Before stepping aboard Resolve, I had never heard of or even imagined a fast ship. I have no idea how our fast ships work, but I believe there are some similarities to the physics of the hypercom. From what I already know of our drives, and from what I have learned of the hypercom, I believe that given enough time I could build my own fast drive.”
“You’re saying that the Chessori have the ability to build fast ships?”
“I believe they do, Sire. It’s a leap, but not a huge leap from hypercom to fast ship, it’s only a matter of extrapolating concepts. The Chessori have not, apparently, made that extrapolation yet, but now that they’ve seen fast ships in operation, I believe they will.”
“How much time do we have?” Ellie demanded.
“I have no idea, Your Majesty, but the answer to that question comes back to power requirements. The Chessori ships do not have the power to sustain a series of micro jumps. It needs better engineers than me to figure it out, and probably some scientists as well. We should ask them.”
“We have access to superb engineers and scientists. Are you prepared to get them started?”
“I am, Your Majesty, though we have the issue of examining shipyards, too. Admiral Trexler believes I might be more useful in that area, and he deems that a higher priority.”
“Why will you be more useful on that project?”
“I operated a shipyard, and I did so while a member of an underground spy network. I know what to tell our crews to look for. In some cases, I might have to go myself. These are major facilities, and we don’t want to destroy them unnecessarily.”
“Hmm.” She stood and approached Akurea. “You remind me a lot of your First Knight. He, too, manages to accomplish miracles with little in the way of resources. You will lead both projects in partnership with Serge Parsons. It’s time we called him in. Do either of you have any more surprises for me before I do so?”
Trexler’s lips thinned as he nodded his head. “Krys has had a couple of visions recently. One was for me. We’re pretty certain it has to do with codes for the hypercom. The other was of Nancy Shaw and you. I don’t have the details on that one. All I know is that neither Krys or Nancy understands it.”
“We need Tarn.”
“He’s on his way right now. I told Krys to meet us on Shipyard.”
Ellie brightened at the prospect of seeing them again. “She’s too valuable to be taking risks. Mark my words, all of you: she is not going into any more dangerous situations.”
She picked up her communicator. When Serge Parsons came on the line, she said, “Serge, it’s Ellie. Can you spare me a little time? . . . Uh, maybe an hour or so . . . No, now would be better. It’s urgent, worth clearing your schedule, and we might both be off to Shipyard before the day is out . . . Thanks, Serge.”
Akurea stared a question at her and Ellie sighed. “Yes, I know. Queens don’t usually ask, they demand. Tell me, Commander, do you even know what world you’re on?”
“No, Your Majesty. It’s an Imperial Secret.”
“So are you now, my dear. We’re on Parson’s World. Ever heard of it?”
“No, Your Majesty.”
“Serge Parsons is probably the most accomplished smuggler in the Empire. He answers to no one, including me. We are here at his pleasure, and we could be expelled at any time for any number of reasons. In addition to harboring me, Serge has provided my forces with an invention known as the fast ship. In the process, he’s improved our weapons and shields. The list goes on and on. You will soon discover that his engineers and scientists are second to none. Without his assistance, we would not find ourselves in the position of superiority we now enjoy. You will be dealing with him and his people intimately. Never forget that we are here at his pleasure. Understood?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
Ellie stood and approached Akurea. “Commander, your accomplishments are extraordinary. More, you have stood by your oath to me and the people of Empire. For that, and for what is to come, I Name you Friend of the Royal Family.” She held her hand out and dangled a locket on a chain. “Will you accept this token of my appreciation?”
Akurea stood uncertainly. “Your Majesty, I never even expected to meet you, let alone find myself in such a position of trust. It’s not necessary.”
“It is necessary. Once, this locket served to open any door at any time to the bearer. I hope it will do so again, but at present this locket could equally get you killed. Use it wisely.”
 
 
 



Chapter 9
 
Krys stared unhappily at the food before her. Not that she could see it, of course. She grimaced at the incongruity of a blind Seer, but though she couldn’t see, her Seeing had undergone fundamental change that had been of great benefit to others. Before Grnlee, her visions had, in nearly all cases, consisted of seeing through the eyes of someone else. After the Chessori scree blinded her, her visions had changed to encompass events as much as individuals, critical events whose outcomes had led to stunning defeats for the Chessori and, hence, to the Rebels.
But now . . . now she had the feeling that she wasn’t so much seeing as she was hearing, hearing a name. Once again, the word “Joshua” sounded in her mind, a word she didn’t understand. It could be a name or a place or a thing, but it felt to her like it was a name. The word sounded clearly several times a day, even waking her up during sleep periods.
Joshua. Who or what was Joshua?
Tarn was the Guide. She desperately needed him, and she was only two days away from reaching him on Orion III. He had an uncanny ability to decipher her confusing visions, though this time she wasn’t certain he would be able to help.
She sensed it again. “Joshua.” More insistent now, not just a word, but a command. What did it mean?
She stabbed her fork at the plate before her, struck something, and brought it to her mouth. Terry Washburn sat beside her, cutting and dividing her food and occasionally guiding her hand. He had taken on the role of nursemaid and become an even closer friend if such a thing was possible. The huge man showed a gentleness that struck her as foreign to a soldier. Rarely did she wander the corridors of Resolve by herself. He always seemed to be there when she left her room. She smiled, suspecting that George, Resolve’s Artificial Intelligence, played a part.
“Hey, was that a smile?” Washburn asked. “You haven’t smiled in days. You must be thinking about Tarn.”
She smiled again, not from thoughts of Tarn but from thoughts about how wonderful this great man beside her was. “No, actually I’m thinking about you. Have I thanked you lately for everything you’ve been doing for me?”
“Hmm. Have I thanked you for saving Earth?” he rejoined.
She turned her head toward him. “I guess we don’t spend much time thanking each other, do we?”
“There are 21 creatures of various kinds on this ship, and each of us has agreed to give everything that we are. Each of us has played a key part in your missions so there’s no need for thanks. But thank you anyway. Soon, Tarn will be back with us, and I’ll get back to soldiering.”
“We don’t know what kind of shape he’s in. I hope he’s well enough to leave with us.”
“If he’s not, we can afford to wait a little while.”
“No, we can’t.”
Washburn sat back in his chair. “You’ve had another vision?”
“I’m not certain, but I think so.”
“Where are we off to next?”
“First Shipyard. After that, I don’t have the foggiest idea.”
“Hmm, not very helpful. Not more gleasons, I hope.”
She shuddered. “I don’t know. I keep sensing a word, but I don’t know what it means. I’m hoping Tarn will figure it out.”
“What’s the word?”
“Joshua. Just the one word: Joshua. It comes with no further explanation.”
Washburn stared at her, then leaned in toward Krys. “My Lady, have you met my boss?”
“I’m not sure who your boss is. Borg, certainly. Beyond him, Admiral Trexler, I suppose.”
“I do not answer to Admiral Trexler. None of the Queen’s Protectors answer to him even if we are from Earth. We answer only to the Queen and to Sir Mike.”
“How’s that a help?”
“The Queen’s senior Terran Protector is Colonel Dace, Colonel Joshua Dace.”
Her mind raced. If Joshua was the senior Terran Protector, he would be with the Queen. She took it one step further: was the Queen in danger?
She stood up. “Take me to the bridge. We have to get to the Queen. She’s in danger, and I think it’s imminent danger. The vision has become more insistent.”
Washburn spoke into the air. “George, alert Captain Stven to meet us on the bridge.”
“He’s there now, Terry. I’ll inform him that you’re on the way.”
Washburn wasted no time. Rather than lead Krys, he picked her up and hustled to the central shaft. They rose up and he stepped into the bridge, then set Krys on her feet with an arm around her waist to steady her.
Stven was waiting, and after her explanation a small puff of noxious gas escaped from one nostril of the great dragon. “My Lady, I concur, but I don’t know where the Queen is. At last report she was on Aldebaran I, but I suspect she’s gone back to either Parson’s World or Shipyard.”
“She’s on Shipyard. I’m to meet her there, and Tarn will be asked to interpret two visions.”
“What about Tarn? We need to pick him up.”
She reached out a shaking hand, and Washburn led her to a crew seat. She desperately wanted to have Tarn back by her side, but the urgency of the summons demanded action. 
Her blind eyes rose up to Stven. “You know how badly I want him with us, but when it comes to the Queen’s safety we must act without delay.”
“We must act without delay, but we must act wisely, Krys. If the Queen isn’t on Shipyard we could end up chasing around after her. We need to do it as a full crew. We need Tarn. My counsel is to continue as we are, fast-shipping all the way. We’ll pick up Tarn, then set course for the Queen.”
She considered his words. “Is it because I so badly want to hear those words that they appear wise?”
“We’ll take you to the Queen as quickly as we can, and Tarn will be with us when we get there.”
 
* * * * *
 
Admiral Korban, Tarn, and the four Protectors they had left behind were waiting when Resolve touched down. Tarn lay semi-reclined on a floater, attended by a middle-aged woman. Stven went into conference with Admiral Korban while Washburn led Krys to Tarn. When she took Tarn’s hand, his face lit up. He pulled that hand to his mouth and kissed it.
“Hi, Lady.”
Tears cascaded from her eyes as she leaned down and kissed him on the lips. “Are you well enough to come with us? We’re anxious to be away.”
“Dr. Natai doesn’t think so, but she’s wrong. I’m ready, I’m just not very mobile yet.”
Stven came over to them. “We’re ready to go, My Lady.”
“Already?”
“We have confirmation of our next destination. There’s no reason to delay.”
Washburn took Krys’ arm and led her back into the ship. Tarn followed, his floater guided by the woman. Stven went directly to the bridge while Washburn led Krys and Tarn to their quarters. The woman helped Tarn into his bed, then Washburn led Krys to the bed. She sat on the edge beside Tarn, holding his hand.
“I wish I could see you. I’m afraid to touch you. Are you in a lot of pain?”
“I took my first steps a few days ago. I’ll be as good as new in another month or two. My Rider has things well in hand. Dr. Natai is only here in case something goes wrong, and she wants to supervise some sort of physical therapy.”
“Dr. Natai? She’s still here?”
“I’m here, My Lady,” she heard from behind herself.
She stood slowly and turned. Dr. Natai took her hands and guided them to her face. “I know you can’t see me, My Lady. Just feel my face, let your hands be your eyes.”
Krys took an instant liking to the woman. As her hands wandered over her face, she said, “Aren’t we underway?”
“I believe we are, My Lady.”
Krys’ hands went to Dr. Natai’s shoulders and stopped moving. “You’re going with us?”
“That’s the plan, My Lady.”
“Whose plan?”
“Admiral Korban’s.”
“He ordered you?”
“No, My Lady. He asked for a volunteer. I’m her.”
“Do you have any idea what you’ve gotten yourself into? Did he explain our mission?”
“I don’t think he actually knows what your mission is. I only know that what you’re doing is of grave importance to the Queen and that it involves a high level of risk.”
“Tarn and his Rider will see to his recovery. It’s not too late to bring you back.”
“Please don’t, My Lady. As Knights of the Realm, you and Tarn deserve the best support the Empire can provide. More, Admiral Korban owes you personally. There’s not much he can do to repay you for what you’ve done on his behalf. Let him at least do this much. He believes there might be additional need for my services after Sir Tarn is recovered, and I signed on with that in mind.”
“Are you leaving family behind?”
“My husband, also a doctor, was killed by the Chessori. We had not started a family yet.”
“I’m sorry. Is this your way of striking back at the Chessori?”
“No, My Lady. It might have been, but did you know that Admiral Korban has six Chessori traders under protective custody?”
“Are they the six that Sir Val brought with him?”
“They are. I met them and I no longer hold all Chessori to blame for my husband’s death.”
Krys’ blind eyes turned away from Dr. Natai. “Terry, are you still here?”
“I am, My Lady.”
“Will you please get Dr. Natai settled in quarters? As soon as Stven has a free moment, let him know he has a new crewmember.” She turned back to Dr. Natai. “Our next stop is the Queen. Are you prepared to be Tested?”
“Tested! The Queen!”
“Yes, the Queen. There’s still time for us to turn back if you’ve changed your mind.”
“No, My Lady. I’m staying. It will be a dream come true to meet her.”
As soon as they left, Tarn pulled Krys to himself. “Will you lay beside me?”
“There’s nothing I want more, my love.” She settled beside him and put her arms around him. “Does this hurt?”
He closed his eyes and savored the feel of her. “There’s someone that wants to come home. Will you take her back?”
“Has she . . .?
“Yes, she fissioned. I have a Rider of my own now. Hold still.”
 
* * * * *
 
When Resolve entered the farthest reaches of Shipyard’s system, Captain Stven was directed to contact another ship ahead of him that was also headed inbound. When he did, Sir Chandrajuski’s face filled the monitor.
“Welcome back, Captain,” Chandrajuski said in welcome.
“Your timing is good, Sire. We’re here with word of some risk to our principal.”
Chandrajuski considered for a moment, then replied, “Let’s rendezvous. I’ll take you aboard.”
“Very well, Sire.”
Chandrajuski was waiting when Resolve entered his hangar bay. Stven escorted him to the lounge, the purple scales of the dragon reflecting corridor lights while the bright green body of the great praying mantis seemed to absorb them. When they reached the lounge, Stven stood aside. Chandrajuski stepped delicately into the room and stopped, focusing instantly on the two sitting on a couch. The last time he had seen them, Tarn had been an ensign not long out of the academy and Krys had been a frightened but determined young woman. He had sent both of them on a mission to spread word of the Queen’s survival. After what they had accomplished, he felt a strong desire to bow before them.
Krys couldn’t see him, of course, but Tarn Lukes was sitting beside her and could. He struggled to his feet, looking as if he needed to salute but was out of uniform. Chandrajuski understood: Tarn still looked upon him as a vastly superior officer. So much had happened during the brief, intervening years, and now all three of them shared the title of Knight of the Realm. Krys sensed Chandrajuski’s presence, and the light odor that always accompanied him confirmed her guess. She bowed her head without rising from the couch.
Chandrajuski listened to his heart and lowered his back legs, then his long neck, a Gamordian’s method of bowing. “You’ve traveled far and done well, both of you. I’m pleased to see you again.”
“It’s good to see you again, Admiral,” Krys replied. “On Centauri III you held when it would have been easier to flee. Because of that, and because of the strategy you put in place, a strategy that is still in place, our Queen might yet prevail. I wish we could reminisce, but we are here on urgent business. The Queen is in danger.”
“Tell me what you know.”
“I received a vision, a vision of only one word: Joshua. I believe, but I am not certain, that the word is a name. The leader of the Queen’s Terran Protectors, Colonel Joshua Dace, is the only Joshua we know. Since he is her Protector, I must assume the danger is to her.”
Chandrajuski’s long, elegant legs carried him deeper into the room. “Not necessarily, Krys. The vision could apply directly to him. He is not with the Queen.”
“Is she here?”
“Yes.”
“If Joshua is not with her, where is he?”
“He’s on Triton with your brother, Reba, and Mike.”
“Triton!”
“The Queen is determined to speak at the first convocation of the Senate, Krys. Actually, she has no choice. If Struthers is legitimized by the Imperial Senate, he will become the legal ruler of the Empire. His first act will be to classify us as Rebels. She can’t let that happen. Sir Mike has been tasked with developing a plan to get her in and out. The others are there to assist him.”
She turned to Tarn. “What do you think? Do we go to Mother or do we go to Triton?”
“The vision is specific, Krys. Joshua is our focus, and you sense urgency. However, I have two other visions to interpret. We’re here. We might as well do what we can. If our next stop is Triton, the trip will take months. We can’t display our fast ship capabilities in the Triton system.”
Chandrajuski batted his fists together. “You’re not going anywhere but to the Queen, Krys. She has issued a general recall for you.”
“She what?”
“The Queen heard about your recent exploits, about how you’ve gone on the offensive, and she is not pleased. It was never part of your assignment. You’ve accomplished more than any of us ever hoped, but your days of wandering the galaxy are over. It’s time for you to take your rightful place by her side.”
“She’s trying to protect me?” Krys asked, her anger rising to the surface.
“Most likely. But look at it from her point of view. Besides the fact that she loves you, you’ve become an important asset in our battle to restore the Empire. We can’t risk you getting killed on some backwater world that has no strategic significance to the war effort.”
“I see. So Krandt, Grnlee, Orion III, Aldebaran I, Earth, and now Triton have no significance to the war effort.”
“You know that’s not what I mean.”
“Had I not gone to Krandt, we would have lost two Imperial Senators and a district. Had I not gone to Grnlee, we would not have a hypercom. Had I not gone back to Orion III, the sector would be lost - again. Had I not gone to Earth, the war would be lost.”
“You can’t deny a command from the Queen, Krys.”
“Can’t I? Maybe the time has come.”
Tarn put his arms around her. “You know that’s not true, My Lady. Of all the things we have done, we have yet to disobey a direct order from her and we never will.”
“She’ll never let us go to Triton.”
“We’re going there because of a vision, Krys. She was with you on Lianli. She won’t like it, but she, too, has answered the call of the Leaf People. She will do her duty. Giving you the freedom to respond to your visions is part of her duty.”
Chandrajuski’s head swooped into their faces, his eyes on fire. “The Queen’s duty is to the Empire, no one else. Who are these Leaf People?”
Krys lifted her hands to his face. She didn’t know if a Gamordian would consider her action a breach of etiquette, but she didn’t really care at the moment. Tarn had spoken out of turn, and she now had to share the secret of the Leaf People with an outsider. With just a moment of thought, though, she realized that Chandrajuski was not an outsider. He was one of the called. She mentally reviewed all of her visions and wondered if the visions were one of the means utilized by the Leaf People to call others to their quest. Certainly, each of those recipients had contributed materially to the successes the Queen’s forces had so far enjoyed. She smiled at the thought. Yes, each of them had been called.
With her hands still pressing into his face, she said, “It’s a long story, Sire. The Queen’s story, I think.”
Tarn disagreed. “If it’s anyone’s story, it’s yours, Krys. It was you they called.”
“No, my love. They called all of us. Including you,” she said to Chandrajuski. She dropped her hands. “Remember the dilemma your vision placed you in back on Orion III? There was no clear path for you to follow. An impossible choice had to be made. What did I advise you to do?”
“I will never forget your words. You said, ‘Listen to your heart, always. If you do, you will know what is right. You will never be asked to do more.’”
She nodded. “You told me those were the words of a woman, not the words of a warrior, but you were wrong. They are the words of the Leaf People.”
Chandrajuski’s eyes, eyes that reminded Mike of Albert Einstein, blinked slowly. The rest of his body held precisely still as if poised to catch his dinner.
“The Leaf People are wise beyond measure, Admiral, and they are the source of my visions. I hope that one day you will meet them. It will change your life. They called six of us by name that day, called us to a duty we did not understand at the time. I am their Messenger. They named a Guide, but they did not tell us who the Guide was. I assumed he would be my Guide, but I was wrong. He interprets the messages sent to me by the Leaf People, and he guides the recipients of those visions. Tarn is the Guide.”
Chandrajuski looked at Tarn in a new light. “You guided me. You were just an ensign, but your wisdom saw me through terrible times.”
“I didn’t know at the time that I was the Guide, Admiral. I know now that I am.”
“Four others were called by name that day,” Krys continued. “My brother, Val, was named the Right Arm, and he has been just exactly that for our First Knight. Otis was named the Protector of future generations. The Queen, Daughter as she was called then, was named the mother of future generations. She was told that she would be called as no other Chosen before her had been called. Finally, she was told that her Talents were nothing without the Knight, the last one called by name that day. Her Talents were nothing without him because he held the keys. I think those keys include the fact that we would have no Empire had he not saved our Queen.”
Krys let Chandrajuski digest her words, words that encompassed so much. His great body had not moved a muscle. Then his eyes blinked, and she knew he was ready for the rest.
“Before parting, the Leaf People left us with one more gift. They told us that others would answer their call, others who also listened to their hearts. You are one of those called, Admiral.”
A back leg lifted away from her, then the other legs followed in sequence, then he froze again. “Why are you telling me this?”
“Because you deserve to know the source of my visions. It’s time for you to know that even our Queen hears the call of someone higher than herself. Here’s the key, Admiral: None of us had any idea what the Leaf People were talking about. That event occurred 12 years before the fall of the Palace. They foresaw all of our difficulties. They are not willing, or perhaps they are not able, to resolve our problems, but they can and do offer guidance. It is up to us to make the decisions, and we who were called that day, including you, have no one but ourselves to shoulder the consequences of those decisions.”
 
 
 



Chapter 10
 
When they reached Shipyard, Chandrajuski joined Krys aboard Resolve for the short trip down to the surface. She was anxious to be reunited with the Queen again, but she was reticent, as well. There would be challenges this time, challenges that would be difficult for both her and the woman she called mother.
Ellie, with Trexler and Otis by her side, waited impatiently as the ramp lowered. Chandrajuski and Captain Stven greeted them and led the way to Krys’ office/suite, Stven clomping noisily behind them in a cast that had not yet been removed. A strong feeling of dé·jà vu washed through Ellie as she entered the room: she had lived aboard Resolve for many years, and these had been her own quarters.
The room was crowded. When Ellie stepped through the doorway, everyone that could went to one knee. Krys stood in the center of the room with a hand lightly resting on Washburn’s arm for balance. Ellie stopped, her gaze focused like a laser on Krys, then she stepped to Krys and took her in her arms. No words were spoken as each tightened arms around the other.
When Ellie opened her eyes and loosened her embrace, she looked around the room. Most of the injuries were nearly healed, but there was no shortage of bandages in the room. “I feel like I’m in an infirmary,” she said. “Rise, all of you.”
Dr. Natai helped Tarn to his feet, still a slow process. Ellie abandoned Krys and stepped over to him, giving him a hug. “I asked you to care for my daughter, but I did not expect this to be the cost.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you.”
She stared hard at Borg. His bandages had come off, but raw scars had not yet hardened. Several other Protectors, both Great Cats and Terrans, still bore the remains of bandages and casts, as did Stven. She looked into the eyes of each person in the room, then turned to Major Washburn.
“I have heard your story, Major. I, too, have taken the oath. I will give all that I am. It’s one thing to say the words, something else entirely to practice them. Tell me again why it is we do this?”
“For our children and for our children’s children, Your Majesty.”
“You speak wisely, Major.” She turned to the rest of the room. “I thank all of you for your commitment and your bravery. As important, thank you for taking care of the one I call daughter.” She looked to Tarn. “I understand that you have a job to do.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. Then we must be away.”
Her look sharpened. “To where?”
“Triton.”
She started to retort, then caught herself. After all, he was the Guide. She clasped her hands together and stepped over to her old desk, turned to face the room, and leaned back against the desk. She looked hard at Krys.
“Why?”
“I received an urgent summons to find someone named Joshua. The only Joshua we know is on Triton.”
Not caring who else was in the room, or possibly because of everyone else there, she said, “Krys, it was in this very room that I first met you. It was in this room that you first met your brother, Val, and it was in this room that you made your first prediction about the fall of Empire.” Her voice softened. “It was in this room that you first called me Mother.”
Ellie looked to Washburn, her voice low. “So now it’s my turn to give all that I am. For me, this is as hard as almost anything else I have had to do.” He stared back at her, his face showing no softening, though he did bow his head slightly. Her gaze shifted from him to the rest of the people in the room. “Even then, I might not agree except for one other important detail. Who here does not know the story of the Messenger and the Guide?”
All of Krys’ crew knew the story, so only a few hands went up including Trexler’s and Dr. Natai. She frowned at Trexler. “A major oversight on my part.” She turned to Dr. Natai. “Who are you?”
“Sir Tarn’s doctor, Your Majesty, though as you can see,” she said, her hand sweeping around the room, “there are others who have benefited from my services. Admiral Korban asked for volunteers, and I am her.”
Ellie stared hard at her. “Will you submit to a Testing?”
“I will, Your Majesty.”
Ellie stepped to her and placed a hand on each side of Dr. Natai’s head. Their gazes locked and Ellie was in, sifting rapidly through Dr. Natai’s memories and thoughts. It didn’t take long. She withdrew and steadied Dr. Natai for the few moments it took her to gather herself together. Testings affected people in different ways, but it was always an intensely personal experience.
“You speak true, and you are true to yourself. This crew has need of your services. Will you stay?”
“I will, Your Majesty. That was always my intent.”
“Thank you.” She turned to the rest of the room. “Anyone who knows the story is dismissed except my Knights, Captain Stven, Borg, and Major Washburn.”
The room partially emptied as she addressed Stven. “Captain, see if you can locate Admiral Jons and Commander Skvechavka’a, then return here. They should be a part of this. Let them know we are waiting.”
Jons and Akurea arrived together, Akurea rolling the sleeves of her coverall down as she entered the room. Ellie told the story of Lianli and the Leaf People, and for Trexler in particular, some things that had previously made no sense to him at all finally did. For the Empire people, legends came alive with her words.
“Each of you in this room has been called, and each of you has answered that call. You deserve, and I hope that one day in the future you will have the opportunity, to meet the Leaf People. Stories do not do them justice. Now, to your vision, Ray.”
“We’ve already figured it out, Ellie. This is just a formality.”
Her eyebrows went up in surprise. “You did?”
“We did,” he said nodding his head.
“What did you see?” she asked Krys.
“Just the following words, Mother:
“Check, or checkmate? The Code is broken, ancestors have spoken. Emerging pride along for the ride.”
“It speaks of codes, Ellie,” Trexler added. “We know we’re going to have the hypercom up and running soon. We’ll be communicating in codes, and it sounds like we’re going to have to change them more often. As for ancestors, we used an ancient Earth language for codes once before, and we can do it again.”
Ellie frowned. “You seem confident, Ray.”
He nodded. “I am.”
“Krys, what do you think?”
“I’m the Messenger, Mother.”
Ellie nodded and turned to Tarn. He had been listening, but he had also been considering. He stood up and started pacing. Everyone waited, some more patiently than others, including the Queen. She had learned her lesson when it came to this young man.
“Check, or checkmate? I am not familiar with the terms,” he said.
Trexler answered. “It’s an expression, part of a game on Earth. Each side maneuvers game pieces on a board. The goal of the game is to take the opponent’s king. That is a win. When either player states ‘check,’ it means the opponent’s king is within one move of being taken.”
“Hmm. So the vision suggests that we have only one move.”
“Not necessarily. The next move could resolve the check. For example, if you’ve been checked by a particular piece, taking out that piece might remove the check.”
“What is “checkmate?”
“It means you have no moves that can resolve the check. It’s ‘game over.’”
Tarn looked up quickly to Trexler. “Game over! We’ve lost the war? I think the stakes have just been raised.”
Trexler squirmed. “We just need to outsmart the Rebels when it comes to codes. We can’t let them discover our plans.”
“We can’t let the Chessori discover them either.” Tarn stared hard into Trexler’s eyes. “Sir, we went to a lot of trouble to make certain the Chessori do not know we have the hypercom. As soon as you start talking in code, don’t you think they’re going to know? Haven’t you just given away a huge advantage?”
Trexler paled. He, too, stood up to pace. “What else can codes mean?”
Tarn looked to Admiral Jons. Jons had been shuttling between Parsons’ World, Shipyard, and lately, Earth. His deepest desire was to again command a squadron, but his skills at coordinating Empire and Serge Parsons’ people as they built and modified ships was something Chandrajuski was not willing to give up. Grand Admirals understood well that they were nothing without their logistics support.
To Jons, Tarn said, “The word ‘Code,’ is singular. It applies to just one code. Do you know where I’m going with this?”
Jons had been leaning against a wall. Now he stood up strait, his eyes wide. “I do, Sire! Parsons’ World and Shipyard are governed by a Code. I refer to it as a smugglers code. They simply call it ‘the Code.’”
“What would it take to break their code, sir?”
“Probably lots of things. Treason, selling their secrets to outsiders would likely top the list. Serge Parsons has a lot of secrets to protect, not least of them our fast drives, weapons, shields, even the very fact that his people’s sole purpose is to get rich from smuggling.”
“How many know of the Queen’s presence here?”
Jons would never hide the truth from anyone in this room. “The list has grown, is growing. A lot of people here know that Parsons’ World and Shipyard are a primary supporter of the Queen.”
Tarn turned to Ellie. “The Code is broken, Your Majesty. Someone talked.”
Her hand went to her throat and her face grayed. “We’ve lost Parsons’ World?”
“If Parsons’ World is betrayed, so is Shipyard. Let’s finish up before reaching conclusions,” Tarn advised. “’Ancestors have spoken.’ Whose ancestors?” He thought for a moment, then answered his own question. “Most likely Serge Parsons’ ancestors. I have no idea what words they spoke.”
“Maybe we should get him in here,” Jons said grimly. “He’s here, on Shipyard I mean.”
Tarn held up a hand. “We will. Let’s consider the rest first.” He turned back to Trexler. “You’re from an emerging world. What gives you pride?”
“A lot of things, but one thing comes immediately to mind. We’ve been encouraging the people of Earth to take responsibility for their own survival. We can’t rely only on the Empire to save us from the Chessori. We’re promoting a massive effort to manufacture and install modifications that will turn slow ships into fast ships. We’re recruiting large numbers of crewmembers for those ships, and we’re training more soldiers for Waverly. We’re even sending more special operations troops to Brodor for training as Protectors.”
Tarn’s lips compressed as he nodded. “So Parsons’ World and Shipyard are compromised. Here resides the Queen, here resides the secrets of fast ships, and here resides the plans for the hypercom. We are in ‘check.’ Our next move must be the right move or we will find ourselves in ‘checkmate.’”
Trexler looked to Chandrajuski. “We can protect them.”
Chandrajuski batted his fists together. His lips lifted, revealing rows of sharp teeth, his method of smiling. “I foresee great battles.” Then his lips closed and his neck drooped. “They will come for the Queen in overwhelming numbers. It will take all of our resources.”
He and Trexler stared at each other, then both sets of eyes turned to Tarn.
He frowned as he considered. “‘Emerging pride along for the ride. I think Earth plays a role here, sir. It’s up to us to determine what that role is.”
Tarn turned away from the room again deep in thought. When he spoke, he spoke with confidence. “Each vision has come in the form of instruction, warning, or hope. This one feels like all three to me. Check or checkmate, the Code is broken feels a warning. I believe the phrase ancestors have spoken might contain instructions for us, and the last part of the vision, Emerging pride along for the ride offers hope.”
 
* * * * *
 
Serge Parsons arrived. His goatee and sideburns had turned fully gray now - his path had not been an easy one since the Queen had shown up on his doorstep two years earlier. He had gone above and beyond anything Ellie could have hoped for, yet she could not bring herself to reveal Krys’ abilities to him.
“It’s finally happened,” she said. “We have reason to believe that Struthers knows I am here.”
Serge missed a step, caught himself, and straightened up, his gaze locked on Ellie. “How?”
“We received a message stating that the Code was broken.”
Serge’s lips thinned as he nodded. “I can’t say I’m surprised. If anything, I’m surprised it took so long. It’s an interesting cast of characters I deal with. Some have honor and some do not.”
“We will do our best to protect you. Our resources are limited.”
“Any idea how much time I have?”
Ellie looked to Krys who shook her head. She turned back to Serge. “No.”
Serge looked to Jons. “I guess we’ll pick up the pace. We’re going to have to move everything now.”
Jons eyebrows lifted. “Everything? Can you?”
“Actually . . . yes. But I can’t take all my people.” He turned to Ellie. “We have to find a way to protect my people, some way that won’t tie up all your forces. My own ships can slow down any attack, but we’re a long way out on the frontier even for fast ships. It will take your guys two weeks to get here once they’re called. It will take Struthers’ forces three weeks to reach the planet once they drop from hyperspace, maybe a little more if my guys can slow them down. That means they’d be about a week out from the planet when your forces engage them, assuming you were able to come right away.”
Ellie asked Jons, “How long before the hypercom is operational?”
“A few weeks.”
She turned back to Serge. “We already discussed our need for your ships to inspect overhaul facilities as they go about their trading routines. If you recall them, not only will your trade suffer, we will not get the information we need. What if we give Parsons’ World and Shipyard the first hypercoms, and the next ones go to the fleet? They could be here within that two week window you mentioned.”
“It’s a start. I’m not certain Commander Skvechavka’a needs my ships any longer, though any that are out there will keep their eyes open.”
Ellie’s eyebrows drew together. She looked to Akurea, then Jons. He, too, looked surprised. “Am I missing something here?” she demanded of Akurea.
“Not yet, Your Majesty. I’m just in the planning stages. I don’t bother you with things that might not pan out.”
“Hmm. Mike’s very words.”
Serge grinned. A hand stroked his goatee as he looked slyly at Ellie. “She’s working for the wrong people. She’s much too talented for you. I’ve offered her a job.”
Ellie’s eyes widened. “Have you accepted?” she demanded of Akurea.
“No, Your Majesty.”
Ellie shook her head to clear it. “We’ll come back to you later. At the moment you are our focus, Serge. Your people are in danger, and your technology is in danger of falling into the wrong hands.”
“My technology is as safe as I can make it. My people are not. The hypercom might be the answer to an invasion. I’m sorry to say that I am completely dependent on your forces to protect my general populations. I can move the technology, but I can’t move all my people.”
“It will take years to transfer things.”
Serge looked to Jons who responded for him. “We’ve been moving what we could to Earth, Your Majesty, at their request and Sir Mike’s. It might be prudent to broaden our plan.”
“You can’t move factories.”
“No, we can’t,” Jons replied. “We can move processes though. It will take time, a lot of time, to rebuild on Earth, but it has to be done.”
“We don’t have a lot of time.” She turned to Serge. “I think your ancestors may have spoken to this issue.”
He paled. “It seems I have informers everywhere. I will ask for an accounting in private, Your Majesty.”
Her gaze into his eyes was direct. “I never lie, Serge. I did not learn of this from one of your people.”
“Who, then?”
“The Chosen have many Talents, Serge. We do not always need external voices.”
He glared at her, then suddenly his visage softened. “Words carefully chosen by a Chosen. You leave no hope to us mere mortals.”
Her look softened, as well. “We are both on the same team here. You have given more than I ever hoped to receive. Is there anything left to give?”
“You will suck up every morsel?”
“I honor you with every morsel, my friend. Your people’s survival rests in the balance as well as my own. It is no longer you and us. It is we.”
“The rest of my words are for you and your First Knight.”
“Mike is away. Everyone in this room is a key player in whatever plans we make. The success of those plans rests largely on their shoulders, Serge. The more they know, the better they perform. We are at a critical point in a dangerous game. Struthers has you, hence he has us, by the throat. Whatever moves we make must be the right moves.”
Serge looked around the room, his gaze resting on each person. Some he did not know, including Krys and her crew. The fact that they were in this room with the Queen spoke to their importance.
“We came here two thousand years ago,” he said. “We have struggled mightily every day since then to build what we now have. I will not give it up to Struthers, nor will I slink away. Our ancestors grew up persecuted, and they knew that persecution could raise its ugly head once again. They never decommissioned the mother ships that carried us here, nor have we in the intervening years. Our ancestors knew our population would outgrow the capacity of the ships, but we always retained the capability of moving enough of our society to preclude genocide. That capacity still exists. The number of people here who knows is small.”
“The Empire will never permit genocide, Serge.”
“No? What do you call this? Struthers will come. He will take as much as he can and destroy the rest. That’s his way. He likes to make examples.”
“He is not the Empire. We are, and we will not abandon you. What sort of capacity are you talking about?”
“We came in 50 mother ships. None of them is a fast ship, but all of them are operational. One of the first things I did after your arrival was to ensure that.” He looked to Jons. “You know we do a lot of manufacturing in space. Each of those facilities is capable of interstellar travel.”
Jons gulped. “They’re space ships? They can jump?”
Serge nodded. “And you’ve toured our artificial intelligence manufacturing facility here on the surface. What did you think of it?”
“It’s a modern factory.”
“Cleverly camouflaged. The whole facility was created inside a mother ship. You never knew, and that is by intent. The list goes on and on. Each mother ship is prepared to escape with some portion of our culture. It might be a factory, it might be a repository for books, entertainment, and records, it might just carry people, animals, seeds, and building equipment. We even have a destination world picked out. It is unclaimed, further down the arm of the galaxy and just as far out on the frontier as Shipyard.”
“It’s too soon to move, Serge,” Ellie said, clearly upset that any society in her Empire would ever feel such need.
“I know,” he said with grim intent. “I am, however, going to relocate all the production facilities we are using to carry this war to the Chessori. I will include sufficient staff and support people to keep them operational. It would help if you can supply local resources to support them. I think we all know where they’re going.” He looked directly at Trexler.
Trexler stepped across the room and took Serge’s hand in his own. “Emerging pride is along for the ride. We won’t let you down.”
 
* * * * *
 
Everyone in the room turned to stare at Akurea. She straightened from where she had been leaning against a wall.
“I thought you were assisting Serge’s engineers with the hypercom?” Ellie demanded.
“They’re building it, Your Majesty, not me. I’m just an advisor, and they haven’t needed much help. You also tasked me with preventing the Chessori from getting upgraded power plants.”
“I tasked you with evaluating the information brought back by Serge’s traders.”
“No, Your Majesty. You tasked me with solving a problem, and Serge’s traders are just one aspect of that solution. What you really want is to prevent Chessori ships from receiving upgraded systems, and that’s what I intend to deliver. In the process, I want to strike back at Struthers personally.”
“What?”
Most of the people in the room had become Akurea’s friends. She held her arms out wide as she turned to them. “On one hand we have an exceedingly complex mission to identify and take out overhaul facilities. And, if any of them are like the one I ran, there are a lot of good people in them that will die. I don’t want that. On the other hand, we might have a manageable mission. The goal is to prevent upgraded power plants from going into Chessori ships. To upgrade the power plants, they need our power bottles. I want to take control of the power bottle supply chain.”
Jaws dropped around the room. No one spoke for a few seconds, then everyone spoke. Ellie held up a hand. “Can it be done?”
“I don’t know. That’s why I haven’t mentioned it to you yet. I’m working on three approaches at the moment. First: there are a lot of manufacturing facilities in the Empire but only a handful of them make the large bottles required by the Chessori. If I can keep them from shipping new units to the Rebels, the Rebels won’t have the means to upgrade ships. Second: I’ve asked some of Serge’s programmers to see if they can develop a program that would cause power bottles to fail sometime after installation in Chessori ships. If we could do that, I won’t limit production, I’ll send them all the units they want. The drives will fail at some point after leaving the overhaul facility. I don’t know or care where the ships are when it happens.”
She looked around the room. “The Chessori are not stupid. When every modified ship turns up missing, the finger will point right at Struthers.”
A look of wonder filled Ellie’s face. “I’ve been searching for more ways to hit back at him politically. Your plan is perfect. Can you do it?”
“I don’t know. It’s up to Serge’s people. Bottle software is way, way beyond my skill set. It is replete with checks and balances that will be looking for exactly what I’m proposing. The engineers I’ve met here talked circles around me.” She shook her head in wonder. “The fact is . . . they know a lot more than they need to know for overhauling ships. I’m convinced most of them are scientists as well. If anyone can come up with a solution, they can.”
Ellie shot a sharp look to Serge. “Will they?”
“Well . . .” He glanced nervously at Jons, then back to Ellie. “Uh . . . I really can’t say, Your Majesty.”
“Can’t, or won’t?”
The ensuing silence was broken by Jons. He snapped his fingers and pointed toward Serge. Everyone stared at the two of them. “Why you old scoundrel,” Jons said, his eyes glaring. “So that’s how you’ve been doing it all these years.”
“Well, how else?” Serge retorted, lifting his chin. “Your ships have been on the receiving end of my largess. These things don’t come from thin air, you know.”
The two old adversaries, now friends, stared at each other. Jons finally addressed Ellie. “The costs of manufacturing power bottles is so high that the Empire licensed only a limited number of facilities. Each of them is a separate corporation, a major corporation, and they run at full capacity around the clock. There are just enough of them to ensure price competition, quality, and regulatory compliance. The penalties for manufacturing bottles by anyone else are grievous, and for good reason. The bottles would be unregulated and subject to quality issues. Serge has been building his own all along. No wonder his ships are more powerful than regulations permit.”
Ellie stared at Jons for a long time, then turned to Serge. “So you have people here with intimate knowledge of the software?”
Serge surrendered. “I told you she was too smart for you,” he said, thrusting his chin toward Akurea. Still looking at Akurea, he added, “That doesn’t mean they can develop what you need. It’s a complex task. Every part of a power bottle undergoes extensive testing during the assembly process. They have to come up with a highly sophisticated program that remains undetectable, and if they do, you will need the cooperation of the manufacturers to get it installed. It has to be installed prior to the bottle’s first start-up.”
“How do we get them to cooperate?” Ellie demanded.
Serge turned to her with a tight smile. “That’s her problem, but it’s a more manageable problem than your fleets attacking all the hundreds and hundreds of overhaul facilities.” He paused, then added, “You might as well know that she’s asked for help on one other small project.”
Ellie turned to Akurea. “And that is . . .?”
“Even if we come up with the software, I won’t get all the manufacturers to cooperate. I want to shut down the facilities that don’t cooperate. I might be able to do it if I can identify a few critical parts that come from a limited number of suppliers. For example, specialized, hardened crystals are required by the computers that control the electromagnetic field inside the bottle. I don’t know how many suppliers there are for these crystals, but if there were only a few, I might be able to buy up all the supplies and dole them out only to those manufacturers that cooperate. There are thousands of parts whose sources need to be investigated, and I’m told we won’t be able to complete the process here.”
“Why not?”
Only Serge knew the answer to that question, and now that his secret was out in the open, he gave it. “Our suppliers are not necessarily the same ones used by these legitimate corporations. She’ll need help from at least one of the Empire manufacturers.”
“Where is your facility?” Jons asked.
Serge’s mouth formed into a tight grin. “You’ve seen it a thousand times. It’s an orbital manufacturing facility, but unlike Empire facilities, it’s enclosed. It’s a risk we were willing to take. Anyone who sees it thinks it is just a run-of-the-mill, large satellite. We’ll move it to Earth now, of course.”
Trexler intervened. “Akurea, the ships you were working on were not big ships were they?”
“No, sir.”
“The ships that attacked Earth were big ships, on the order of frigates and cruisers. Will any of this apply to them?”
She considered, but she was not an expert on space battles. “I would think those would be the first ships upgraded by the Chessori.”
“But they’re huge. It would take years to rewire them.”
She shook her head. “No, sir. The drives are immediately adjacent to the power bottles. That’s where most of the extra energy will go. The work is comparatively simple and quick. Anyone can make the big drives - they just convert energy into space warps, a simple process. They don’t even have moving parts. Power bottles are the hard part. If I was running the overhaul I’d want to install our drives, but only because they’re perfectly matched to the power bottles. 
“The Chessori tell me they have already upgraded their AI’s, or whatever it is they use to manage the ship. As for guns and shields, new cables will have to be routed through the ships, but ships’ designs provide for easy upgrades as improvements come out.”
Her gaze rose to the ceiling for a moment, then settled back on Trexler. “The work might take a month for each ship. With enough supplies, workers, and parking space, I could turn out as many as one capital ship a day. If there’s major cutting and refitting required for the guns, that would delay things, but on the ships I worked on, that wasn’t necessary. The limitation was power, not output.
“Tell me you’re joking about one per day.”
“No joke, sir. And that’s one per day from each facility.”
Ellie’s gaze moved back and forth between the two. She stepped around her old desk, sat down, and leaned over the desk with her hands folded. “The Code may be broken, but we are not. We have issues requiring solutions, but I have been blessed with more wonderful guidance than any Queen could ever hope for.”
 
* * * * *
 
Serge left to speed up the movement of his people and facilities to Earth. Time was not on his side.
Ellie let her gaze move around the room, slightly in awe of the feelings she felt. So much talent here, and the fact that she was Queen held little sway among them. They spoke plainly, and she reveled in the sense of belonging she felt. She could imagine every single one of them remaining with her throughout her reign. Not all of them were Knights, but she felt that everyone in the room was a knight. She knew without reservation that each of them would give his or her life for her if called upon to do so. Had her life been free to give, she knew she would reciprocate. So many cherished friends were out on missions, and these would be soon too, but for the moment she reveled in the feeling of belonging that filled this room.
“We are going to map out our strategy for the next year,” she said. “Certain things are already in place. Waverly is freeing sectors from the Chessori. We do not want to interfere in that process any more than necessary. A team of four is in place on Triton to plan my performance there. We do not yet know when the next senate convocation will occur, but it cannot be more than a year, two at the most, from now.”
She paused, then said, “Those projects are well established. We will support them as we focus on protecting Parsons’ World and Shipyard, and we have to help stage Serge’s production facilities to Earth. We have to prevent the Rebels from developing fast ships, and we have to prevent them from improving Chessori ships.
“I want to use the synergy of group thought to formulate a plan of action during the next year that encompasses all our efforts, and I want to use that same synergy to figure out what Struthers is going to do. I want to stay ahead of his game plan.” She looked to Tarn. “Before we do, we have one other important item of business to attend to.”
“We do, Your Majesty. We have Nancy Shaw’s vision.”
“You have given it consideration?”
“I have, Your Majesty.” He got up and moved two empty chairs to the desk. He called Ellie and Nancy to sit in them. His primary focus was Nancy Shaw, but his words carried throughout the room.
“Your vision came in two parts,” he said to Nancy. “Krys saw you and the Queen together, heads down studying something. We have no clue what you were studying, so that item is probably not important. What is important is that you are side by side. The vision came with the following words:
“Triton calls, the Queen holds, the twin dares, the unseen hunt.”
Nancy spoke up. “I’ve been living with these words since Krys first spoke them. I don’t understand everything they imply, but I understand this much: I am going to Triton, and I’m probably going to be a decoy there. I am not Her Majesty’s twin, but I can be made to resemble her.”
She looked across the room to Trexler who was peering at her through narrowed eyes, then she turned to Ellie, “I don’t know most of you very well, and I know even less about your Empire. What I have learned over the past few months is that Earth’s survival hinges on the survival of your Empire, so my choice is clear. I refused once before, but I will not do so again.”
Krys’ voice carried clearly across the room. “You have heard the call.”
Nancy nodded her head deeply. “Heard and accepted, My Lady.”
“Your path will not be easy.”
“Has anyone’s path in this room been easy? Certainly, not your own.”
Krys nodded. “Welcome, Nancy Shaw.”
Nancy turned to Tarn. “What does my future hold?”
“Triton calls. You’re right. I believe Triton calls both you and the Queen, most likely for her address to the Imperial Senate. The vision calls for her to hold and for you to dare. I believe the two go together. She will hold while you dare.”
“Dare whom?”
Tarn turned to Chandrajuski with hooded eyes. Chandrajuski’s head lifted above everyone else in the room as he spoke. “The unseen were mentioned in my vision. The Queen fell to one of them.”
Ellie sucked in a breath. “Not again.”
“Your Majesty,” Tarn replied, “I believe this is a vision of warning and of instruction. I don’t know what plan Sir Mike is working on, but this vision offers guidance to him, as well.”
“Or to Joshua,” Krys added from across the room.
“Speak plainly, Tarn,” Ellie demanded.
“I sense that during your attempt to enter the Senate Chamber you will hold. While you are holding, Nancy will be daring. More specifically, I expect Struthers to bring gleasons, and she will pull the gleasons to the one they believe is Queen. They will hunt her. Once they have found her, your holding is over.”
Nancy Shaw raised a hand to her mouth. Suddenly, she bolted from her chair and disappeared in the direction of the bathroom. Ellie got up to follow her, but Trexler waved her back down and went after Nancy himself.
He found her on her knees in front of the toilet. The odor told him the rest. He held her until she was done, then pulled her away. He maneuvered himself to the floor with her sitting in his lap. She wrapped her arms around his neck and wept.
“Why me?” she asked later.
He had no answer. He just held her. After a time he wondered if she’d fallen asleep, but she had not. She lifted away from him and stared into his eyes.
“I can’t believe I’m sitting in Earth’s most senior admiral’s lap crying into his shoulder.”
“You’re sitting in Earth’s senior admiral’s lap thousands and thousands of light years from our home. You’re in exactly the right place. This was never my intention when I brought you here.”
“What was your intention?”
“I don’t know. I can use help in a hundred different ways.” He paused, then said softly, “Maybe just as a friend, Nancy. I like you. I’d like to get to know you better, but I never intended you to be in the direct line of fire. I am against the choice you’ve made, for purely selfish reasons.” He pushed her slightly away so he could see into her eyes. “You can still back out.”
“No,” spoken without hesitation. “The Queen never intended Krys to be in the direct line of fire either, and she’d prefer that none of you were in that line of fire. None of you have refused, and neither will I.”
He sighed. “In that case, you are now a part of the most amazing group of people I know, people you will grow to love and who will grow to love you just as I have.”
Her lips trembled. “Just as you have?”
He pulled her tight. “As I have. I love you, and as important, I respect you. I think you know.”
Her hold on him tightened. “I do know. This isn’t fair. I want to be around long enough to enjoy you.”
“Then help us to help you. You’re not going this alone. You know how good the President’s security is. Yours will be as good or better. Probably better. You’ll have Great Cats protecting you.”
“From creatures more hideous than your worst nightmare.”
“I have never seen one,” he agreed, “but yes, they’re bad. These kinds of missions are intense but usually brief. I don’t know if your feet will even touch the ground. Our Delta guys will carry you if necessary.”
She leaned away from him. “Oh, Ray, you’re so wrong.”
His eyebrows rose. It wasn’t often someone told him he was wrong. He reached up and pushed strands of hair from her face, then he wiped tears from her cheeks. “Tell me how I’m wrong.”
“I’ve had a lot of time to think about this, and don’t forget - I was an advisor to the President. I know what it takes to be a leader. The Queen has been hiding out for a long time, too long. It’s time for her to lead again. She needs to be out there among her people right now, even if it’s not in plain sight.”
“So what does that have to do with you?”
“She also can’t leave here, Ray.”
He frowned. “She has to leave. Struthers knows she’s here.”
“So he sends a massive fleet to destroy Parsons’ World or Shipyard, right?”
“I probably would if I was in his shoes.”
“No you wouldn’t. What’s his first priority?”
The answer was automatic, something everyone had been saying ever since he’d become involved. “The Queen, of course.”
“So he shows up here with a fleet, and what does she do?”
He leaned back and stared into her eyes. “I see where you’re going with this. You’re right.”
She nodded. “She fast-ships out of here. Struthers knows the Queen has fast ships, and he’s not stupid. As long as she’s here and alive, Parsons’ World and Shipyard will not be attacked. She has to go, and I have to stay here in her place. I’m Parsons’ World’s insurance.”
“And Struthers’ primary target.”
Her lips trembled, and she buried her head in his neck again. He closed his eyes, wishing he could find words of encouragement, but he could not.
Later, he said, “There’s a whole room of people out there waiting for us. Are you ready?”
She pushed away from him, her eyes filled with alarm. She knew that once she left this bathroom, her life would never be the same. “Will you visit?” she implored.
He pressed a hand to her cheek. “When I can. I’m pulled in a lot of different directions at the moment.”
She grasped that hand with both of her own. “We have to keep up pretenses. It would be natural for you to visit the Queen.”
He stared into her eyes. “I’ll do my very best, Your Majesty.”
 
* * * * *
 
When they returned to the meeting, Nancy’s physical appearance seemed unchanged, but despair lurked in her eyes. “May I join the meeting again, Your Majesty?” she asked.
Ellie stood. “Once you take that step, there will be no turning back.”
“There’s no turning back for any of us, is there? None of this is who I am. I want to ask ‘Why me?’ but I won’t. It just is. I’ll do my part.”
The two of them sat, the Queen and the Twin.
 
* * * * *
 
When the meeting ended, Ellie and Otis stayed behind with Krys and Tarn. Ellie wandered the room, old memories welling to the surface. So much of her life had been spent aboard this ship, so much of it right here in this room. It was here that she had grown to love a Great Cat named Otis. It was on this ship that she had met Mike, Reba, and Trexler. It was on this ship she had first spoken to Val, and it was in this very room that she had first spoken to Krys who, in time, called her Mother. They would all be gone from her again, soon, all of her loved ones out in harm’s way.
She went internal, to her Rider, Cassandra. >Nancy will need help,< she said.
>Agreed. She is not your twin.<
>Makeup and clothes will go a long way. I was thinking more in terms of her learning to act as me. She’s used to being around power and has held powerful positions, but she barely knows me. There’s a solution, but it presents more problems. I have already broken with ancient tradition. I hesitate to break further from it.<
>I have never directly participated in your Testings.<
>But you know my memories of them.<
>How can I not? I don’t dwell on them. Truthfully, they hold little interest to me.<
>It breaks a trust. The Chosen never reveal what they learn during Testings without permission. From here on out, I will have to advise each person Tested that I have a Rider.<
>I would counsel otherwise. The fewer who know you carry a Rider the better for both of us. Your enemies are weakened by not knowing. At present, they do not even suspect.<
>Does not informing them make it a lie? I cannot lie, ever.<
>Since when does an omission bother a Chosen even in the slightest? You are all masters at omitting full truths when it serves you.<
>Or when it serves the listener.<
>Or the listener,< Cassandra agreed. >In this particular case, do you have a choice?<
>Your offspring will have your memories.<
>Memories that will guide Nancy as she becomes you. Nancy’s Rider will know you, and she can make physical changes to Nancy’s appearance, as well. Given enough time, Nancy might even become your twin.<
>No. Resemblance is one thing. Identity is another. It risks everything the Chosen stand for. It risks the very fabric of Empire.<
>Her Rider will know your wishes. You worry needlessly.<
>I hope so. The whole thing feels wrong to me. It is deceitful.<
>All those years of advanced learning on Rrestriss and that’s the best you can come up with? I don’t call it deceitful. I call it misleading.<
>Semantics.<
She felt Cassandra smiling as she replied, >We walk a fine line here, I agree. I would never presume to instruct a Chosen.<
The lines around Ellie’s eyes crinkled as a grin found its way to her face. >Jake gave me excellent counsel when we were in the net together. Yours is equally good if not better. Thank you for being my friend.<
>You’re just introspective today. You’ve been doing more and more of that lately.<
>Implying what?<
>Just that Nancy Shaw is right. It’s time for you to get back to work. You need to be a Chosen again, not just a figurehead.<
Ellie’s lips firmed. Cassandra was right. She needed to get back to work. She stepped over to a chair and rested her hands on its back, leaning toward Krys who was again seated on the couch. Krys had not been blind long enough to really get good at balancing and she sat whenever possible.
“So you’re off to Triton. When?”
“I have no excuse to delay.”
“Give Trexler and Chandrajuski one more day to flesh out their plans. They’re bound to have instructions for Mike.”
“We will have to alert him to the presence of gleasons,” Otis added. “That is a key piece of the Nancy Shaw vision, a fortuitous piece if I ever saw one.” He turned to Krys. “I would like to go with you.”
Her visage instantly brightened. “Wonderful!”
Ellie’s expression fell. “I had hoped you’d stay with me.”
Otis sat in his listening to Ellie pose. “So had I. The presence of gleasons changes everything. Mike’s whole mission could fail. We should definitely reconsider your presence there. It is far too dangerous.”
She frowned as she considered his words. She did not lightly dispute her counselor of so many years, but this time his counsel felt wrong. Then she found the only possible response and brightened in triumph. “I have to go. We both know that. Besides, my presence there has been foretold. Would you have me defy the Leaf People?”
Krys broke into the conversation. “They are visions, not instruction manuals, Mother. Maybe they were warning you to stay away. After all, I did see you carried from the chamber in Mike’s arms, and you were completely limp.”
“We make our decisions, right or wrong, and we shoulder the consequences. My place is there. I’m going. Period.”
 
 
 




Chapter 11
 
Ellie spent another month on Shipyard preparing Nancy Shaw to take her place. During that month, most of Serge Parsons’ production left for Earth.
As a crutch to learning how Ellie thought, Nancy studied the speech Ellie would make to the senate. Ellie had only a small staff, and Nancy proved a welcome addition, having spent years writing speeches at the White House. Not that Ellie really needed the help: at her age and with her experience, speeches had become a routine business. This particular speech, however, was so important that any benefits from multiple inputs were welcome.
Nancy also got to know Alexis, Ellie’s daughter. Almost four years old now, Alexis had spent her life shifting from one home to another. The only constant in her life had been Mildred, and the two deeply loved each other, but Nancy marveled at the relationship Ellie maintained with her daughter despite heavy demands on her time. Alexis related well to both her nanny and her mother. 
Developmentally she was slightly ahead of what Nancy had experienced with her own children, but not markedly ahead. Formal education had already become a part of her life, but until Ellie was restored to the Palace, education would come from tutors. Once Palace life was restored, some of her education would take place in classrooms, though if Ellie determined that Alexis carried the gifts of a Chosen, tutors would always play a part in her life.   
Admiral Jons and Commander Akurea Skvechavka’a entered Ellie’s quarters one afternoon without even knocking, both engrossed in animated conversation. Jons was dressed in his standard uniform, but Akurea wore coveralls, and she had not gotten around to rolling her sleeves down. Various sensors, meters, and tools protruded from her pockets.
Ellie stood up when they entered, both of them beaming when they saw her. “It works!” Jons pronounced.
“Can I assume you’re talking about the hypercom?” she asked.
“Oh. Sorry, Your Majesty. Yes, the hypercom. The receiving ship was only a few jumps out of the system, so it wasn’t all that far, but it worked.”
Nancy stood up and moved off to the side, soon ignored by everyone. It had become her way as she studied Ellie’s every mannerism.
“Congratulations, both of you,” Ellie said. “I couldn’t be prouder of you. Not only are you giving our commanders a tremendously useful tool, the hypercom will change civilization.
“Its impact on the war is right up there with Serge’s fast ships and Mike’s projects,” Jons said, nodding his head in agreement.
“Mike’s projects?”
“You know. The new ships and all.”
“I know a new ship was built on Earth at his suggestion. Are you telling me there are more?”
“He didn’t tell you?”
“No.”
Jons bit his lip. Had he erred? “I’m pretty sure he intended to. Something must have intervened.”
“A likely possibility. What projects?”
“Well, uh, ships and guns mostly. He and Serge met privately. It was a business deal.”
“A business deal! You’re joking.”
Jons squirmed as he raised his eyes to the ceiling. To himself, he said “Come on, Mike - not fair.” To Ellie, he said, “No, Your Majesty. I couldn’t be more serious. Serge is providing engineering and development. Earth will do the actual construction, and some day Earth or the Empire will pay him royalties.”
“Mike is spending my money?”
“Well,” Jons said, wishing he’d never brought it up, “He is First Knight. Isn’t that what they do?”
A grin split her face from side to side. “Of course it is. I just didn’t know he knew.” She moved to her favorite position, leaning back against the front of her desk. “I want to hear all about it, but first I want to hear about the hypercom. Have a seat.” She turned to Akurea. “I thought Serge’s people were doing the work.”
Akurea looked perplexed for a moment, then looked down at the tools hanging from a belt at her waist and sticking out of her pockets. “Oh, sorry, Your Majesty.” She immediately began tugging on the ends of her sleeves, rolling them back down. “I was just testing a few things on the ship during the transmissions.”
“The hypercom is on a ship?”
“It is. It takes a lot of power, power that is safer to release from orbit. We’ll set up an automatic relay to patch calls to and from the surface, no problem there.”
“The message is clear?”
“Not yet. We might be able to improve it, but that’s down the road. There’s a lot of hissing in the background and the transit delay is frustrating, but it’s not as bad as calling port control when you first enter a system. That delay is on the order of hours. Here, at least on this short range call, it was on the order of minutes. It might be longer over longer distances, but it might not. We just don’t know yet.”
“When will it be available to the people who need it?”
“We have two hand-made units. Production will take place on Earth. The facility is already enroute. We just have to give them the go-ahead. It will be a few months, but we’ll be able to turn out five or six a month once we get started.”
“What about the software patch for Chessori power plants?”
“Ready to go, Your Majesty.”
Ellie raised her eyebrows. “Really! Who’s going to deliver it?”
“Me.”
Ellie shot a look to Admiral Jons, and he stood up. “Sorry, Your Majesty, but my hands are more than full with guiding Earth’s construction projects. Truth be told, I’m less in control than I would like.”
“Why?”
Jons grinned. “As you know from personal experience, Serge’s people are enough of a challenge all by themselves, but the program managers from Earth are their equals. I guide, and I keep the programs in focus, but that’s about all.”
“Tell me about Mike’s projects.”
“There are several. Mike wants tiny little spaceships, just room for a few guys. Serge and I decided the minimum crew was four. Mike doesn’t want more fighters, he wants ships that can take on capital ships. These tiny little ships would be all drive and all guns, and each gun would be the equivalent of a single gun on a cruiser. Serge has one that’s just about ready. It’s actually flown. The production line is on its way to Earth.”
“They’re fast ships?”
“They are, but in order to build them quickly we had to give them limited functionality. They can’t operate in atmosphere so they’ll be carried aloft inside other ships. That might change with future versions. Additionally, Mike was concerned that Terran crews might decide to go on a jaunt across the galaxy. We’ve prevented that by limiting the life support systems to ten days.”
“Ten days! Who would go out in a ship that would run out of air in ten days?”
“According to Mike, Trexler’s guys will. Some 80% of the space in our ships is taken up with life support systems. In these small ships, it’s almost negligible. It has really simplified production.”
“And Serge did this in what, a year or so?”
“I wasn’t kidding when I told you Serge has gone all out. He fully understands the impact of the scree. He’s planning well beyond what Mike asked for – he knows we’re going to have to take this war to the Chessori domain eventually, and he wants us to win.”
“What other projects?”
“I’m not entirely certain. He’s wily, and he’s a criminal. That hasn’t changed, nor for the moment do we need it to change. When this is all over, I think he’s going to be a very formidable opponent.”
“I don’t see us going after him.”
“He’s a smuggler to the bone, Your Majesty. We’ll have to try, but I don’t think we’ll have a lot of success. I, for one, would not want to be the first Empire ship that goes up against one of his.”
“What are you saying?”
“We don’t really know the extent of his operations or of his capabilities. When we first came here in my banged-up squadron we knew about Parsons World, but we didn’t know about Shipyard. I’m starting to wonder if he doesn’t have another place or two he hasn’t told us about.”
She considered, then said, “I would not find it surprising. Don’t pry, at least not too hard. You said he’s working on other projects.”
“One of Mike’s other ideas bore fruit. Everyone’s guns are tuned to deliver the strongest possible punch, but shields are tuned to prevent those punches from getting through and they’re effective. It takes a while to penetrate them. Mike wondered if it would be possible to tune the guns to a different frequency that the shield was not designed to stop. Serge’s guys have tested new guns. They’re weaker than our own, but they punch right through shields. These tiny little ships will have the new guns. They’re not as strong as those on a cruiser, but they will have an equivalent impact on their targets, maybe an even greater impact since more shots will get through.”
Ellie sat back in her seat deep in contemplation. “So they work.”
“They are not battle tested.”
“Do we need a massive project to rework the rest of our ships?”
“Not yet. I don’t think this system is better than what we have now, but it is equivalent and it’s quicker to install in the new ships. We’ll know more after we’ve seen them in battle.”
“What about our fighters? They’re pretty useless right now.”
“We’re going to test the new guns on fighters once the transfer to Earth is complete. It would be nice if we could just convert existing ships rather than build new ones, and it would be nice to see our fighters useful again, but the power plants might not be adequate. We might have to limit shields when they’re shooting.”
“Who would go out in an unshielded ship?”
“According to Mike, Trexler’s guys will. They might not have to with these new, lower powered guns. We’ll know soon. On another project, you know about the ship they modified on Earth to detect drive signatures rather than beacons.”
“I don’t have any details.”
“Well, Mike knows warfare. He knows that the beacons on our ships advertise our presence just as they advertise the presence of the Chessori. To date, we believe that Chessori beacons serve the same purpose as our own: they prevent collisions, and they give commanders a means to control battles. We can shut ours off now, but they’re turned back on when we engage. The Chessori have seen this, and they’re going to follow our example. Mike asked Serge to build special ships with the most sensitive sensors we can produce, ships that will see any ship with or without a beacon, even ships far out in a system. The sensors are tuned to see drive signatures, not beacons.”
“This is possible?”
“It has conditions. The sensors are very sensitive, too sensitive to see through shields.”
“The ship has to be unshielded? We’re back to Trexler’s guys flying it?”
Jons nodded. “We are. Mike actually envisioned space stations surrounding Earth, but Serge took it a step further, believing that our commanders would eventually need the capability in other systems. He modified a space tug, putting sensors all over its hull. The ship has no shields and it has no weapons. It’s just a listening station that can vector other ships to their targets. Actually, until they’re more fully tested and equipped to carry command staff, they will tightbeam all the information to our commanders on larger ships. It’s not perfect, but we’re converting as many tugs as we can.”
“Mike is from an emerging world. Where did he come up with such ideas?”
Jons shook his head. “I don’t know how good a First Knight he will be when all this is over – he’ll be dealing with a completely different set of problems - but for the moment he’s perfect.”
“When this is over, he’ll no longer be First Knight. He’ll be King, and I happen to think he’s going to be one fine king.”
Jons nodded. “He’s going to have his hands full with Serge, that I know. Serge has been moving stuff to Earth for a while now, stuff we knew nothing about, including a bunch of scientists who are working in an orbiting facility he moved there.”
“I thought he was just getting started with moving manufacturing facilities.”
Jons frowned. “It’s not a manufacturing facility, it’s a laboratory. I stumbled upon it by accident during my last visit. I’m not certain why he chose to move it to Earth - I’m guessing that he’s scattering his resources - but they’re hard at work on some real science there.”
“What science?”
“His drive scientists and engineers are trying to figure out why our drives work. At this point, we know they work, but we don’t really know why.”
“I didn’t know that.”
“It’s true,” Akurea chimed in. “We know how to use them, but we don’t really understand how they work. They just do.”
“Serge’s scientists on Earth are studying that,” Jons continued, “and I think they figured it out, though they won’t admit it. One of them intimated to me that the drives are not pushing us as much as they’re pulling us, and he suggested that they might be pulling on dark matter, or maybe dark energy.”
“I’ve heard of dark them.”
“Dark matter is everywhere in space, and there’s a whole lot more of it than there is of the stuff we can see, but they’re trying to take it a step farther. They’re trying to get a handle on dark energy. This is all just in the theoretical stage so far.”
“What good is knowing that, other than to scientists?”
“Well . . . Serge is not going to be happy when he finds out I know. This information should not leave this room, Your Majesty.” She nodded, and he continued. “They’re trying to build a dark energy drive.”
“I thought you said that’s what we have?”
“Not even close. If they’re successful, it’s a whole new drive. I have no idea of its capabilities, nor do they, but I think their purpose is to build a drive that has no detectible drive signature.”
“So they can be more productive smugglers?”
Jons frowned. “Maybe.” He considered, then said, “Probably. But Mike really shook up Serge with the Chessori thing. I think the new drive is for Earth.” He held up a hand. “It probably won’t be ready for a long time, certainly not in the time frame we’ve constructed for stopping Struthers. It’s for later, for when Mike takes the battle to the Chessori empire.”
Ellie went silent for a long time. Akurea and Jons looked at each other, then at Nancy Shaw. Nancy grimaced and indicated they be seated. She had grown accustomed to Ellie's periods of deep concentration.
Ellie finally looked up. She pushed herself off the desk and faced them squarely. With the Queen standing, both of them stood as well.
“Congratulations, both of you. I’m sure you know that you’ve exceeded my expectations.” She held out a hand. “Each of you carries a locket. I’d like the lockets back please. Today is your Naming day.”
Jons and Akurea exchanged looks of astonishment. The lockets came out and disappeared into one of Ellie’s voluminous pockets. She motioned to Jons. “Kneel before me if you will, Admiral.”
Jons went to one knee with his head bowed. Ellie reached down and lifted his chin, her words very personal for this man whom she had grown to know well during the past two years. Nancy, ignored by everyone as she blended into the side of the room, studied everything Ellie did, not because she would be knighting anyone but because it spoke to her of Ellie’s inner workings.
“Admiral Jons, this day is long overdue. Besides rescuing me from the Rebels, you have labored long and without complaint in my name, and you have worked wonders. To be Named a Knight is a call to even greater sacrifice, and we both know what your sacrifice entails. You desperately want to command a squadron again. Your wish is not likely to be granted, at least not as long as this war continues. You have done your job too well. For that, I thank you. The Empire needs you to continue, but with Earth part of the picture now, your duties take on a whole new magnitude.”
She knelt down before him, something she had never done during a knighting. “You are a warrior, my friend, but you are more. You have become a diplomat of no small skill. It is that talent, a talent Earth desperately needs, for which I Name you.”
She stood up and placed her hands on his head. “Do you swear fealty to my crown and to my calling?”
“I so swear, Your Majesty.”
“With those words you have chosen to join the Great Ones of Empire, Great Ones who are leading us into the future. I Name you Sir Leland Jons. Please rise.”
She held out a hand to him, a Knight’s Pin resting in her palm. She took one of his hands, turned it palm up, and placed the Pin in that palm. She then closed his hand into a fist and placed both of her own hands around that fist. Her eyes closed for a time.
When she opened her eyes, she opened his fist and dropped her hands away. “This Pin will open only for you and for me as long as both of us lives. If either of us dies, the Pin dies. The Pin is recognized as irrefutable truth that the bearer is my Knight. Open the Pin.”
Jons knew the drill. As a fleet officer he had been trained in the proper protocol of welcoming a Knight should the need ever arise. He passed his other hand across the Pin without touching it. The Pin sprang open to reveal Ellie’s countenance.
She reached out and closed his fist over the Pin, then took it from him. She reached up to his collar and fastened the Pin in place, saying, “With this token, I knight thee Sir Jons, Knight of the Realm. From this day forward your word is my command on all worlds of the Empire.” She kissed him on the cheek, then turned to Akurea.
“Hmm. An enigma. One who is already called Lady by some, including a certain Captain O’Brien. I only wish he could be here for this.”
“He left a month ago, Your Majesty.”
She directed a piercing glance to both her and Jons. “From now on, to you I am known as Ellie in private. Only in public am I to be addressed as Your Majesty. Got it?”
Both of them nodded. She looked to Akurea again. “I know. He, too, might kneel before me one day. All of Captain Stven’s crew might. Certainly Captain Stven himself. They have worked miracles, they have become statesmen, and they have cared for my daughter. Their judgment is unquestioned. I wasn’t so certain of you at first. After all, you worked with the Chessori, actually helped them. Had you not been Tested, your loyalty might still be in question, though you had proved yourself to Krys before I ever met you. Your actions have proven to everyone that you are not only true to your oath but that the Empire holds a place in your heart. I want you, your creativity, and your leadership on my team. Will you join me?”
“I already have, Your Majesty. In my heart I know there are many who believe as I do. It just so happens that I have been in the right place at the right time to come to your attention. I’ll never be in Krys’ category. She’s a real Knight. I will always look at her with awe.”
“So will I,” Ellie said softly, looking off into the distance. “I wish you could have seen her the way she was when we met, so thin it looked like a good wind would blow her away. She was just an orphan with a twin brother who was a beggar. Whoever would have thought they would become what they are? When you find others like them or yourself, bring them to me. I need you by my side, and I need them. My Knights are few, they will always be few, and they are my family.
“You have almost singlehandedly impacted the course of this war,” she continued. “Who can say what the consequences of a hypercom will be? Already, it is a key tool for saving this world and Parsons’ World. Equally possible, it might one day play a role in saving Earth which is always in grave danger. It will be used to relocate our forces where needed, and it will keep me and all of my leaders informed. Beyond its use in this war, it will change civilization, bring us closer together. Yes, my dear, you were in the right place at the right time, to our advantage. Even without knighting, you are already a Great One.
“Your plan for the Chessori - how elegant. You inspire all of us to greater things. To make it work you will, at the very least, have to speak in my name. I know you will speak wisely, and you will speak with conviction, but not all manufacturers will agree to your terms.”
“Probably not,” Akurea agreed.
“My Knights not only speak in my name, they act in my name. These are great corporations, powerful corporations you will be dealing with. As my Knight you will, if necessary, bring them to their knees in my name. Understood?”
Akurea swallowed hard. “I’m just a commander, Your Majesty.”
“In about 30 seconds you will be much more than that. Kneel before me if you will.”
Akurea, rarely hesitant to act, had trouble moving.
Ellie smiled. “You are not the first to hesitate. Krys needed help, and my husband actually refused.”
Akurea’s eyes widened. “Your husband is a Knight?”
Ellie blinked. “You don’t know?” She looked to Jons who shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. She turned back to Akurea. “My husband is your First Knight, and he is King. I foresee a long evening of story-telling tonight. He’s from Earth.”
“Earth! Our First Knight is from an emerging world?”
Ellie leaned away slightly with a knowing grin on her face. “Would you have guessed Tom O’Brien was from an emerging world when you met him?”
“I didn’t even suspect. He led us through great battles.”
“So did my Michael.” She looked kindly upon Akurea, “You have to kneel before I can continue. Will you?”
Akurea knelt. A wrench and a meter fell from pockets as she did so, but she ignored them.
Ellie did not. She picked them up and held them before Akurea. “These define the person that you were. I suspect they will remain a part of the person you become, but as a Knight your tool bag includes the power of the Queen, the power of the Empire. As a Knight you represent me, you speak for me, and you speak for the Empire. I ask in return only that you swear fealty to me, to my crown. Will you?”
“I do swear fealty to you, my Queen,” Akurea said staring into Ellie’s eyes then bowing her head.
“I Name you Lady Akurea Skvechavka’a. Please rise.”
Akurea stood before her Queen, the impact of what had just happened sinking in. She closed her eyes, but she felt the room spinning around her and had to open them again. Ellie had already reached out to steady her. The two of them completed the process of empowering the Knights Pin, then Ellie attached the Pin to her collar and kissed her on the cheek.
She turned with an outstretched arm to take in Jons. “Some prefer a time of privacy to adjust to what just happened. The choice is yours, but we don’t have a lot of time. Tonight is story night. It’s important that both of you know everything that has happened since the coup. Decisions you make in the coming months and years will have a basis in what has already transpired.”
To Jons, she said, “You have always kept to your own schedule, and that will continue.”
To Akurea, she said, “You and I leave in a week, sooner if you can be ready before then.”
“Your Majesty?”
“I’m Ellie, remember? One of the things you will learn tonight is that your First Knight gave me that name and I cherish it. We leave as soon as you’re ready. I’m going with you to Aldebaran I. Governor Seeton will point us in the right direction for our next stop. If I can, I want to accompany you on your first visit to a production facility. I want to get a feel for what you are up against. After that, I’m not certain where my travels will take me.”
“I can be ready tomorrow.”
“No. We have to find you a ship and a crew. You’ll need Protectors, lots of them.” She turned to Ralph. “Can you start the process?”
“Already begun, Your Majesty. Before Otis left with Lady Krys he sent a message to Governor Seeton. A squadron and a private ship will be waiting for Lady Akurea upon your arrival there. He also gave me instructions to select her Protectors.”
“He knows me that well,” she said in amazement.
“The Great Cats have been selected. The Terrans are nearly ready to be interviewed.”
“Nearly ready?”
“They do things a little differently than us. They called for volunteers, and everyone volunteered so they formed a competition. It’s nearly complete. Lady Akurea will be able to interview the winners tomorrow.”
 
* * * * *
 
The first moment she had alone with Ralph, she said, “We need to make plans for Nancy Shaw.”
“Already done, Your Majesty. The outside world will see nothing different here. The players will change, but those changes will only be known to a few. If you agree to my plan, you’ll leave Shipyard with great fanfare and she’ll be with you. When you reach Aldebaran I, Governor Seeton will provide her with a private squadron, a fast squadron. She will return to Parsons’ World as you, and she will remain there.”
“She’s not a fighter, Ralph.”
“Too true, but I’ve watched her carefully. She’s become harder.”
“Don’t confuse what you think you see with despair. She’s giving it her best, but she feels like a spectator at her own hanging.”
“Her training begins on the voyage to Aldebaran. That training might never end. She’ll learn to protect herself, and she’ll learn how to work with her protection team. We anticipate a serious, well-planned effort by Struthers to assassinate her. We’ll be ready. It’s what we do.”
“What sort of attack do you expect?”
“It could be anything. They likely believe they get one chance before alerting us. The attack will be executed as well as their resources here permit. Serge’s top security people are aware of the issue, though not that you have a double. It will not be easy for anyone to breach her protection, but we will actually make the effort easier than it would otherwise be.”
“Why would you do that?”
“We want them to make it through the first two levels of our security. That places them half way to Ms. Shaw, but it also clears away all the chaff. They will be so exposed that they will stand out to every member of our team.”
“What if Struthers sends gleasons?”
Ralph growled low in his throat. “Every approach will be monitored, and remember - we have an acute sense of smell.”
“I don’t like her odds.”
“Nor do I, but better her than you. I completely support this subterfuge.” Ralph padded away for a few steps, then turned back to her. “Your Majesty, have you considered letting her be killed?”
She stared back at him, then decided he deserved an answer. “I did . . . briefly. To some, misleading Struthers would make sense. To me, it is wrong and I will not condone it. More important, it is not necessary. We want the Empire to believe it has a Queen. Starting rumors to the contrary would put us right back where we started. Our own forces would suddenly be adrift again.”
She stepped up to him. “She must live, Ralph. Her death would force me back into the limelight, and I want my travels known only to those I want to know.”
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Chapter 12
 
Mike would never look at a bathroom the same way again. He had become an expert on their operation and he was thoroughly sick of his job.
The four of them were becoming intimately familiar with the Palace and its environs. With the aid of their Riders they had reached the point where they only got lost occasionally. The first belowground level was laid out simply and conveniently. Levels below that, used to move staff and supplies around, became increasingly more complex.
The team focused first on their jobs, then on learning their way about. Professor Harylda and his son spent hour upon hour leading them through the less traveled service corridors helping them consolidate a mental image of the many levels of the main buildings.
And the Professor tested them. He and Mike were working their way through the lowest level beneath the Senate Chamber when Mike pulled out his pad and began a search. The search came up blank and he frowned.
“You said you’d shown us all the service corridors, but I know there are more levels. There have to be.”
“What makes you think so?”
“I’ve designed buildings, remember? Things are more modern here and I don’t know specifics of tensile strengths and construction processes, but there have to be sewer lines and utility lines. We’re right below the senate bathrooms here. There has to be a way to get all that waste out of here.”
The Professor grinned. “Excellent deduction! I wonder if the Rebels have figured it out?” He eyed Mike carefully. “I’ve been saving this until you were ready. I have never personally been into the next level. If anyone has been there in the last hundred years or so, it was only a technician fixing something. It’s a build-and-forget technology down there. Theoretically it never needs attention, and it hasn’t during my tenure here.”
He searched the corridor walls, knowing entrances were hidden from anyone not needing or wanting to know of their existence. Everything about the complex had been designed so that its users would not be aware of its ugly side. According to the Professor, this lowest level was the ugly side. Even knowing what to look for, his eyes still passed over the thin break in the décor several times before finding it. He pressed a recessed button that had been strategically placed within a wall mural and the door snicked open.
The Professor looked to Mike in embarrassment. “I don’t like confined spaces. I hope you can do this on your own.”
“What is it?”
The Professor looked around to make sure no one was listening, not very likely this far down. “It’s my gift to the Queen. You’ll know what I’m talking about when you’ve mapped it out.” He looked at his pad to check the time. “I really must be off to a meeting.”
The tunnel had no built-in illumination. Mike pulled out his flash and crept in, his flash panning the steeply sloping tunnel walls and ceiling which stretched into the distance before him, a black maw dispersing the light. The floor was smooth, but the walls and ceiling had been rough-cut, then reinforced at regular intervals and lined with a shiny sealer. The tunnel turned sharply and leveled out, opening into a slightly larger tunnel. Mike stopped and considered, wondering if he would get lost in what he suspected was a belowground labyrinth.
Then his ears picked up sound, maybe the sound of little feet scurrying away from the light, but he did not see anything moving and he couldn’t be sure.
>Jake, you’re our palace complex expert. Does anything live down here I should know about?<
>Sorry. I don’t have a clue. This was not exactly part of the Royal Family’s daily routine.<
>But this is the center of the Empire. No costs were spared in building this place. They wouldn’t allow critters, right?<
>Define ‘they.’ We’re part of the staff. Doesn’t that make us ‘they?’ Remember, this place is thousands of years old. These tunnels have been here for a long time. I’m not even sure the pipes here are still in use.<
>Well, keep your eyes peeled.<
>I don’t have eyes. I’ll keep your eyes peeled, okay?<
Mike didn’t bother to answer, but he did pull out his stunner. He would have preferred a blaster, but he couldn’t afford to damage the pipes if he had to shoot at something.
The tunnel sloped down slightly, standard design practice to assist the flow of effluent. One large pipe, most likely for waste, ran on the right wall of the tunnel and three smaller pipes, probably for electricity, communications lines, and water, ran on the left. He moved forward in a crouch, partly out of anxiety and partly because the tunnel was barely high enough for him to stand. He heard a sudden commotion up ahead and stopped, wishing he had a stronger light. Frantic squeaks sounded briefly, then stopped. He inched forward with no idea at all what was up ahead. He passed several smaller tunnels that branched into this main line, just as he would have expected.
He found the source of the commotion about a hundred meters into the tunnel. A bulbous web hung from the top of the tunnel, swaying from the weight of a spider slashing long pincers into whatever had been caught in the web. 
Mike shuddered. Of all the things it could have been, why did it have to be a spider? He had a deep, primordial fear of spiders, even little ones. This one, its body easily the size of a dinner plate, put him over the edge. He started inching backwards, then stopped. He was a human being and this was a spider. Okay . . . it was a big spider . . . but who was smarter and who had the weapon? Besides, first Knights were fearless. 
A shudder passed through his body, but he made himself inch forward for a better look at the creature. It was a dirty white color, and it did not appear to have eyes. That made sense, he decided. Any creature living in this darkness wouldn’t need eyes.
>It will have other senses,< Jake reminded him. >Smell, sound, air movement, maybe even vibrations from your steps, and those senses will be sharp.<
Mike froze and slowed his breathing. >Should I shoot it?<
>Probably not, unless it attacks us. It’s not bothering you.<
>Not physically. I’m pretty creeped-out though.<
>Call out to it. I doubt if it will respond. The thing clearly lives down here in the dark without companions, but give it a shot.<
>You’re joking. It’s a spider.<
>I’m not joking. It’s an alien spider, Mike. There are all kinds of possibilities here.<
A shudder raced through Mike’s body again, but it was gone in an instant. He swallowed, took a breath, and called out, “Hey, can you talk?”
No response.
>Okay, I feel a little stupid here, Jake.<
>So do I. What next?<
>Back is what’s next. We’re out of here.<
>You’re afraid of a little ole’ spider? The guy who faced down all those Chessori?<
>Uh . . . Knights never fear, but I’d like to do a little homework before we go any further. I’d hate to upset the ecosystem down here, and I definitely don’t want to become part of it.<
A flash of movement on top of the sewage pipe caught his attention. Another spider raced along the pipe, its legs a blur, its grayish coloring blending well with the light-colored pipe. It leaped off the pipe straight at his face.
His stunner moved of its own accord. Legs and a disgusting body hit his outstretched arms that, thankfully, blocked his face, then slid to the floor. Horrified, he took a step back, but his training from Brodor saved him. He stayed focused, swinging the flash back toward the web. The first spider was almost upon him, racing along the ceiling, level with his head. He stunned it, then swung the flash to his rear. No movement there. He swung back around, but the only thing moving was the nest swaying to and fro. He took out his miniblaster and blasted it to smithereens, then lowered the blaster to the two bodies on the floor.
One spider lay on its back, the other on its legs. The legs had been drawn up tight against the body of each spider. The bodies were dirty white, flat, and shaped like tics about the size of a large dinner plate. Mike wanted to shoot them, but he hesitated.
>I don’t want to jump to conclusions here,< he said to Jake. >I’m on an alien planet and these are alien creatures. Is there any possibility they’re intelligent?<
>Not likely, but I can’t be certain. I recommend getting out of here and checking with the Professor.<
>I’m with you, Jake, but we have to come back.<
>With reinforcements, I hope. Better yet, find someone else on the staff who can do it.<
>Not until I learn more about the tunnels. If they’re what I think they are, a network underlying the whole plateau, they’re a way to get our guys in.<
>You still have to get them across the forest. That’s 20 miles.<
>One bridge at a time, Jake. But think about it: these spiders, assuming there are more of them, would make it hard for anyone else to use the tunnels, or even to investigate the tunnels. We’ll own everything down here.<
>Only if you’re willing to put up with the spiders.<
Mike shuddered. He started back the way he’d come, his light always moving, his eyes and ears constantly checking in front and behind.
Professor Harylda’s eyes bugged out in alarm when he heard the news. “We absolutely, positively cannot allow their presence. They’re not poisonous, but they’re fast and brutal. In time, they’ll work their way into the lower levels of the complex. It would be a disaster of the first magnitude.”
“What do they live on?” Josh asked.
“Probably Orths, smaller six-legged spider-like creatures. Where you find one, you usually find the other. Both live only in dark areas. They don’t even have eyes. We’ve had infestations before, but I thought we’d stopped them.”
“Looks to me like you just drove them deeper,” Mike said. “Uh, they’re not intelligent, are they?”
“No. They’re just dangerous pests. I’ll hire a crew to deal with them.”
Josh shot a glance at Mike as he held up a hand. “Give us a day or two, Professor. Their presence might actually be to our advantage. We’d like to learn more about this tunnel network before doing anything else.”
Harlyda nodded thoughtfully and left. When he returned, he placed an ancient, hand-drawn chart of the tunnels on a table and described the tunnel system. As Mike had suspected, the network reached all parts of the plateau, coming together in hubs at several waste purification plants.
“The plants are inspected regularly, but not the pipes leading into them. There’s no need. Those pipes are virtually indestructible.”
Josh looked hard at Harylda. “We’ll check it out. According to your chart, we might have found a way to move my men around if we can get them into the tunnels. How do I get them from the space port to the plateau without attracting a lot of attention?”
Harylda scratched his head. “They’ll be armed?”
“Unless I can find a way to move their equipment to the plateau in advance, yes.”
“How many?”
“I don’t have a plan yet, so it’s hard to say. Maybe 600.”
Harylda blinked, then frowned. “That’s much larger than I imagined. Let me think about it.”
“They could come in supply crates if necessary.”
Everyone’s noses crinkled. “A last resort if I ever heard one,” Harylda said. “I might have a better idea. The Queen will be with them. Surely you won’t lock her into a crate.”
“I will if I have to.”
Mike and Josh returned to the tunnel that night. Josh was excited by the idea of a tunnel system unknown to the Rebels, and the presence of critters just made it more interesting. They passed the place Mike had shot the web earlier that afternoon, but there were no traces of anything ever happening there.
This time they had lamps attached to their heads, allowing both hands to be free for weapons. Josh moved carefully but swiftly with Mike checking their rear. Two hundred meters beyond the previous encounter, Josh held up a hand. Mike stopped and peered over his shoulder. Hanging slightly down from the ceiling, a web glistened in the light, stretching all the way across the roof of the tunnel. In the dark it would have been completely invisible. Josh studied the net, then motioned toward the walls and floor. Nets covered them, as well. There was no sign of the spiders known as Gnanths.
Josh pulled a food bar from a pocket and tossed it up toward the net on the ceiling. It hit the net and stuck. A few moments went by, then all parts of the net snapped together, forming a ball hanging by a thread from the ceiling. The gnanth was on it in an instant, long pincers stabbing viciously into the ball.
Josh waited patiently, motioning for Mike to check their rear. The sound of Josh’s stunner brought him back around. A gnanth fell from the ceiling directly before Josh, and the other followed an instant later. Josh finished them off with a blaster, first making certain a ricochet would not damage the pipes.
The moment he stopped shooting, he held up a hand and motioned for Mike to protect his back. When their hearing returned, both of them heard a skittering sound, a lot of skittering that suggested many, many small feet. Orths, their six-legged white bodies hugging the floor, walls, and ceiling, raced toward them from both directions. Instinct took over, and four stunners opened fire, each shot expertly aimed. The last orth fell just a few feet in front of Mike.
For Josh, the orth were just another enemy. For Mike, the whole setting of dark tunnel, gnanths, and orths was a horror film come to life.
Josh knew what Mike was feeling. “You did well,” he said. “Your training took over, and your aim was perfect.”
“This time.”
“I know. We have to get smarter. I’ve seen enough for tonight. Tomorrow we return with better equipment. Can you do it again?”
“It’s not optional, Josh. I wish it was. So does Jake. I can’t imagine Ellie down here.”
Josh’s lips thinned. “She might not have a choice.”
 
* * * * *
 
The Professor brought them another set of ancient plans the following day. “Someone thousands of years ago had great foresight,” he said. “He, she, or it built you the perfect entrance to the plateau.” He traced his finger along a corridor running from the city to the Palace. “I’m guessing it was an early supply route. It might have been built even before the senate chamber came into existence, back in the days when they used wheeled vehicles to make deliveries. I’ve never seen this particular corridor, but I know exactly where it comes up underneath the Palace. It’s been sealed off for many, many years. It’s probably sealed off on the city end as well. It’s wide enough for vehicles to move in both directions.”
Josh’s eyes gleamed. He looked at Mike, then Val, and finally Reba. “We’ll have to explore it right away. I don’t want to get side-tracked if it’s not going to work. We’re all going to get less sleep for a while.”
A while was a month of nightmarish existence for Mike and Reba. Josh and Val didn’t seem to mind inhabiting the confining spaces with creatures from hell, but Mike and Reba did. He wished they could gas the whole tunnel system, but Josh would not hear of it. He wanted to keep the Rebels from discovering the tunnel system, and what better way?
The challenge wasn’t just mental. The gnanths and orth did not give up ground easily, and sometimes webs had been restored by their next visit. The two teams pressed on, confirming the accuracy of the old map and carefully marking notations on tunnel walls to keep from getting lost. Everything was done in the dark with headlamps constantly dancing to and fro as they walked.
Josh and Reba were the first ones to break into the main corridor that passed beneath the forest. They stepped through the portal and stared in awe at a corridor the size of a freeway. To their right, the corridor spiraled up one more level, ending in heavy, locked, blast-proof doors in a warehouse under the Palace. The Professor had the codes, but there was no intention of unlocking this set of doors. Similar doors on the other end of the tunnel, however, would have to be unlocked.
To their left, the corridor spiraled all the way down to the forest level where, according to the charted plans, it leveled off under the forest and came up again in Crystal City. At the time of its construction, the corridor opened onto the street level there, but warehouses had since been constructed around the sealed opening.
Josh was not one to leave things to chance. The Professor gave all of them a full week off work, a week they used to travel the full length of corridor under the forest. Heavy packs were a hardship, but nowhere near the hardship provided by the gnanths and orth. Hundreds of spiders owned this tunnel, feeding on thousands of orth. Where these creatures came from none of them knew, but it was most likely from the numerous side and ceiling shafts angling off from the corridor.
Bruston greeted them as they emerged, filthy, stinky, and exhausted. He wrinkled his nose. “What, no facilities along the way?”
Josh, as imperturbable as always, shrugged it off. Reba didn’t even acknowledge him. She just kept trudging along, her eyes dull, heading for the nearest daylight. Mike wasn’t far behind her. Val hustled up to her and attempted to put his arm through hers.
She didn’t even look at him. “No one gets near me until I’ve had a bath,” she said in no uncertain terms.
“My Lady, you can’t go into the streets looking like that,” Bruston said nervously. She shucked out of her backpack and started undressing right there. “No, no, no,” he called. “In the transporter. I must insist.”
 
* * * * *
 
The tunnels would have to be cleared again before the Queen arrived, but there was little purpose in trying to keep them clear until then since the gnanths just restored the webs in a day or two. For Mike and Reba, that future chore caused many a sleepless night, but for Val and Josh who didn’t seem to mind the dark confines or the many-legged critters, it was just another challenge in a long list of challenges.
The team reviewed the ‘problems’ the Professor had programmed into virtually every system in the complex. The programs were quite ingenious, needing only one simple insertion of code to activate them all. Until activated, the programs would remain dormant, but once activated, pandemonium would break loose. Every door with a lock would unlock and refuse to re-lock, lights would fail, the heating and air conditioning systems would not work at all, communications would die, lift tubes would stop working, and not long after, the power plants would shut down and refuse to come back on line. And because he simply could not live with the idea that the palace complex would be forever sabotaged, he had cleverly designed a program that would return everything to normal. He gave each team member a copy of both programs.
Reba became a frequent and well known face throughout the complex, partly because she was so strikingly beautiful and partly because she represented the Professor. She delved into thorny issues on a daily basis. Never one to downplay her good looks, she complained humorously that the men she worked with seemed more interested in her than in their projects, and the women just seemed to be angry whenever she was around.
Val spent long hours with the multitude of computers used throughout the complex, beginning with the small robots used for cleaning and delivery. There were hundreds of thousands of these bots, though most of the repair work on them had been completed before his arrival. The work was tedious, beginning with installing new crystals, checking them out on the bench, then following them around for hours to ensure their proper operation. Professor Harylda promoted Val after a month, moving him to larger computers controlling higher level functions within the complex. Some computers, those that were deep underground, had survived the neutron bomb, but even they needed to be checked-out.
Josh’s project became their biggest stumbling block. During his Protector training he had received a rudimentary introduction to Galactic High Standard, the official language of the Empire, and with the help of his Rider that knowledge improved swiftly, but he was involved in a highly technical field. When introduced to the weapons contractors, the Professor made it clear to them that Josh was not an expert, nor did he need to be an expert to satisfy the Professor’s needs. That enabled his ignorance to be tolerated and he, in fact, understood a lot more than the civilian contractors gave him credit for. The military officers testing the results of the civilian repairs simply ignored him. He kept an eye on everything and learned fast.
The palace defenses were extraordinarily complex and completely impregnable. Fields of fire from multiple weapons platforms covered every inch of the sky and grounds. A net similar to George connected them all, permitting the gunners instant access to information and allowing officers to control everything. The weapons were out of sight, thereby keeping the buildings and grounds pristine, but when needed the weapons would fold out of access points in the tops and sides of buildings or from hidden gun pits on the grounds. He found no holes in the defense patterns. Each gun contained its own power supply and connected via a hardened military net to each of three control centers. If one center went down, each gun could, and would, automatically connect to either of the two other control centers. The military permitted no contact between its nets or power supplies and their civilian counterparts.
Josh knew he could sneak the Queen into the complex prior to her speech, but once her presence became known, the Rebels would mount a massive attack against her. He just did not see a good way to sneak her back out. She needed to fly out, but to fly her out he had to disable the weapons. There was no other way. To disable the weapons he had several options: take out the weapons, disable the networks controlling them, or take out the crews operating those weapons. Val tried to help, spending days with his computers attempting to find a civilian tie-in to the weapons, but the weapons contractors had engineered their systems well. He finally admitted failure.
That left Josh with only one alternative: take out the network control centers. Theoretically, such an activity was exactly what his men were trained to do, but none were easily accessible and one was situated deep inside fleet headquarters. Getting into them, and as important getting back out, was problematic. At the very least, Mike’s underground network of tunnels would have to play a part.
Josh had other issues, too. A battle out in space was a foregone conclusion, and its success was critical to any plans he made for the surface attack. At their next meeting with Bruston, he asked if Bruston had a mole high enough in Struthers’s command structure who could pass information on space activities. Bruston squirmed a little, refusing to answer. As always, he went to extreme ends to protect his associates.
“Okay,” Josh commended him. “I don’t need to know. What I do need to know is if Struthers’ ships use IFF.” Blank looks met his demand, all except Reba’s. He could see the wheels turning in her head. Josh explained further. “Where we come from, each ship and vehicle emits a special identification code known only to its own forces. Everyone sends out the same code, keeping us from shooting our own craft. If such a code is in use here, we might be able to get hold of it and provide it to our own ships. The code might end up being changed after Struthers’ guys figure out what we’re doing, but we don’t need much time. Things will happen quickly. All I want to do is add to the confusion.”
“I’ll see if I can find out,” Bruston said, liking the idea very much. There would be a lot of confusion if Ellie actually made her speech, and anything they could do to add to that confusion would increase her chances of getting away. Her purpose had never been to remain for long, only long enough to officially notify the Imperial Senate that she existed and was actively restoring order.
“I guess everyone here knows that the best thing we could do would be to take out Struthers,” Josh noted. “A few top associates wouldn’t hurt either, but him especially. If the opportunity arises, I plan to act on it.”
Mike discussed the issue with Jake. Jake’s reaction was muddled. On the one hand, removing the head of the coup might remove the driving force behind the Rebels. On the other hand, it brought Ellie down to his level, and she would not want to do that. It would be better if they could capture Struthers, then apply the full force of Imperial law against him, working within the political and legal systems instead of treating him like an enemy soldier. The legal system would gain great empowerment by doing so.
 
 
 



Chapter 13
 
Josh stepped across to the center of the dais at the front of the empty Senate Chamber. It was early morning, far too early for anyone else to be working here today. He knew he would not be disturbed.
Every time he entered this chamber he felt a sense of awe. From the center of the dais he looked out at the rows and rows of tables, all of them old but undoubtedly venerated by the 1,500 senators who would occupy them. Each row was a little higher than the row in front of it, giving the room the appearance of an amphitheater where the dais was the lowest point. The tables, colored a dark mahogany and separated by isles of deep burgundy carpet, served as a constant reminder to everyone in this chamber of the eons of purpose and integrity behind the deliberations that took place here. The tables had been modernized with inlaid input stations and audio panels at each position, but they retained the look and feel of plain wooden tables.
His eyes lifted to the far walls where lights shone vertically up from the floor, brightening the lower walls to transform the sober, deliberative chamber into a happier, friendlier place. Vertical lights reflected back down from the overhanging balcony, warmly lighting up a band around the circumference of the room. The balcony stretched three quarters of the way around the chamber on the second level, but little light reached the balcony itself. The seats there, divided into a dozen separate rooms, remained obscure, a place for observers to watch but not to participate in the activities taking place on the main floor.
And the ceiling!
Looking up, Josh took pause as he did each time he entered this chamber to stare at the remarkable masterpiece covering the inside of the dome. At first he’d thought it was a painting, but he’d come to realize that it was a screen just like on a starship, just larger. The whole ceiling was deep black at first glance, but if you focused just a little, stars suddenly sprang into existence. Toward the front of the ceiling and slightly off to the right, our galaxy hung in great splendor. Other smaller galaxies dotted the ceiling here and there, and many, many stars filled in the spaces between. Everything moved, albeit very slowly. There was a sense of infinite depth and infinite time to the display. Somehow the craftsmen had created a view of space in perfect focus, as if one were aboard a starship outside the galaxy looking in.
Here was the Big Picture. Here, hanging above him in all its splendor, was reality, a reality that would continue to exist whether the senators in this room succeeded or not. The galaxy did not care if the Empire lived or died – it would still be here when they were all long gone. The future which the Senators attempted to mold, manage, and foster rested in the hands of people, not stars and nebulae and all that stuff. Without these people, and without one particular woman’s ability to detect the Truth of a person, galactic society would slip into chaos. At present, the Empire’s reach spanned only a portion of the galaxy, but someday, God willing, it might span the whole galaxy, maybe even other galaxies. He wanted to help the Empire retain that possibility. 
He was just a bit player in all of this. He knew it and wanted to keep it exactly that way. The job of managing worlds, systems, and sectors was for others. His comfort level began and ended with weapons and individuals. Give him a face to focus on, a personality to deal with, a situation he could get his arms around, give him a target and he would do the right thing every time. But not the Big Picture. That remained the province of others, others who knew a lot more than he did.
But in spite of his lowly place in all of this, he loved this room.
He was perfect for the job he’d been selected to do here. He knew it and could feel it. He didn’t have to know about all the high tech stuff in Ellie’s Empire, he didn’t have to know how nets worked or of the many hundreds of things it took to fight with a ship or to run an empire. His job here was relatively simple: he dealt in lead, person to person. In the case of these Empire weapons, he dealt in bolts of energy instead of lead, but his job was the same: make sure his team won, and limit the killing and wounding of the noncombatants as much as possible. The battle here would come down to him and his men, and the skills needed were exactly what they had spent a lifetime perfecting. The Great Cats might lead them into this chamber, but if the scree sounded it would be up to his men. It would be Terran against Chessori. He and his men would handle the Chessori, and they could handle any Rebels they encountered as well. It’s what they did.
All of his men had been handpicked. Their skills covered the whole spectrum of needs of the mission. Each of them, regardless of their specialty, was a marksman. He looked up, noting the positions that would hold his snipers . . . there, there, there, and over there. Perfect fields of fire. He would not permit indiscriminate machine gun-like firing in this place. Every shot would be aimed, and aimed only at the enemy. That was the way with hostage situations, and his men knew and understood it.
But he was missing something, and that’s why he kept returning to this room. He didn’t know what that something was, but he knew he was missing something. His Rider, Jeremy, remained silent as Josh deliberated. His mind’s eye wandered, seeking he knew not what, just seeking. He had walked every square inch of this chamber in the last few months, and there was nothing of significance he did not know about the place.
Josh left the dais and walked up through the rows of tables to the back of the chamber. He slipped out the double doors, crossed a corridor, then eased his way through the outside entrance and stood on the landing. The Senate Chamber, a domed structure of only several stories, sat on a rise. Josh looked out across a broad expanse of steps that circled the front half of the building. Directly below the steps and across a wide boulevard, a park extended all the way to the far side of the plateau. Sidewalks and pathways lined with groomed flowerbeds ambled through acres and acres of grass, scattered trees, and several ponds. Birds and waterfowl had been reintroduced atop the plateau and were once more in abundance in the park. Benches for multiple body shapes provided resting places for anyone strolling through the grounds or along the boulevard.
To his left a boulevard arced toward the main gate of the Palace. Smaller walkways angled off it toward two smaller portals leading into the Palace grounds.
To the right the boulevard angled toward two high, double-wide arches in the aqueduct-like wall of offices. The road divided and passed through both archways, then into the city center.
This area then, defined by two high walls, would be the focus of his outside fighting. Fighting here would be difficult: there was little cover. His men would have to keep on the move. He looked left to the wall setting off the Palace. It was a source of Rebel reinforcements, but he knew that Struthers coveted the Palace as his own. He didn’t think the great man would allow much fighting in that direction.
Most of the Rebel reinforcements would come from his right, from Palace City. There were numerous openings in the wall and two enormous openings at its center where the boulevard cut through. Far across the city on the western end of the plateau, the spire of Fleet Headquarters towered over the open spaces. Within that tower and within the many levels of offices and barracks below ground, thousands of Rebel troops would be on alert. It was from here that most of the reinforcements would come.
Armies tended to move slowly. The Queen would just have to be quick. Trexler’s ships would provide air cover and prevent reinforcements, but only if he silenced the defensive guns, and that was a big if. He couldn’t count on it.
So this area between the two walls was his area of operations. He didn’t have to worry about the rest of the plateau, but he had to fully secure this smaller area. His lips firmed. It was just a matter of manpower. Because of the lack of cover, his men would have a hard go of it out here if the battle lasted very long. He had to make sure it did not.
Josh turned around and stepped back inside the main doors. Straight ahead of him, another set of double doors led back into the chamber. To his left and right, a wide corridor encircled the chamber. Much like an opera house, several ramps branched off the main corridor and angled up to the balcony level. There, another smaller corridor encircled the upper chamber to provide access to each balcony section.
He stepped across the corridor and through the main doors, coming back into the chamber. He walked all the way up to the dais and stood with his back to the room. To his left and right, small doors opened off each side of the dais into assembly areas. In much the same way that actors entered stage left and stage right, these waiting areas opened directly onto the platform at the front of the chamber, the dais which held the leaders’ seats.
The senate leadership sat at a long table divided into four sections. Behind this table an elevated platform held a shorter table for the Queen and/or her First Knight and an advisor or two. Some 20 feet separated the leadership tables from the main floor where five isles extended up through the rows of senators’ tables.
Josh reviewed in his mind the plan he had developed for securing the building. The Delta way, also the way of the Great Cats, was to hit hard and very fast with devastating firepower, get in, get the job done, then get out. With the exception of the Queen’s speech, they would be doing precisely what they had done many times in the past. They would enter through the tunnel complex. The tunnel came out several levels below the main entrance to the chamber. Once out of the tunnel but still several levels down, they would rush up stairways to the main corridor. From there they would fight their way through the main corridor on both sides of the chamber, with some of his men breaking off at the ramps leading up into the balcony sections. There would be lots of Rebels guarding the corridor, but the curving corridor would actually work to their advantage. They would be in view of only a limited number of guards at any time, and the guards they encountered would be given no warning. They would simply be shot where they stood. He didn’t particularly like doing things this way, but from the moment his men made their move, their part would be executed like a well-rehearsed business plan. There would be no quarter offered or given: anyone carrying a weapon would be killed. Any bystanders would be stunned. No one would be standing in the corridors when the Queen emerged from the stairwell.
He strolled purposely around the chamber examining it from every perspective, then he went out into the main corridor again and ascended to the balcony level. There, he entered room after room, considering firing angles and considering the disposition of his forces and the expected Rebel guards. He had already completed this part of the plan, he just wanted to reassure himself there were no holes in it. His men would be challenged, of that there was no question. Once the shooting started, smoke would become an obstacle. All the décor in the chamber was fireproof, but the blasters would incinerate anything they touched. There might not be fire, but there would be smoke and plenty of it. His men in the balcony would have only a limited time of usefulness before the smoke reduced their effectiveness. He chewed on his lip, considering. There just wasn’t any way around it. These things were always difficult. He would leave some men up top, there was no way he was going to give up the high ground, but most of his men would strike from the floor of the chamber. His goal was for the defenders to be taken out in the first few seconds.
Like all plans of this nature, it could not be too tight: he had to leave a fair amount of slop in order to handle the unexpected.
He had considered dressing his men in Empire uniforms but had discarded the notion as unworkable. Anyone dressed in Empire military attire would be shot on sight. His men would wear the battle gear they had brought from Earth, though many of the fighting tools would be different. There was no need for extra ammunition, the blaster rifles and handguns held a virtually inexhaustible energy supply. The grenades they normally carried had been replaced with little flash-bang balls that could be dropped from above, tossed, rolled, or even thrown long distances, but these weapons would only be used in extremis. Each soldier carried an earpiece and microphone with two frequencies, one for his team, the other for the command net.
He expected Struthers to post only a few guards within the Chamber itself. Too many guards would send a message to the senators that he was worried about retaining control. Most of the guards would be in the outside corridor and in the balcony sections, and reinforcements would be nearby, probably on lower levels. There would, most likely, be significant reserve forces outside and out of sight.
But he was missing something. He was a soldier, and his eyes and mind looked at the chamber through a soldier’s eyes. His conscience was clear on his plan, at least the part of the plan that would take place inside the chamber. Here, the killing would be minimal and swift, focused only on the Rebels and Chessori. The senators would be safe, as safe as he could possibly keep them.
None of that worried him. But then in his mind he saw the way this room would be when it was full - full of politicians chosen to keep the chaos at bay, chosen to be the mechanism through which civilization prospered. All of a sudden the senators were real people, people who had no personal understanding of fighting. There would be terror in this chamber.
One did not casually mix such as them in battle. The individuals filling these seats would all be honored men and women, the best their societies produced. To relegate them to pawns in a larger battle was simply wrong. Without even suspecting, they would be hostages held by terrorists. Had he, Josh, become a terrorist?
No! His job was to free people from terror. His job was to free these leaders from the Chessori and from the Rebels, and to protect them while he did so. He visualized the smoke and noise and how it would affect these peace-seeking politicians and he shuddered. This hallowed sanctuary, one of the most revered places in the galaxy, would see bloodshed in a few months. Those ramifications of the operation were not technically his to worry about, they were Mike and Ellie’s concern, but he was suddenly very concerned for these politicians who were, above everything else, people with hopes and desires just like his own.
The leadership of this galactic organization had been through one partial culling during Struthers’ takeover: it could not go through another. If it did, the people of the Empire would say ‘enough’ to the whole idea of Empire.
No!
He suddenly knew the source of his disquiet. His plan was wrong. 1,500 senators would occupy the seats before him, and they would be focused on serious Empire business. They would be unarmed and unable to defend themselves. He was not just the Queen’s protector, he was their protector as well. To thrust these particular innocents into the midst of a battle, even a short battle, would be doing exactly what terrorists did.
He would not let this hallowed chamber become a killing ground. He had to come up with a new plan, a plan based not just on soldiering but on politics.
 
 
 



Chapter 14
 
As had become standard practice, Stven called the crew to battle stations an hour before completing the last jump. During that hour, weapons were manned, Tom O’Brien and M’Sada were both in the net flying the ship, and the gunners practiced against simulated attacks created by George.
O’Brien took the helm just before emerging from hyperspace. Stven and M’Sada stayed in the net with him to examine the system for threats. Resolve emerged on the outskirts of Triton displaying a completely fictitious beacon code, and O’Brien set up an inbound course at normal intersystem speed that would get them to Triton in three weeks.
George’s sensors filled quickly, displaying an astonishing number and variety of ships. Stven counted 137 Rebel squadrons and 48 Chessori military squadrons patrolling the system. Thousands of traders were either inbound or outbound from the planet, and there might have been just as many sitting in port on the ground. Triton truly did count on a steady stream of supplies to keep functioning.
Stven studied the Chessori traders. Most operated singly, though there were several groups of three and four traveling together. About half of them were on direct inbound or outbound trajectories, and the rest appeared to be loitering. He guessed that the loiterers were really military ships now. The bored voice of a controller reached them the next day demanding their intentions. Stven requested a berth assignment at the spaceport in Gosport for his sales and marketing team.
The crew had held a lengthy debate over who would contact the Joshua of Krys’ vision. Washburn was their first choice since he was well known to his commander, but Chandrajuski’s instructions had been specific: be exceedingly discreet. Resolve would land on the far side of the planet from the palace complex and someone would use local transportation to reach Ragito Horlac, their only contact. None of the Terran Protectors was sufficiently versed in public transportation. That left the ship’s crew, and Krys wanted to send someone who would not attract attention. That meant someone who had never been outside the ship during previous operations. The job fell to their pilot, M’Sada.
Resolve touched down three weeks later. M’Sada’s ten legs carried him out of the ship and through a cursory customs inspection, then he spent two days carefully working his way toward Crystal City and Ragito Horlac. He spent two additional days figuring out how to meet with Josh.
“Delta forever,” he said in English as he scurried past on his ten legs. Josh, who was walking down a boulevard toward the apartment the team shared, didn’t miss a beat, just followed M’Sada into a crowded department store beneath the gzeikolt. There, M’Sada rose up on his lower legs and batted hands with Josh as if they were friends meeting.
“It’s good to see you, old friend,” M’Sada said, clicking his mandibles together in pleasure, though the two had never met.
“It’s good to see you, as well. What brings you to town?”
“Business, I’m afraid, and I must be off. Here’s my card. Will you give me a call when you have some free time? Perhaps we can get together?”
“I will. I hope you’re successful with whatever it is you’re about.”
“I might have a part for you to play. We’ll talk later.” M’Sada clicked his mandibles once more and left.
Josh turned the card over and discovered a brief message on the back.
5397867B
M’Sada
He shook his head. This would take some figuring out. It made no sense to him at the moment. He knew a little bit about the race of Schect, but he was not sensitive enough to their features to have recognized the one he’d just met. He studied the front of the card, which was quite simple. A numerical code, the name M’Sada, and a contact number. He did not recognize either. He perused items in the store to discover if anyone was tailing him, but after half an hour he gave up and went up to the team’s apartment.
Mike was already there, and he recognized the name on the card immediately. Reba arrived a few minutes later, and Val came in half an hour later with a carry-in dinner.
Val, of course, understood the message at once and the color left his face. “She’s here? She must be crazy.”
“Who, Val?” Mike demanded.
“My sister, Krys.”
“What makes you so certain?”
“No one else would know this number. It’s only known at the orphanage we grew up in on Hespra III. Krys’ official name was 5397867B. Mine was 5397867A. She’s here, Mike.”
“If it’s her, the note is from Terry Washburn,” Josh said, his gaze narrowed in thought. “He wouldn’t bother us if it wasn’t important.”
“Her pilot’s name is M’Sada,” Mike said. We’ll have to meet him somewhere, probably right here.”
“I’ll give him a call, then Val and I are going out to see if anyone’s following him,” Josh said.
When M’Sada entered the apartment, two stunners were aimed at him. He began a rapid preening of his whiskers and asked, “Is this place secure?”
“As secure as we can make it,” Mike answered.
M’Sada’s upper hands stopped, and he bowed. “A pleasure to see you again, Sire.” He turned to Reba. “You must be Lady Rebecca.”
“What is your purpose here?” she asked as her weapon found its way back into its holster. Mike’s weapon, too, went back into its holster.
“I carry a message from Krys. She requests a meeting with Joshua.”
“When, and where?”
“Her need is urgent, but not so urgent that security be compromised. She is at a port on the far side of the planet.”
“Hmm. We’re expected at our place of work tomorrow, then we have two days off. Will that work?”
“Yes, Sire. Her request is only for Joshua.”
“Will it be unseemly if all of us attend?”
“Actually, it might be a good idea. Our stated purpose here is that we are a sales and marketing team. A meeting with potential buyers aboard our ship would be natural.”
“Can she come here?”
“No, Sire. Some of us might be known to the Rebels, including her. It would be a great risk to her and to you.”
“Very well. We’ll wait to see what Val and Josh think about this. Would you care to dine with us?”
M’Sada’s upper hands began a new, refreshing preening, and he clicked his mandibles together in a laugh. “No, Sire. The eating habits of the Schect are not comforting to humans. I’ve already had my meal for the day.”
Val returned, followed shortly after by Josh who was stunned that Krys needed to meet with him. “What is the purpose of the meeting?” he demanded.
“That is for her to say, and then only in a location of complete security, sir. We never, ever, reveal more than we must.”
“How is she?” Val asked with some hesitation.
“She’s well, Sire, though she is blind. Did you know?”
“Blind!”
“Yes, Sire. That is part of the reason she’s asking Joshua to come to her. Besides the fact that she’s well known to the Rebels, getting around attracts a lot of attention. All will be explained in due course.”
 
* * * * *
 
Val was first to arrive, though no one on the ship knew it. As a child he’d made his living as a licensed beggar, and he reverted to form at the entrance to the spaceport, dressed in filthy rags, long and scraggly hair, a patch over one eye, and walking with a crutch. He was not trusting anyone with his sister’s safety. He arrived hours before the rest of the team, rented the spot from its rightful owner, and he remained there examining everything and everyone in the vicinity while Krys held her meeting aboard Resolve.
Krys wasted no time with the meeting. She believed that her purpose here was to receive a vision of Joshua. When Mike, Reba, and Josh entered the lounge with M’Sada and Stven, she was already deep in meditation. Tarn sat across from her, and Washburn, Borg, and Otis remained silently in the background. Mike and Reba crossed over to stand beside Otis, but everyone remained silent, not wanting to disturb Krys.
Tarn didn’t waste time. “Colonel, please take her hands in your own.”
Josh knelt on one knee before Krys and placed both of his hands around hers. Some moments passed, then Krys opened her eyes with a look of satisfaction on her face. “I’m sorry I can’t see you, Colonel. Do I know you?”
“You’ve seen me in the presence of the Queen, My Lady, but we’ve never been introduced.”
She nodded. “We have traveled far in search of you. I anticipated that I would receive a vision today, a vision of something having to do with you, and it appears that I have. In the vision, I was looking through your eyes. We were, I believe, in the Senate Chambers. The room was filled with senators, all of them writhing in agony on the floor. You held a long blaster pointed at a group of, let me see . . . twelve Chessori, two of whom were dead.”
He remained on one knee before her. “I’ve heard of these visions of yours, My Lady. Is there more?”
“There is. Words accompanied the vision this time, and whenever they do, they come in the form of a riddle. The words are the following:
“The heart knows wonder, but eyes cannot see. All players play. Focus on the grave. Focus on need.”
“Do you know what the words mean, My Lady?”
“Not yet. It’s up to all of us to untangle the riddle.” She gently lifted his hands and pushed him away, clearly signaling him to stand.
Josh rose and looked around at the others in the room. He nodded a greeting to those he knew and said, “Any ideas?”
“Well,” Mike chimed in dryly, “It looks like you made it into the chamber. I hope you can get us out.”
Josh turned back to Krys. “Was the Queen there?”
“I didn’t see her.”
“Who else was there, My Lady?” Tarn asked. He had gone to stand behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders.
She leaned back into his hands and closed her eyes. “I see soldiers lining each side of the Chamber. I cannot see who or what is behind Joshua.”
“I sense meanings within meanings on this one, Krys, almost like I did with Admiral Seeton. We came up with a battle plan for him. I wonder if we can do the same for Joshua?”
“I have the general order of the battle plan already,” Josh answered. “All the Protectors, all 600 of them and the Queen, are going to sneak in through secret passageways Mike discovered. The Protectors, most likely led by Otis and his Great Cats, will clear the way for the Queen, quickly and as silently as possible. Before the Queen enters, Protectors will take out enemy soldiers on the balcony level, the stage will be secured, the Chamber will be secured, and exterior exits will be secured. I’m hopeful that by the time the Queen gets to the stage, we’ll have Struthers and his high command under arrest.”
He looked hard at Tarn. “Understand, Sire, this will all happen very quickly, and if Struthers is there he will not have the opportunity to escape. All our men are sharpshooters, and his guards within the Chamber will be taken out quickly and efficiently. There will be minimal shooting within the chamber and minimal danger to the senators.”
“What about the hard part? How are you going to get the Queen out, Colonel?” Otis asked.
Josh rubbed his chin. “I’m still working on that. I’d like to bring her out by ship, but we have not figured out how to disable the defensive weapons. I’m searching for a way, and our hope is to bring her out by ship. As a last resort, we’ll take her out the same way we brought her in, but it will mean holding the building for a much longer time and our men will take losses.”
“What wonder does your heart know?” Tarn asked, referring to the words of the vision.
Josh turned away and began pacing as his mind worked on the question. When he turned back to Tarn, he said simply, “Lots of things. Everything out here in the galaxy is a wonder.”
“Her vision was of you within the Chamber. Is there something there of special wonder to you?”
Josh blinked, but his response was swift. “The whole place is a wonder. Have you seen it?”
“No, sir.”
“The chamber itself is a place of beauty, but it is more than that: it is a place of deliberation. The ceiling is a vast black screen with galaxies and many, many stars rotating ever so slowly, so slowly that it’s hard to see the movement. When I’m in the Chamber I see it full of senators sitting at old tables that probably date back hundreds if not thousands of years. They’re doing their business beneath and in full view of the galaxy as it rotates above their heads. The filled Chamber speaks to me of the timeless struggles they and their predecessors have endured as they resolve crises that bear on so many billions and trillions of people. Trust me when I say my plan calls for, in the end, no wounded or dead senators. We’ll be very fast, and we’ll be efficient. They are simply too important to risk.”
“So your heart knows the wonder of the place. What is it that you can’t see?”
“Something unexpected, most likely. Struthers isn’t idle, you know. He probably knows the Queen intends to do something during the convocation. He can’t know her timing, but he knows she won’t sit this one out. She can’t.”
“Can you be more specific?”
“I can come up with a lot of scenarios, and I’ve planned for everything I can think of. My plan has lots of room for flexibility since these things don’t always play out the way we anticipate. My first priority is to ensure the Queen’s survival.”
“All players play. That seems pretty straight forward,” Tarn said. He looked back at Josh. “Does your plan take all players into consideration?”
“It takes every single one of the Protectors, and it will probably require all of our space forces. They absolutely have to draw every single Rebel and Chessori ship away from the planet, even the ones assigned to local defense.”
“What other players do we have, First Knight?” Tarn asked Mike.
All eyes went to Mike. “The Queen and her Knights, of course. Most of them will be a part of this in one way or another. Chandrajuski, Trexler, and maybe some of Buskin’s forces will all have a part. That just leaves Waverly’s Raiders and Serge’s traders. We’ve never planned on their participation. It isn’t needed.”
“Maybe it is,” Tarn said softly. ”Visions come in several forms: instructional, warning, or hope. I sense, at the very least, instruction and warning here. All players play. Let’s consider the other side. Who’s included in all players for them?”
Josh answered. “Struthers and his high command, the Chessori, significant numbers of ground forces, and lots and lots of ships. Not that it matters, they’ll likely have no impact on the outcome, but he’s bound to have a lot of senators in his pocket, as well. We’ll be keeping a careful eye out for hidden weapons among them.”
“All players play. Who on his side has been left out?”
Mike spoke. “He might have some special shock troops that are our equals, though no one’s the equal of the Great Cats. He might also have some surprises in store for Chandrajuski in the form of ship or tactical improvements.”
Krys turned toward Josh’s voice. “We know who your eyes cannot see. Struthers will have gleasons.”
The discussion came to an abrupt halt as eyes glazed over. Reba shifted in her seat, finding all positions uncomfortable all of a sudden. “This changes everything,” she said. “They’ll completely counter the efforts of the Great Cats.”
“The Great Cats are not their focus,” Otis growled. “They will be after the Queen.”
Josh resumed his pacing and ended up on the other side of the room. He sat down in a chair with his back to them. Mike looked surprised, but Washburn was not, and he stepped forward. “Let him be, Sire. He’s very good at this. Give him time.”
Washburn’s communicator squawked, and he left the room to take the call. When he returned, Borg was waiting. It could only be a matter of security.
“Problems?” he asked.
“Maybe. Our spotters are concerned about a beggar at the main gate. He’s not doing anything out of the ordinary, but he’s not the same one that’s been there the past few days. Should we take him out?”
“Not yet. Follow him, and when he’s away from the port, secure him. In particular, secure any equipment he might have on his person.”
Mike coughed into his fist. “Uh, better not, guys.”
Krys sat up straight, her head turning toward Mike’s voice. “It’s Val, isn’t it.”
“Yes.”
“When do I get to see him?”
“Not before the rest of us leave. He’s insistent that he remain in character. He’s as interested in who might follow us when we leave as he is in who might have followed us here.”
“So he’s back in character.”
“He is, Krys, though this time he’s not a one-legged beggar.”
A smile touched her lips in spite of the heavy issues before them. “Imagine, a Knight accepting a few coins. Whoever would have thought?” She paused, then asked in a small voice, “We leave tomorrow. He and I have not spoken since before the coup, and now my big brother wears the pins of a dead Knight whom he admired greatly. I desperately want to congratulate him.” She turned toward Borg. “If he can’t come to me, is there any way I can go to him?”
Borg considered. “Not without giving him away, and possibly ourselves, My Lady. It will have to be tomorrow, or perhaps very late this night.”
Her eyes glistened. “We can’t wait long. I haven’t told any of you yet, but in my mind I see a large number of gleasons moving through space, to where, I don’t know. I sense it is important that we find out, and quickly.”
“Are they coming here? Could they be Struthers’ secret weapon?”
“I don’t think so. There are too many. Thousands, I think, and I do not sense that they are coming toward us.”
Josh spoke from his place across the room, his back still to them. “Why focus on the grave?” he asked. “At the very least, it’s counter-productive to focus on death, at least on our own deaths.”
Tarn stepped around chairs and tables to stand in front of him. “I, too, have been considering that phrase. I don’t want to mislead us, but the word ‘grave’ can have two meanings. It speaks of death, but it also speaks of important matters, grave matters.”
Josh’s whole body straightened, his eyes focusing on something far away. Tarn saw his head begin nodding and suspected that things were falling into place for him.
Their gazes met, and Josh nodded once again. “I believe you’re right, Sire. The meaning of the riddle is now clear to me. It’s a powerful message.” He stood up and looked at Mike. “Our task just got harder.”
“Or maybe easier. She can’t come now. She learned her lesson about gleasons on Centauri III. They almost killed her.”
“What then? Are you going to address the Imperial Senate yourself?”
“If I have to.”
Krys disagreed. “She can’t allow the Senate to confirm Struthers, Mike. As First Knight, your presence will be meaningful, but you are not her. She will come. She is destined to come.”
“She’s not coming,” he stated again in no uncertain terms.
Otis padded up to him. “We’ve been through a lot together, Mike. We’re approaching the end game now. You know what the stakes are. They are, very simply, winning or losing. She has no choice but to come. She has known that since the beginning.”
“Need I remind you of our number one priority?” Mike demanded angrily.
“You know better than that, First Knight,” Otis growled back at him. Then in a gentler tone, “Think with your mind, not your heart. She needs you to do that, and so do we. Like Krys said, she is destined to come. She has been called as no other Chosen before her.” The two stared hard at each other, their gazes locked.
Otis was the first to break the log jam. He padded over to Josh. “Our plan must be perfect. There is no alternative.”
“We’re not there yet, but we will be. It’s coming together in my head. Let’s finish this up.” He turned to Mike. “The vision was of me in the Chamber. The heart knows wonder, but eyes cannot see. We’re
pretty sure that refers to gleasons inside the Chamber. They’ll be outside as well. Focus on the grave, on what’s important. Focus on need. What’s Ellie’s need here?”
“To survive,” Mike answered instantly.
“No, it’s not. Survival is important, but not in itself. Her life and Talents mean nothing if there is no Empire. Her greatest need is for the Empire to survive.” He turned to Otis. “With gleasons part of the picture, my wonderful Senate Chamber has suddenly become a killing ground. We can deal with whatever Struthers sends our way, but what of the senators? With gleasons, there will be lots of death in that room, including the senators. There’s no way around it. They went through a partial culling once before, on the night of the coup. If it’s repeated, it could mean the end of the Empire.”
He looked around the room at all of them. “I have to move the fighting outside the chamber. I don’t know how, but I have to do it, and fighting a large number of gleasons is going to take all the Protectors.” He looked to Otis. “Certainly all the Great Cats. Fighting gleasons is not going to be a quick thing: the Rebels will have time to bring in reinforcements. I’m going to have to secure a larger area, but my men are all spoken for.”
He paused, then stated in no uncertain terms, “All players play. I think that’s key, and it’s a blessed warning if I ever heard one.” He stared at each of the players before him, then said, “The battle ground just got a lot bigger. We have to take the whole plateau. Waverly’s going to have to provide security for my guys.”
Stunned silence met his words. “Can you take the whole place?” Mike asked in awe.
“I can, but there’s a ton of logistics involved. Waverly’s guys have to train, and I have to come up with some tactics to use against these gleasons. I don’t have a clue how I’m going to draw them out of the chamber.”
“Triton calls, the Queen holds, the twin dares, the unseen hunt,” Tarn said softly, looking at Krys as he did so.
Her eyes looked in the direction of his voice. “You’re so right, Tarn,” she said. “Its full meaning just became clear.”
Josh looked a question to him, and Tarn explained. “Krys had another vision, a vision we might not have completely figured out until now. A woman you have not met, a woman from Earth, is destined to come here to Triton, pretend to be the Queen, and draw the gleasons to her instead of to the real Queen. Until she has done so, the Queen will not be able to enter the chamber.”
Borg growled. “The gleasons will be drawn to the Queen, but once they see us they will come for us as well. It would work.”
“All players play,” Josh mumbled. He looked across the room to Mike. “I have to leave for a while. Otis and I have to meet with Waverly, Trexler, and the rest of the Protectors. This is going to take a lot of coordination.”
“We can say you left for a family emergency, I suppose. We can’t get Waverly’s guys in through our secret passageway. There are too many of them.”
“I know. We’ve figured out the words of the vision, but what about the visual part of the vision? I think it gives us the answer.”
“How?”
“I’m going to turn the tables on the Chessori. If I have to, I’ll force them to use the scree. It would slow down any gleasons we’ve failed to deal with, and it will take down any Rebel guards in the vicinity. Depending on the range of the scree, it might even incapacitate the gunners manning the defensive weapons.”
“Unless those gunners are, themselves, Chessori,” Tarn added.
Otis padded up to Josh. “You have the outline of a masterful plan. Leave the gleasons to me. I will need some of your men, but I can bring more of my own, as well. We have a lot of Great Cats manning Buskins’ ships at Earth. I don’t think they are needed there any longer. I’m bringing them back to Brodor . . .”
The two of them left the room deep in conversation. Mike, despite his frustration at Ellie coming at all, clapped his hands together. “Well! It’s never dull around Krys. My Ladies, may I introduce you to each other? Krys, meet Reba . . .”
 
* * * * *
 
Val knew Resolve intimately. He had changed out of his beggar outfit - a beggar would never be permitted free access to the port - into black pants and a black jacket and made his way to the quarters he still thought of as Ellie’s. He entered silently and stopped, staring at the three people deep in conversation. He took in Reba who had dressed in a crisp, green business suit to fulfill her part of the marketing delegation and a tall, young man dressed in standard blue ship-board coveralls. He guessed this was the infamous Tarn Lukes. His gaze did not linger long: his focus was his twin sister. She must have sensed his presence, for she stopped talking and stood up, turning toward him, her black pants and blouse almost identical to his own.
He had feared this meeting, not knowing what she would look like now that she was blind, but to his surprise, she seemed little changed since the last time he had seen her. The years should have aged her, though on second thought, she now carried a Rider and her aging process was essentially halted, just as his was. That didn’t mean her demeanor was the same. The person who turned to him exuded confidence and determination.
“Val?”
“I’m here.” He stepped over to her and took her in his arms. It was just the two of them in the room for a little while. “It’s been a long time,” he whispered into her hair. They stepped apart, and her hands went to his face. He placed his hands over hers and leaned forward, kissing her on the forehead. “Hi, little sister.”
She smiled. “In spite of what’s gone on, yes, I am still your little sister, the little sister of a one-legged beggar boy who became the man who now wears Sir Jarl’s pins. I’m so proud of you.”
“The Seer has come into her own, as well.”
Krys nodded. “She has. I barely remember the person I was before all this began. You’ve done well, and I’m happy for you.”
He frowned. “I wish I could say the same for you.”
“Everyone focuses on my blindness. Don’t. It serves me well and I’m happy. I have Tarn.”
He glanced over to Tarn and nodded, then turned back to Krys. “The Guide. And I have Reba. In that regard, we are both lucky.” He looked around the room. “It was this very room in which we met.”
She nodded. “Fifteen years ago.”
He grinned. “We had to learn to dress and eat like civilized people. Remember your favorite pastime then?”
“My stories filled with the adventures of Queens and Knights and quests?”
“The very same. Are you taking notes?”
“It’s different when it’s real.”
“That it is, but you might want to start taking notes. What you’re doing will become a part of our history, Krys.”
“If we live that long,” she rejoined. She considered, then added, “No, there will be no notes for either of us. We cannot chance their discovery by the wrong people. But I’m told there will be songs sung one day.”
“About you, there will. As for me, I might be a footnote, but that’s more than I want. I’m the First Knight’s right arm, and it’s just where I want to be.”
She smiled. “He’s married to Mother. He’s King now.”
Val shrugged. “I know, but he’s not very kingly - he’s fully engaged. He’s right there in the trenches with us. I still think of him as First Knight, not King. He’s been cleaning bathrooms for the past few months.”
She choked. “You’re kidding!”
“Nope. Mother chose well.”
“She misses him.”
Val nodded, though she couldn’t see it. “What are your plans?”
“I never really know. At the moment there are more gleasons in my future. Since becoming blind, it seems that I can see them in my mind, at least sometimes. I see a large group of them traveling between the stars. I don’t know where they’re going or what their purpose is. We’re going to find them and learn what it is.”
“Whatever it is, it won’t be good.”
“Whatever it is, it will have an impact on the war. All my visions do.”
“So that means Struthers is involved.”
“Most likely. I hadn’t thought about that. Let me introduce you to my man.”
Tarn stepped forward and stuck out a hand. “The Right Arm, I presume?”
Val nodded. “And you’re the Guide. Finally, we meet. You have guided us well.”
Tarn inclined his head. “It’s never a sure thing. According to the Leaf People, we’re destined to carry the burdens of our failures as well as our successes.” He looked askance at Reba. “I hope we’re not remembered for our failures more than our successes.”
Her face lit with that incredible grin. “You’re implying we’ll be remembered at all. That’s progress.”
Val chuckled, then instantly sobered. “I heard what you did for Krys on Orion III. Thank you.”
Tarn rolled his shoulders, exercising his back muscles. He still wasn’t completely healed from the gleason’s attack. “I don’t think we need to go there, Sire. If we do, we’ll have to go back to . . . what did you say it was? Fifteen years ago?”
Val’s lips thinned. “Indeed. We’re all doing our parts, and I don’t think any of us are of a mind to quit.”
“My crew has a compact among ourselves,” Krys said. “I’m told it’s spreading through the fleet. We have pledged to each other to give all that we are until this ends.”
Val’s eyebrows rose. So, too, did Reba’s. They both nodded.
“There’s more,” Krys said. “We do it for our children and for our children’s children. It has become the battle cry of our fleets. Mother has taken the pledge.”
“How is she?”
“Invigorated. She’s been stuck on Parsons’ World and Shipyard for too long. She’s leaving. Struthers has found her.”
Val stepped away in surprise. “I didn’t know. I thought our contacts here would have heard something of that nature. I guess we’re not in the know as much as we thought.”
“Mike and Reba know the whole story. They’ll fill you in. Josh is going with us.”
Val’s eyebrows rose. “That changes the whole dynamic of our operation here. I’d better get back to work.”
He stepped back to her and kissed her on the forehead again. Her arms went around him for a moment, then she let him go.
“Be well, big brother. I’ll do my best to be back here for whatever you end up planning.”
“So far we don’t have a need for you or your ship.”
“All players are going to play,” she said. “We’ll be back if we can. I love you, Val. Know that whatever happens, I’m proud to be your sister.”
His lips firmed. “For our children and our children’s children.”
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Chapter 15
 
The trip to Aldebaran I took a full month since Resolve could not fast-ship out of the Triton system. During the voyage Josh, Washburn, and Otis roughed out a plan for securing the top of the plateau. It would take all of the Protectors, and it would take a lot of Waverly’s troops. Everyone needed training specific to the palace complex, and Otis decided that training would take place on Brodor where they already had a partial replica of the Palace.
The Protectors would be fighting gleasons, and there was no known way to ensure success. Otis, Washburn, and a few others had fought gleasons, and none of them had any desire to repeat the process. Washburn’s battle had been brief and intense. Otis’ battle had been more drawn out, but it had only been against three gleasons. The senate battle promised to be much different: potentially large numbers of gleasons on a large battleground that would, by its very nature, require a prolonged battle. The Protectors had few options. Josh believed the Great Cats and his men could take on the gleasons if they could just find them, but the gleasons were, essentially, invisible. A way had to be found to foil that invisibility.
M’Sada, coming off pilot duties for a rest, scurried through the lounge on his way to his quarters. He slowed down at what to him was still an amazing sight: every Protector on the ship in a meeting with three Knights. The room promised lots of interesting smells. He began a rapid preening to make room for them.
Washburn called to him. “Join us, Commander.”
M’Sada scurried over to a table near the group, pulled out a chair, and used it to scramble up onto the table. Schect didn’t use chairs, but they preferred to be on the same level as others in conversations. “Am I interrupting?” he asked.
“Not at all. In fact, I was wondering if you might have some ideas. Your tactical planning skills are legendary, at least your space borne tactics. Do you have any skills related to ground fighting?”
“Terry, my people live underground, but we spend a lot of time above ground hunting and harvesting. Unlike the Great Cats who have always been hunters, we spent most of our history as prey. Until discovering the benefits of tools, we defended ourselves with our bare hands and our wits. As you can see, I have a lot of hands, but they’re not particularly well-designed for fighting. My ancestors survived mostly on their wits. Applying the skills we learned to space travel is a comparatively new challenge. We like challenges.”
“Do you know our problem?”
M’Sada’s upper hands moved from his antennae to his whiskers of their own accord. His mind was not needed for the preening process, and he felt the change from flying duties refreshing. His hands stopped for just a moment. “Gleasons,” he said, then resumed his preening.
“Potentially lots and lots of gleasons,” Washburn replied. “How would your people go about fighting a horde of them?”
“Hmm. Actually, I’ve been giving it some thought. Aside from your need for a solution, it’s an interesting problem. What have you come up with so far?”
“We’ve considered blinding them. They’re sensitive to light in the infrared spectrum so they might be vulnerable to a strong light source. It might also be possible to set up some life force sensors, but the units are big and heavy. Our men need to remain fluid.”
“You took out gleasons on Orion III.”
“Krys saw them in her mind and there were only eight of them. She directed our fire, and once the creatures were injured they lost their invisibility. Then it was just doing what we’re trained to do, though the creatures are utterly devastating even when wounded. Even if she came with us on Triton, there’s no way she could point out large numbers of them.”
“How have the Great Cats fought the gleasons?” he asked Otis.
Otis replied without hesitation. We fought them on Centauri III. We used long blasters, short blasters, and grenades, but only after spending several days surveilling them. There were only three of them and six of us, and it was a close thing.”
“But your people fought them 2,000 years ago on your home planet of Brodor.”
“We did, and the stories are detailed. We nearly succumbed.”
“What weapons did you use?”
“Our teeth and hands, mostly. Blasters for those that had them and had the opportunity to use them. Blasters then were more primitive, but still effective if the target could be found.”
Otis padded around the lounge, then returned and faced Josh. “Their weaknesses are few. They have a strong body odor, their hearing is only fair, and their greatest weakness might be that they are not very intelligent. They have never been known to act as teams. To the best of my knowledge, each acts as an individual. But don’t let that give you confidence. Their strengths are legendary. They have four arms and hands, each equipped with vicious claws, they have two nervous systems, two hearts, and they have only one focus: to kill. They know how to use blasters and knives, but their prey rarely has the luxury of being shot or killed from afar. They make it personal, in your face. They take you apart with their hands, and you won’t even know until they’re on you.”
M’Sada’s upper hands stilled, but not for long. He truly had given the matter some thought. “On my home worlds we would probably lure them underground into our warrens. Once there, we could collapse key points and lock them in. Once locked in, our options improve. We could let them starve, we could gas them, we could collapse the warrens, things like that. From what I know of them, they would eventually turn on themselves, and we would just have to deal with cleanup. I don’t see that as a ready application to your problem, though I am not familiar with the palace complex,” he said.
He watched as everyone in the room went internal, considering such an application within the confines of the plateau. A few heads shook, but most looked back at him as if they’d tabled the idea for future consideration.
Otis growled, his respect for the Schect increasing. He did not dismiss the idea he had just heard. “Anymore thoughts?”
“Have you considered leading them off the plateau entirely?” he asked.
Josh started to reply, then stopped himself. This idea was, again, worthy of consideration. Between the Great Cats and the fake Queen, there was some potential here. He stared at M’Sada. “It has possibilities.”
M’Sada paced down the length of the long table, then back while he thought. “From a tactical standpoint, luring them into a trap has the most potential.”
“Suppose we trap them somehow,” Otis ventured. “We can control their movements to some extent by acting as bait. It could be a moving trap as we retreat, but if we can’t see them, a retreat would be difficult to command.”
“Not if your men were in constant contact along at least one front, possibly several fronts,” M’Sada replied.
“You’re talking heavy casualties.”
M’Sada’s upper body swayed from side to side, his method of indicating agreement. “They are gleasons, Sire. Whatever you do, you are going to have casualties.”
Otis just stared at him. “What if you were there leading us. What if you were going to be on that front line. What would you do?”
The preening paused. “When it stops being academic, I think harder,” he replied. “The issue is two-fold: they are hard to kill, and they are invisible.” He considered, then said, “The first issue is countered by your great fighting skills. The second is not so simple. They need to show themselves.” He turned his head toward Josh. “Can you make them walk through sand, or something else that would leave a mark?”
“We’ll keep it as an option. We don’t have unlimited access to the facility.”
M’Sada’s head swung from side to side in understanding. “When seriously wounded, gleasons lose their ability to blend into their surroundings. Their natural coloring, a deep green, is the result. Am I correct?”
Josh nodded.
“Hmm,” M’Sada mused. “How to wound them without seeing them.” His upper hands preened furiously, then suddenly stopped. “How wounded do they have to be?”
Otis spoke. “Severely wounded. Probably a wound that would prove fatal without medical attention. Certainly a wound that gravely impacts the whole body and mind.”
M’Sada’s upper body swayed from side to side as he considered. Finally, he said, “What if, though not wounded, a gleason thinks it is wounded?”
Otis knew not to dismiss an idea from M’Sada even if he didn’t know where the idea was taking him. “What kind of wound is not real?”
“In all the fighting stories I’ve heard about gleasons, everyone goes up against them with the most lethal weapon they can find, and I completely understand. I wonder if another approach would work? In your battle to rescue Chandrajuski, the scree had a major influence on the gleason.”
“It was already wounded. It takes a lethal weapon to wound or kill,” Otis growled.
“To kill, yes, but you first have to wound them to see them. Have you ever tried a stunner on a gleason? It might take it down, but if it didn’t, it might think it was mortally wounded.”
Otis stared at him for a long time. Suddenly, his great mouth opened in a roar, and his head shook hard enough to send his mane flying. A moment later, the rest of the Great Cats followed suit. 
The sound rang through parts of the ship, and Stven’s voice coming over the speakers from the bridge filled the room. “Do we have a problem?” he demanded in alarm.
“No, Captain,” Otis howled in return. “But we might have a solution.”
 
* * * * *
 
For once, their luck held. Waverly was on Aldebaran I when they arrived, and he, Josh, and Otis went into conference. Krys was in a hurry to be away, and she did not delay. The vision of gleasons had been calling for weeks. Her pilots were back to the same problem they’d had at Orion III when they rescued Admiral Korban: though she could see the gleasons clearly in her mind, she still could not plug in to George. They were back to pointing. Stven was not happy about it, but it was the best they could do.
M’Sada fast-shipped away from Aldebaran I and continued outbound for a full day, but when he dropped from hyperspace, Krys’ arm still pointed ahead. He fast-shipped for another day, and Krys sensed they were closer, but her arm still pointed ahead. After another two days of fast-shipping which brought them a long way, Krys pointed to a slightly different course. They were nearing the target.
M’Sada made more jumps, each fine-tuned by Krys. The search narrowed, but there were still many star systems to choose from. Krys pointed yet again, and M’Sada jumped along the indicated path. This time when they emerged from hyper, Krys pointed aft – they’d gone too far. M’Sada chose the nearest system along the path indicated by Krys, but when they emerged from hyper, she shook her head. Several more days of fine-tuning brought them to a single system. Their beacon was off when they emerged from hyper far out in the system, and they detected ships. M’Sada brought them in closer and the picture improved. A light squadron of one cruiser and six fighters escorted four Empire troop carriers toward the planet Trantxe, a planet that was classified as an emerging world.
“I see four condensed groups of gleasons, and many more individual gleasons on the planet,” Krys informed Stven.
“The four groups are probably on the troop carriers. Do I have your permission to take them out?”
“Can you?”
“I can take out the troop carriers and the fighters, but not the cruiser. We’ll have to figure out what’s happening on the ground later.”
“You have my permission. We should not allow the gleasons to land.”
For a change, Stven, M’Sada, and Tarn got to fight. O’Brien wasn’t needed for this engagement, though he stayed in the net in case a Chessori presence was felt. It was not. M’Sada fast-shipped into the formation with his beacon off, and Washburn’s gunners were ready. They pounded away at two troop carriers that were completely unprepared to defend themselves, and the carriers disintegrated. Then the fighters were upon them. M’Sada expertly moved in and out of the fighting, fast-shipping twice, only to return and reengage. By the time the last fighter fell, the cruiser had entered the fray, but M’Sada moved on both remaining troop carriers, using them as shields from the cruiser and destroying them.
The cruiser was another matter, but to their surprise it fled as soon as the last troop carrier fell. Stven let it go: they were in no way capable of taking it on. They could worry it, but they could not take it out.
“Why did it leave?” Krys asked.
Stven’s neck swayed from side to side as he considered. “Not for fear of us, that’s for sure. With the transports gone, maybe they have no purpose here.” He turned his attention to the planet. “What now, My Lady?”
“I sense many gleasons on the surface. They seem to be operating individually.”
Washburn unplugged and turned to her. “It’s an emerging world, just as Earth is an emerging world. Why would the Rebels turn gleasons loose on such a world? It’s unconscionable.”
“I can’t speak for the Rebels, Terry, but since it is an emerging world, we should try to remain unseen. There are many, many gleasons.”
“And I want to experiment with them. Can you point us to one that’s on the night side of the planet?”
M’Sada placed them in a low orbit, and they studied the planet. To O’Brien and Washburn, it looked much like Earth had looked several centuries earlier. Cities dotted the landscape, most of them around castles. Strangely, few people were visible outside the city walls. Fields appeared to be devoid of farmers.
M’Sada took them down into the lower atmosphere and raced unseen through the dark side of the planet. Krys picked a target and pointed. “Slow down,” she ordered.
He did so, and she guided them to a clearing adjacent to a lake. A medium size town lay half a mile away, straddling a river that led from the lake. George’s sensors showed a small group of people congregated together in a clearing.
“George,” Washburn said, “we talked about this. Sergeant Jacobs and I are going to the ramp. Open it up, and don’t make any sudden movements. I don’t want to fall off.”
“Use the tethers,” George reminded him.
George brought the great ship to treetop height and lowered the ramp with the lights off. Washburn and Jacobs went down the ramp on their bellies to the very end, then donned their enhanced vision goggles. What they saw horrified them. Krys had, indeed, brought them to a gleason. The goggles showed the gleason clearly, and it showed the utter devastation it had caused among the local group of fighters. Only four remained standing, and each appeared injured. Cat-like creatures the size of dogs were attacking the invisible gleason, giving the fighting men a general idea of where it was. Swords sliced and arrows flew as they tried to find their target.
Washburn could see the gleason clearly with his enhanced vision goggles. He aimed a tight stunner beam at the gleason and squeezed the button. The gleason, completely unaware of the ship above, shuddered but continued fighting. Washburn upped the energy level and squeezed the trigger again. This time, the gleason fell, though it rose up again instantly. However, the local attackers could see it now, and they rushed toward it. Swords and axes flashed with some degree of success. All the attackers died, but the gleason was badly wounded. Jacobs finished it off with his blaster.
The ship stayed where it was while a meeting was held on the bridge. Washburn was disheartened, though not surprised, at the terrible fate of the local fighters. But he was overjoyed by two things: first, the gleason was clearly visible through the enhanced vision goggles, and second, the stunner had, indeed, wounded the gleason enough that it lost its invisibility. It was still lethal, but it could be seen with the naked eye.
“Our forces might not have the benefit of darkness at the Palace,” M’Sada observed. “Will the goggles work in daylight?”
“No, but the stunners will. It’s a huge assist for Josh. We have to get word to him.”
“Are there any survivors?” Krys asked in dismay.
Washburn and Jacobs looked at each other in surprise. “I don’t know!” Washburn answered.
“Find out,” she demanded. “We might be able to save them.”
Stven interrupted. “Uh, My Lady, that’s not our purpose here.”
“It is now,” she commanded. “You can experiment all you want on the gleasons, but we have to do more. This planet is in urgent need of our help.”
“You said there were many gleasons, My Lady,” he said softly.
“There are. Too many for us to take on alone, and more will undoubtedly come. When our business is done here, we will return to Admiral Seeton. He’ll have to send Imperial Marines. What you learn here will not only serve Colonel Dace, it will serve them. Fighting gleasons will be as terrible for them as it was for us.”
“My Lady, it’s an emerging world. I’m not sure he’ll send them.”
Her lips pressed together. “He will if commanded by a Knight. I will not let a whole world suffer from Struthers’ actions.”
A small puff escaped from Stven. “You think he sent the gleasons?”
“Who else? Those were not civilian ships. They were Empire, well . . . probably Rebel ships, and they were making a delivery. Can you argue otherwise?”
“No, My Lady. I think you’re right. After what we did to the ships here, if he sends more, they’ll come with better protection.”
“That’s Seeton’s problem, not ours.”
“We’re not in his sector, Krys.”
“They’re in the Queen’s Empire, and we will not leave these people to fend by themselves. Besides, we came here because of a vision. We have some purpose to fulfill here. I don’t know what it is.”
Stven answered. “It’s an opportunity to learn how to fight the gleasons.” He turned to Washburn. “Check for survivors, Terry, then we’ll be off to try your tactics on more gleasons.”
There was one survivor, and he was brought aboard and placed in the care of Doctor Natai. She started surgery immediately, and when she had done all she could, she placed the gravely wounded man in the tank.
Krys directed them to two more individual gleasons, and with the aid of the enhanced vision goggles, Washburn and Jacobs dispatched them. Neither gleason was in the immediate vicinity of locals at the time.
“We need to see if it will work during daylight,” Washburn announced after dispatching the second gleason.
“We cannot let the ship be seen,” Stven answered.
“Then we’ll just have to go in on the ground,” Washburn retorted. “Our purpose here is to find a way for Josh to engage them with some level of predictability.”
“It’s a job for my men, Terry,” Borg announced. “Just don’t stray too far from us with the ship.”
Borg and the other five Great Cats dropped from the ship in the vicinity of a lone gleason during full daylight. Using all their prowess, the Great Cats surrounded the gleason, but the goggles were not capable of seeing the creature in the high ambient light. Carefully aimed stunners fanned the area, and one eventually hit the gleason. As soon as it did, all stunners were brought to bear, then blasters came into play. They killed the gleason, but without Krys’ help in finding it in the first place the mission would have failed.
M’Sada went to George. “George, do you see the gleasons?”
“I see everything with life force, but I have not distinguished the gleasons from the rest of the life forces I’ve encountered.”
“Can you try harder? Is it possible they send out a signature that is subtly different from others?”
“I can try.”
“This is not just for our primary mission of supporting Colonel Dace, George. Imperial Marines are going to come here, and they won’t have Krys’ help. They need some way to find the gleasons.”
“I understand. I will try. It is not something my sensors were designed to do.”
“Maybe we need to do a little reprogramming, eh?”
“I got a good education on Shipyard. Let me see what I can do.”
During the next two weeks, numerous gleasons were found and killed, most at night but some during the daytime. Each effort helped George tweak his sensors. He finally announced that he had reasonable expectations that he could identify gleasons, but he had to be in close proximity to them. They tried it, and George was, to a large degree, successful, both during daylight and darkness.
“Can you transfer your knowledge to military ships?” Stven asked him.
“All AI’s are programmed to detect life force, Captain. I have prepared a program that will modify Admiral Seeton’s ships to look for this particular signature. I believe it will work.”
“You’ve done the Queen a great service, George.”
“She’s my Queen, too, you know,” George answered.
It was time to be away. Doctor Natai was ready to bring her patient out of the tank, but what were they to do with him when she did? Krys decided for them. “He’s going with us. Seeton’s men will have to function to some extent within this society, and he’s their key. George can start working on translator devices while we’re in transit. This man might be able to give the marines and the local populaces guidance. It will be hard on him, the shock might kill him, but he’s the only one we have.”
Tarn countered her suggestion. “Let’s stay a few more days. Let’s make sure he’s the right one. If he doesn’t work out, we can find another.”
Washburn volunteered to greet the man when he awoke, and he gave a lot of thought to how he was going to do it. In the end, he enlisted George’s help.
“This guy’s a fighter. When he wakes up, he’ll come out fighting,” he told George. “I’m going to secure him to the bed, but that’s not enough. He’ll fight the restraints and probably undo everything Doctor Natai did to repair him. I need to get into his mind. I’m thinking that if he wakes up inside the net, you and I might be able to meet him there, a place where feelings are true. Can you help?”
“I’ve never done it this way, Terry.”
“I don’t doubt that for a moment. If I put a helmet on him, can you do your thing before he’s conscious, before he’s fully aware?”
“I can try.”
“Okay. I want you to prepare an imaginary setting for us. I want him to wake up in a forest clearing at night with a fire between us. Can you do that?”
“Yes.”
“He can’t know at that point that he’s on the ship.”
“I understand. It will appear to him that he is in a clearing in the forest. It will be just you two, the forest, and the fire. Correct?”
“No. I need two other things. He needs a sword, and so do I.”
“Imaginary swords?”
“Yes, but he’s to believe they’re real. You need to help me on this: I’ve never fought with a sword. I need to counter each strike that he makes, as if I’m an expert. Can you do that?”
“Together we can.”
“I might bring other things into this if it works, like a night sky filled with stars.”
“I can do that.”
“You have one other task. I don’t know how thoughts work on the net, but we need to develop translator devices that convert his language. I can’t stay in the net with him forever.”
“I will work on that, but it takes time.”
 
* * * * *
 
Washburn waited tensely as the man on the other side of the fire stirred. Long, matted hair just beginning to gray and a beard and mustache of the same hid the man’s face from him. The man sat up, confused. The dim light of the fire created deep shadows around his eyes, and Washburn felt a sudden wave of déjà vu, as if he himself was one of his ancestors sitting around such a fire. The stranger rose to a sitting position, then suddenly a crouch, and his eyes swept the clearing. Those eyes took in Washburn sitting on the far side of the fire, but they kept moving to take in the rest of his surroundings. This man was, clearly, an instinctual survivor. In the blink of an eye, he was on his feet, his heavy sword held out before him. Washburn rose to meet him, his own sword held at the ready.
The man, his wide-spaced eyes glinting inside deep pools of shadow, sidestepped around the fire. Washburn moved with him, keeping the fire between them, but he remained silent. With this man, certain things had to happen before talking could begin.
Suddenly, the man was on him, having jumped over the fire. Washburn met him squarely, sword upon sword, using all his strength to hold that sword at bay. Though the man was no match against Washburn’s brute strength, a lifetime of living by the sword compensated fully. A foot lashed out at Washburn who parried with a twist and disengaged. He moved back, but the man stayed with him, the sword cutting a horizontal swath that Washburn barely avoided. He brought his own sword down from right to left with both hands. The man’s sword moved faster than thought and the two blades met hard. A quick riposte by Washburn met with another clash, then the man twisted his sword and nearly skewered Washburn. He dodged right, then parried with a slash that was met and countered with ease.
“Well met,” Washburn thought.
The strangers mouth lifted into a thin grin as his sword rose in both hands, then slashed down. Washburn was no longer there, having moved a pace to his left, and he moved in with his sword down to hold the strangers sword down. His foot lashed out, but the stranger lifted a leg to take the brunt of the kick on his thigh. As he did so, his sword swung up and around, slashing at Washburn’s neck from the right.
Washburn moved in close, too close for the sword to cut, and used the butt of his sword to cudgel the man. The man didn’t even blink. He just stepped back, shook his head, then came at Washburn again with an upward thrust.
Washburn stepped away, then both swords clashed as Washburn’s rose and the others’ descended. Washburn thrust the man from him and took a step back, placing the tip of his sword into the ground and leaning on it.
“Enough?”
“Who are you?” the man asked.
“The man who killed the beast.”
“You killed the demon?”
“Not a demon, just a beast.”
“You were there?”
“I was. It is dead.”
“My men?”
“All dead.”
The stranger stared hard at him, his own sword now held low. Then, he too stuck his sword into the ground and leaned on it with a sigh. “I am dead.”
“You’re not dead, but you nearly were. Look at your armor.”
The man looked down at the shredded armor on his torso, then took one hand from his sword to feel the wounds. Dangerous eyes lifted back to Washburn.
“I don’t know you.”
“Nor I you, but together we fought the beast and won.”
“Perhaps. This time.”
“There are many more of them. Together we can prevail. Your people can prevail.”
“My people? Who are you?”
“An outsider, but one who offers help. Will you talk?”
“You are a fighter.”
“We are both warriors. Join me in my fight against the beasts.”
“The demons.”
Washburn lowered his head in a nod. “To you they are demons. Work with me and I will show that they are but beasts you can kill.”
“How? We can’t even see them.”
“Do you believe in dreams?”
“Is this one?”
“In a way. Look at your armor. Your wounds were fatal, yet you live and your wounds are healing.”
The man’s hand went to his torso again. “Because we’re in a dream.”
“When the dream ends, you will still have the wounds. I have bound them up and saved you. I need a partner if I am to continue fighting the beasts.”
“You are but one man.”
“I am many men. Listen to me, and I will explain. But first, you must put down your sword. I will do the same. Do this in the name of your people.”
The man stared at him, the hard look of a warrior meeting the hard look of a warrior. After a time, he set his sword beside himself. Washburn did the same, then stepped up to him.
“I am a friend, and I speak for others when I say we will not desert you. I have many friends, and if you and I can come to an accord, we will help you defeat the beasts.”
“You know how to fight the demons?”
“I do. Sit with me and let me explain.”
Washburn moved toward the fire and sat. The stranger, still not certain, sat across from him, his sword within easy reach.
“What is your name?”
“I am Sir Galborae.”
Washburn nodded. “I am Terry Washburn.”
“I do not know you. You are not from here.”
“I am not, and that is part of my story.” Washburn looked up through the small opening in the forest to look at the stars. “What do you see up there?”
“Just the night sky.”
“And the tiny points of light?”
“Just that.”
“This is where it gets hard. Each of those tiny points of light is another sun, just like your own.”
“You speak strangely, but this is, after all, only a dream.”
“Some of those points of light, those suns, are the homes of other people, including mine. I’m from there.” The man just stared at him. “So, too, are the beasts,” Washburn added after a time.
Sir Galborae’s head nodded. “They appeared suddenly. I do not know where they came from, but they are not from here. The gods must have sent them.”
“What, you’re so terrible that you must suffer for your sins?”
“Just so.”
“Not so. They are beasts, and they are from another world. They were brought here by my enemies.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I wage battles on many fronts. This is just one of them. My battles do not concern you, but the beasts do. I am prepared to give you the tools to defeat them, but you will be sorely pressed. Will you open your mind to new ideas?”
“I serve my King. If defeating the beasts requires new ideas, I will learn new ideas.”
“I will teach you. Our presence is a danger to your world, perhaps a danger to your most fundamental beliefs, but if the beasts are to be defeated, we need your help. I call on you to open your mind, to accept new concepts. If you do, I believe your King and his people will survive this menace. Does anything else matter?”
Sir Galborae considered. “Nothing else matters for the moment. You must be a mighty warrior to command such armies.”
“I do not command. I’m just a scout. But you might command such armies one day.”
“Why do I suddenly feel like this sword is a relic?”
“Do not feel so. Keep it and wear it proudly. But you will be given different weapons to fight the beasts. Most important, you will give guidance to my people who will fight beside your own. This is all for the sake of your people and your King. If your mind is open, it is time to end the dream.”
“It is time to end the dream, and it is a time for warriors to save my people.”
“Then wake up. Know that when you do you will find yourself in a strange place. I do not know your language yet, and speaking will be difficult, but I will be there to guide you. You might feel like you are still in a dream, but the dream is ended. What you are about to see is real. Give us a chance, and you will understand.”
They stood, and the man placed his sword back in its scabbard. As they stared at each other, Terry Washburn slowly disappeared.
 
* * * * *
 
Washburn lifted the helmet from the man’s head and sat across the room in a chair waiting for him to awaken. No one else was in the room.
The man stirred, then came all the way awake. He stared at the ceiling of sick bay, then looked around him in fright at all the strange machines. Everything was strange in this all-white room. His eyes settled on Washburn.
They stared at each other, then Washburn rose and presented the man’s real sword to him. Sir Galborae rose to a sitting position, his hand going to his stomach as the pain intruded, but he pushed the pain aside. He reached out for the sword, took it, then looked around at the strange room again. His gaze rose to Washburn as he placed the sword at the foot of his bed.
He spoke, and Washburn held out his hands in the age old gesture of helplessness. Sir Galborae’s lips thinned, then he spoke more harshly.
Washburn shook his head, then pointed to himself. “Terry Washburn.” He pointed at the knight and said, “Sir Galborae.” He motioned the man to follow him, then stepped closer and offered his hand.
Sir Galborae declined the offered hand and stood, then the blood left his head. Washburn reached out and steadied him until the color returned to the man’s face. He kept his arm around the knight and led him from the room into the corridor. Sir Galborae looked around in fear as Washburn led him to a nearby room. There, a meal awaited.
They both sat in chairs beside the table. Washburn dug into his food, and Sir Galborae was not far behind, though the amount of food before him was not substantial. He finished and looked for more, but Washburn shook his head and pointed to the man’s wounds.
Sir Galborae felt stronger the next day. Washburn held a helmet out to him, then indicated he should place it over his head. When he did, Washburn lowered the visor to restrict the man’s view and donned his own helmet. They re-met in the net. It was just the two of them. They were back in the same clearing, though it was daylight this time.
“We can talk now,” Washburn said.
“I like this dream better. It doesn’t hurt as much.”
Washburn smiled. “I know. Your wounds are healing. We have a great healer here.”
“I would thank her.”
“In time. She will check on you regularly, and she might mother you a little, but that’s the way of healers. Welcome to our world, Sir Galborae.”
“A strange world if ever I saw one.”
“There is more strangeness, I promise you. Your beliefs will be sorely tested, but know that you are among friends, that we speak true, and know that our purpose includes freeing your world of the beasts.”
“The demons.”
“When you have seen what I have to show you, you will understand that they are not demons. Mortal men will vanquish them, and you will guide those men.”
“Where am I?”
“You are on a ship, a great ship. Let me show you your home as it really is.”
George enclosed them in a small room. Walls solidified around them, then he created windows.
Sir Galborae looked around with fear in his eyes. “This is truly a dream.”
“It seems like one, but it is not. One of my crewmembers is creating what you see. It is only like this when you wear the helmet. Understand?”
“No.”
“Will you trust me? This is part of your training to defeat the beasts. We are soon going to fly like a bird, but you will not fall and you cannot be hurt by the experience . . . unless it drives you crazy.”
Sir Galborae smiled a grim smile. “I am crazy. If this is what it takes to kill the demons, get on with it.”
George lifted them slowly until they were just above the trees. Sir Galborae’s hands tightened on his seat and his body went rigid, but he forced himself to look out the windows.
Washburn waited a long time, but Sir Galborae eventually got used to the sensation.
“Amazing,” he grumbled.
“It gets more amazing. We’re going higher, then we will visit your home.”
George took them higher, not very high, but there was no question that they were flying like a bird as the ground receded. Then the room moved ahead and trees, lakes, and hills sped by. In no time at all, they approached a fortress. George descended and stopped before the main gates, then hovered slowly across the town.
“It’s my town,” Sir Galborae stated in awe. “I recognize the people. Why do they not see us?”
“We’re in a dream, remember?”
Sir Galborae nodded. “So it is not real.”
“Actually, this was once real. It is not real now. We’re leaving your town and going higher, much higher. It might be difficult for you, but you must understand the nature of your home before you can understand my place here. Are you ready?”
Sir Galborae nodded grimly, his hands tight about his seat again. George was in no hurry. The room gently rose, and the town remained in view out the window. After a time, the town was just a scar on the surface, so small had it become. Roads and fields became harder and harder to make out as the room rose. Mountains, high mountains came into view, then the shore of an ocean.
“Do you know where you are?” Washburn asked.
“I have been to the great mountains but not beyond. I have heard of the great ocean.”
“This is your world, Sir Galborae, but there is more to it.”
The room moved ahead, and the great ocean came under them. Land disappeared behind them, and it seemed like an eternity before more land appeared before them. They crossed that land for a long time.
“Does it go forever?” Sir Galborae asked in awe.
“No, it does not, but it has no end. I will show you what I mean.”
The room rose higher, then higher until a definite curve could be seen. It continued higher, then suddenly the true shape of the planet became known to Sir Galborae. He stared in utter amazement, but Washburn could see that he understood.
“This is your world, my friend. We are in the sky we looked at last night, the place with all the tiny lights that we call stars.”
Sir Galborae rose from his chair to stare down at his world, then he lifted his eyes up to look at his sun. He stared for a while, then moved to the other side of the room and looked out on the stars. He nodded his head and said, “Those are other worlds.”
“Your world is just one among many. I come from one of those other worlds.”
“In a great ship. You travel to all those worlds?”
“No. There are too many, but I have been to quite a few. Is this lesson enough for one day?”
“The demons do not wait. People are dying. Are the demons everywhere on my world?”
“They are. More will come, but together we will stop them. Tell me, how have you fought the beasts if you cannot see them?”
“Poorly. At great cost. Our melds help.”
“Those were the creatures we saw attacking the beast when you were injured?”
Sir Galborae shrugged. “They cannot see the demons, but they can sense them. They guide us.”
“How do they guide you?”
“We know their thoughts.”
“You read their minds?”
“We know their thoughts. Actually, we each know the thoughts of just one. They bond to one of us when they are born, and they partner with us for as long as they live. Mine is a she-meld.”
“You’re telling me that you know the thoughts of one particular meld?”
“I do. Only one. Her name is Limam.”
Washburn stood in amazement and joined Sir Galborae at the window. “Are you in touch with her right now?”
“I am. She is wounded, but she returned to the town.”
“She knows you’re alive?”
“She does.”
“Does she have hands? Can she hold a weapon?”
“No, but she is not defenseless. She can be vicious when necessary.”
“We’re going on a long journey. Can she be separated from you?”
“No. She will not survive a long separation.”
“Hmm. That presents a problem, but I would definitely like to meet her and learn more about her. I think your lesson is over for now. I must meet with my associates.”
“Can they join us in our dream? I would like to know what is said.”
“They could, but I don’t think you’re ready for them, my friend. Remember, we come from many different worlds, and not all members of our society look like us. We have some very strange creatures on this ship.”
Sir Galborae took a deep breath. “If meeting them will speed this process, I will meet them.”
“You will, but not yet. It’s too soon, and it’s not necessary yet. When you do meet them, it will be here in the dream. You will know their thoughts, so it will not be so frightening. For now, we’re going to leave the dream. We’ll be back in your room, and we can remove the helmets. I have to leave you, but I will return. It would be best if you stay in your room.”
“Why not lock the door?”
“You’re a guest here, my friend. There are no doors locked to you. I just don’t want you frightened by my crew. You will meet all of them in good time, I promise.”
 
* * * * *
 
M’Sada brought Resolve to a hover beside a lake two miles outside of town. Washburn and Sir Galborae walked down the ramp, and Sir Galborae got his first look at the ship. The immense burnished disc hovered motionless a few inches above the ground.
George had not completed his first translators yet, so the two of them could not converse outside the net, but Washburn was pretty sure he knew what was going through Sir Galborae’s mind. He definitely knew what would have been going through his own mind in a similar situation.
They stopped a hundred meters from the ship and waited. The wait was not long. A woman on a horse appeared from over a rise, and running beside the horse was a meld, likely Miman. Sir Galborae greeted the meld first. Standing as high as his waist, light brown fur speckled with dark spots covered the cat-like creature. Large brown eyes stared into Sir Galborae’s eyes, then a tongue came out to lick his face. He brushed the fur on her head, and her eyes closed in pleasure.
The woman climbed down from the horse, and she and her husband embraced. They walked away for privacy and talked at great length. She examined the wounds of her husband and turned to Washburn, looking long at him. She was the village healer, and he suspected she fully comprehended the extent of those injuries. More important, she likely appreciated the extent of repairs done to her husband.
Sir Galborae brought her to Washburn and introduced her as Milae. She stared up into Washburn’s eyes, then said something in her own language.
He smiled. “You’re welcome, Milae.”
She stared longer into his eyes, then wrapped her arms around him in a hug. He returned the hug, then stepped away with a tight smile. Now came the hard part. She could not go with them - the village needed their healer more now than ever. Gleasons had been cleansed from the local area, but they would surely return while Resolve was gone. She curtsied, then she and Sir Galborae went to her horse.
When she mounted, she turned the horse away and did not look back. Sir Galborae watched her leave until she was out of sight, then the three of them turned back to the ship and walked up the ramp. Limam’s nose tested all the new smells. Her hackles rose and she seemed uncertain until Sir Galborae placed his hand on her neck. She calmed instantly, though Washburn could tell she remained alert.
Resolve lifted and departed at low altitude for a few miles, then angled up and headed for space. Aldebaran I would be the next stop.
 
* * * * *
 
Limam grew more and more agitated in her strange surroundings. George finally produced his first version of a translator device, allowing Washburn and Sir Galborae to truly converse outside the net for the first time.
“She smells the others,” Sir Galborae said. “It’s time we met them.”
Washburn knelt down in front of Limam and ruffled the fur around her neck. “You’re right. We’re going to challenge both of you. I wish there was another way, but there’s not. I had hoped to do this in dreams, but I don’t think that will work for Limam.”
He spoke into the room. “George, ask Doctor Natai to come in please.”
George knew better than to respond.
“You’re going to meet the healer,” Washburn said.
“She’s a priestess?”
“No. Definitely not. You’ll meet another later who might fit that description, but our healer is not a priestess. As I’m sure you appreciate, she’s very good at what she does.”
Doctor Natai appeared in the door, the first new person of the crew Sir Galborae had met. She took one step into the room and stopped, giving him time to adjust.
He stood up and stared at her, then bowed, wincing only a little. “Thank you,” he said, peering deeply into her eyes.
Her cheeks dimpled. “Those are the best words a healer ever hears. You are welcome, and welcome to our home.”
Sir Galborae sensed no threat, and through him Limam sensed no threat. “My wife told me to thank you when I met you. She would like to meet you and perhaps learn from you.”
Natai nodded. “All things are possible, or at least we like to think they are. Right now, you are our focus. I’m the easy one to meet. Some of the others will require as much fortitude from you as you needed when we showed you your world. Are you up to it?”
“I’m up to whatever it takes to free my world from the demons. Get on with it.”
Doctor Natai nodded. “It’s best for you to meet them in a dream. You’ll know their emotions, know they mean you no harm.”
“No dreams,” Sir Galborae said firmly. “If they are warriors as you say, I will meet them man to man.”
Natai exchanged glances with Washburn who’s forehead had suddenly creased in worry. “It might work for you, but Limam is a problem,” he said. “Some of our warriors resemble ferocious beasts, and to their enemies they are ferocious.”
“Then I will meet them first, without Limam by my side. She will sense any uneasiness on my part, but I will gentle her.”
 
* * * * *
 
The crew gathered in the lounge. Tables were pushed to the side to create a large open space. When Sir Galborae entered, flanked by Washburn and Dr. Natai, he instantly understood that no amount of preparation would have helped prepare him. On the right side of the room, five Great Cats sat or lay on the floor. The sixth, Borg, prowled the room, his gaze locked on Sir Galborae.
Stven stood next to the Great Cats, his head brushing the ceiling on his long neck, his purple scales flashing in the light as he moved.
Eight Terran Protectors stood to Stven’s right side, and beside them stood Gordi’i and Kali’i, the gunners with four arms.
Tarn and Krys stood in the front center with M’Sada laying on the floor in front of them. The only absent crewmembers were Tom O’Brien on the bridge and Gortlan in the engineering area.
The Great Cats, Stven, and M’Sada were by far the hardest for Sir Galborae to accept. Borg gave him a minute to collect his wits, then sauntered over to him.
“I greet you as one warrior to another,” he said. “Welcome to our home. I am called Borg.”
Sir Galborae had no idea what the proper form of greeting should be. He looked to Washburn for guidance.
“He and his brothers are known as Great Cats. They are possibly the most lethal warriors ever, but their purpose is to protect. They have killed a number of beasts on your world.”
“You can defeat the demons?” Sir Galborae asked. “You are lethal indeed.” He bowed, but only a little, as yet unwilling to place himself in an indefensible position before this creature. “I would ask that you kill more of them.”
Borg nodded his great head. “We will, but not today or tomorrow. We are far from your home now. When you return, it will be with a great army. With their help your people will defeat the beasts.”
Sir Galborae acknowledged his words, but his eyes strayed to the great dragon. He couldn’t help staring at the creature.
Borg couldn’t help noticing. When he held out a hand to introduce Stven, Sir Galborae noticed the Great Cat’s hands for the first time. He sucked in a breath. “You truly are not a beast.”
Borg’s lips lifted in a smile, and Sir Galborae took an unconscious step backwards. “But I can be beastly when I choose,” he said. “Come, meet my captain.”
He led Sir Galborae closer to the group, but Sir Galborae stopped short when Stven’s head swung down to his own level, those purple eyes focused fully on him.
“I introduce Captain Stven,” Borg growled. “Despite his looks, he is probably smarter than all of us. He comes from one of the most ancient people in the galaxy, and he is our captain.”
Stven stepped forward, and Sir Galborae held his ground. “Welcome aboard, Sir Galborae,” Stven said. “I regret the presence of beasts on your world. We will help you defeat them. It will be a long fight, and after that, it gets more difficult.”
“How so?” Sir Galborae demanded.
“Your people do not even comprehend the fullness of their own world, and now they have to deal with us, strangers from the stars. Our presence will change them, just as it has changed you. We will do what we can to limit that change, but the damage cannot be reversed.”
“Just kill the demons. We’ll deal with the rest later.”
Stven nodded. “We will kill the demons. More important, we will teach you and your people how to kill them.” He swung his head toward M’Sada. “May I introduce our pilot? He is a great warrior. In fact it was he who taught us how to kill the demons.”
M’Sada stood to his full height, which wasn’t very high, his multifaceted eyes reflecting the lights and his upper hands busily preening his whiskers. “Greetings, Sir Galborae,” he said, “and welcome aboard this great ship. You have no need to fear me - humans are not my preferred food.”
“You speak, and you have hands?”
“I do, ten of them, the better for fighting, eh?” He clicked his mandibles together, his way of laughing. “As strange as I might seem to you, and I am not offended in the least, there are others among the stars who are even stranger than me. We’ll do our best to limit your exposure. You’ve seen enough already. We know it’s not easy for you.”
“It’s . . . confusing. I’m not often confused.”
“I believe you. Your adjustment to us is going much better than we thought it would. Be proud of yourself, sir. May I introduce our leaders?” He pointed to Krys and Tarn. “Meet Lady Krys and Sir Tarn, Knights of the Realm. They are truly great ones among our people.”
Sir Galborae turned and bowed, this time more deeply. “It must have been your decision to stay and help us. You have my thanks.”
Krys spoke. “Among our people, such a decision is not really a choice. We regret the need for our presence, but we will never abandon you. That’s our way. We are taking you to another world where you will meet more warriors. There, you will train with them to kill the beasts. When you are ready, you will lead them back to your world. It will be a long, hard fight against the beasts.”
“I will do my part.”
She cocked her head to the side. “And what exactly will your part be? You are a warrior, but what your people really need is someone to explain us to them, someone to lead them through the changes that will occur. Are you that person?”
“Before you came, my kingdom was the only world I knew. I have seen with my own eyes that there are many kingdoms. They do not know me, and I do not know them.”
“But you will know how to kill the beasts. They will listen to you.”
“On killing beasts, yes. On anything else, maybe. We will fight that battle after we have dealt with the beasts.”
She nodded. “Very well. We have prepared a meal. Will you join us?”
“Not yet. Limam must meet each of you. I think one at a time will be best.”
The process for Limam was much more difficult. Had Sir Galborae not been there to calm her, it might not have worked at all. As it was, she was never seen away from Sir Galborae’s side during the rest of the voyage.
 
* * * * *
 
Admiral Seeton came aboard as soon as they landed. He, Krys, Tarn, and Stven secluded themselves in a lengthy meeting, then Washburn and Sir Galborae were summoned. Washburn handed Seeton a translator which he pinned to his ear.
Seeton faced the man from an emerging world. “It is my honor to meet you, Sir Galborae. I wish it was under better circumstances.”
Sir Galborae bowed. “I am told you are a great leader who will send warriors to fight the demons.”
“I will.” He turned to Washburn. “Korban’s going to help. He has a personal interest in the gleasons.”
“I thought he was going to blockade their world?”
“So did I, but we left him with a very limited supply of ships. I’ll see to the blockade myself until his forces are restored. That should stop any more deliveries.” He turned back to Sir Galborae. “There is concern about how we are going to do this without destroying your society.”
“Sir, just kill the demons.”
“We will, though they are fearsome creatures and the fighting will be ugly. That is not my principal concern. We will, in the process of dealing with the gleasons, have to show ourselves. What will happen to your people when they learn of our existence? Surely they will be frightened, perhaps more frightened of us than of the gleasons. They are not accustomed to seeing ships float through the air. Their beliefs will be sorely tested.”
“Then test them. My advice to you, sir, is to kill the demons, then worry about the consequences to my people. Terry Washburn explained your concerns to me, and I understand why you call us emerging. When the killing is done, you might decide to leave and that might be for the best, but I hope you do not. We’ll adjust. We’re quite hardy.”
“The reason we remain clear of emerging worlds is that we want those worlds to develop as they themselves choose, not the way we choose. Knowledge of our existence will change who and what you become. Worse, seeing our technology might lead your people to believe they are inferior, which is not the case. In time, most emerging worlds develop the ability to travel in space on their own, and they approach us with some level of equality. Your people probably would have, given enough time, but when we show ourselves to you now, that development will be denied them. Your people will believe they are inferior.”
“Does a child feel inferior as it is taught the ways of the world?”
Seeton stared back at him, then shook his head. “Your argument is sound, but our policies are there for good reason. Many of them have been learned the hard way.”
“And if you don’t come, what then? My people will die. If they survive at all, there will certainly be no advancement. We did not ask for the demons, and I hope you feel some responsibility for helping us kill them. Whatever develops later will develop. My people deserve to survive. That’s the only issue for the moment.”
Seeton nodded. “Very well. I’ll send warriors, but I’m also going to send diplomats that will discuss these very issues with your kings and knights and town councils. I hope we can make it work. The gleasons are a great tragedy for your world. We will do our best not to worsen the situation. Agreed?”
“Agreed, sir.”
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Chapter 16
 
Akurea Skvechavka’a, wearing a white cloak with the hood pulled up to hide her features, rode up from the surface of Rebak in a company shuttle. Governor Korban, Admiral Dgoffs, two Great Cats, and two Terran Protectors accompanied her. The station director and an associate, a female Llaska, met them as they disembarked from the shuttle.
The Terran Protectors, dressed in standard business attire, exited the shuttle and stepped to the side. The Great Cats came next, followed by Akurea. She, too, stepped to the side, allowing Admiral Dgoffs to step out.
“Director Kim, it’s good to see you again,” Dgoffs said with his hand outstretched. The two of them shook, and without pause Dgoffs turned back to the hatch, his hand inviting the next passenger to join them. “May I introduce Governor Korban?” he asked. “Governor, meet Director Kim, Chief Executive Officer of this rather amazing enterprise.”
Director Kim bowed slightly to Korban. “We have met, though it was long ago. I’m sure you don’t recall. You were a fleet commander, and I was just a senior executive. Welcome, sir, and congratulations on your new position. To what do I owe the honor?”
Korban reached out a hand, shook, and turned Director Kim toward the long corridor before them. “Actually, I do remember our meeting. May we have few words in private?”
Kim nodded and led the way. Akurea and the Protectors followed, ignored by Director Kim but not by the Llaska. Some seven and one-half feet tall, the lithe Llaska female wore a skin-tight body suit that matched her ebony skin. A loose-fitting, silky black cape provided little camouflage for several weapon belted to her waist. Bright yellow corneas gave the impression of glowing eyes, eyes which appraised Akurea and her Protectors. The Protectors returned the appraisal without hesitation, though Akurea sensed unease from the two Terrans. The Great Cats remained as unperturbed as always.
Akurea stared about in unabashed wonder, just as she had during their approach aboard the shuttle. The station was formed by a hundred prickly arms protruding in all directions from a central hub. She’d overheard her Terran Protectors calling it a black sea urchin, whatever that was. Each arm was a half-mile long corridor ending in a bulbous enclosure.
So far the insides of the station, in stark contrast to the comfortable, padded corridors of a ship, struck her as utilitarian, utterly immaculate, even sterile. The floor, walls, and ceiling of the long corridor before her reflected like mirrors.
Before taking a dozen paces, the Llaska stopped them with an upraised hand. “I should introduce myself. I am Stor Kinash, chief of security. Do you wonder why the corridor is so long?”
The senior Terran Protector, Captain James Harriman, answered, his Australian accent still continuing to muddy his Galactic High Standard pronunciation. “Lots of room for sensors - and maybe a few other things.”
She nodded. “Just so. Our security procedures are mandated by Imperial decree. Reliability of the products we manufacture must be ensured, and we take our responsibilities seriously. I’ll have to collect your weapons.”
Akurea intervened, tossing her hood back so the Llaska could see her face. “I’m sorry, but in this particular case you will have to make an exception, Ms. Kinash. Perhaps you’d like to discuss it with Director Kim?”
Kinash turned and called to the director. He and the two Empire officers turned around, though all gave the impression she had interrupted important conversation.
“We have a security breach, sir.”
Director Kim scowled and addressed Korban. “I can’t say I’m surprised, Governor. Is this necessary?”
“Yes, I’m afraid it is. We’re in the middle of a war, and my name is high on a certain very unpleasant list.”
Kim looked up and down the corridor thoughtfully before replying. “And walls have ears.” He studied the four Protectors, then addressed Kinash. “Do you share my feeling that they would be armed even if we took their weapons?” He focused on Akurea. “And you? What is your purpose here?”
“As you say, Director, walls have ears.”
Kim waved an arm in surrender. “Very well. Let them in, Stor.”
“Sir . . .”
“I know, but sector governors are not our average guest, and in his shoes I would not travel without security either. Let them in.”
Kinash nodded, her lips compressed, and both groups continued down the corridor. A moment later she turned back to Akurea. “We’ve identified a veritable arsenal on you and your companions, but there is something in your pocket that we cannot identify.”
“Your methods are thorough. Have you no decency?” she demanded.
“None when it comes to this corridor. You signed a release before boarding the shuttle, Ma’am.”
“Your purpose here is to enforce Imperial decrees. So, too, is mine. The contents of my pockets will remain private.” She changed the subject. “Tell me, why do you concern yourself with Imperial decrees? The Empire is dead.”
Thin eyebrows over bright amber eyes drew together. “Tell me, Commander, have you ever questioned the reliability of the power plants in the ships you fly?”
“No.”
“Nor will you . . . ever. The quality of our products has never been less than perfect. Those standards were established by Imperial decree centuries ago, and we have proudly held to them. We have not, and we will not, abrogate that trust.”
“So we’re wasting our time here?”
Kinash continued down the corridor toward the doors at the far end. “I do not know your purpose, but considering in whose company you travel, I cannot believe your purpose here is wasted. We hear the rumors, you know.”
“What rumors?”
“That we have a Queen.”
“What if I told you it was just a rumor started by the governor to keep the peace?”
“I support keeping the peace, but I would be . . . disappointed. Please tell me you are not here to dash our hopes.”
“You are not alone in your beliefs?”
“I am not. The outcomes of Admiral Dgoffs’ battle for our district and Governor Korban’s battle for Orion Sector restored hope for many. Aboard this station, I would say it restored hope for most of us.”
“Words are easy.”
“But battles are not. Both of them took stands, and their presence here honors us. The complexity of my job has tripled since the coup - the director makes no secret of his expectations for the future. Everyone new here is thoroughly vetted. We are not going to let ourselves become infected with Rebel ideals.”
“You speak of honor, but you’re just a private enterprise. What do you care who governs? In fact, Struthers might be more supportive of private enterprise than was the old Queen.”
Kinash lowered her voice. “The old Empire never condoned murder to achieve its ends.”
“There is no proof that Struthers did any such thing.”
Kinash leaned toward her, those bright yellow eyes daring her to disagree. “You’re not that naive.”
“I didn’t say he was innocent. I just said there’s no proof.”
“Believe what you will. I’ll be interested to hear what Governor Korban has to say today.”
“I think it will be for the director’s ears only,” she replied.
“That’s okay. Things filter down eventually. I can be patient when I have to be.”
“Patient, and I suspect, thorough. You intrigue me,” Akurea said, a smile suddenly lighting her face. “May I call you Stor?”
 
* * * * *
 
When they reached the far end of the corridor, doors irised back into the walls and they entered administrative work areas. Here, softer, natural colors replaced the stark environs of the corridor. Sterility was not the first impression, though a feeling of absolute cleanliness still prevailed. Some 50 people, most dressed in conservative business attire, worked at various tasks. Director Kim led the delegation around the circumference of the workspaces toward a conference room off to the side and held the door open for them.
Akurea entered the room and stopped, staring at the far wall. She couldn’t tell if the whole wall was a window or a screen, but space intruded right into the room. A bright white and blue planet held center stage toward the floor, partly obscured by one of the massive spikes extending from the station. Off to the right side and above her, a sun burned brightly, outlined by myriads of stars shining like diamonds between the spikes. Off to her right, the stark crescent of a moon floated in the void. The other two moons were not in view.
She followed Korban and Dgoffs to the wall, all of them enthralled. Director Kim let them look, clearly sharing their enjoyment.
He joined them. “I have never tired of this view,” he said. “It is a constant reminder of what we do here. Most of us claim roots from the planet below and it is them we serve, but we serve interstellar trade as well.”
Korban picked right up on his meaing. “Serve. An interesting choice of words.”
“Indeed. Who serves whom?” He turned and waved them to the table. He sat at the head of the table, and Korban and Dgoffs sat to each side of him, but everyone else remained standing, positioning themselves around the perimeter of the room.
“Let me conclude our conversation from the corridor,” Kim said to Korban. “The Empire exists to serve us, its member worlds and businesses. I am not so certain that Struthers hasn’t turned the tables. From the tone of his decrees, I feel like we’re now serving him.” He changed the subject, looking across the room to Stor Kinash. “Feeling a little outnumbered, are you?”
The Llaska’s lips thinned, and though she did not speak, Akurea sensed the thoughts flowing between the two: likely the fact that two Great Cats and two human soldiers were overkill for a protection detail. They had no way of knowing that the detail’s purpose was only to set expectations. If things progressed the way Akurea hoped they would, the Queen would make a personal appearance tomorrow, in which case the protection detail would not be overkill, it would be insufficient.
Director Kim added to the Llaska’s concerns. “Governor Korban tells me that his security will remain in place during our meeting, but fair is fair - you will remain here as well. I have assured him that this room is secure, and that whatever transpires here will not pass these doors.”
“The room is free of listening or recording devices, sir. You have my agreement concerning confidentiality,” Kinash said.
“He also informed me that the security is not for himself.”
Kinash’s glowing eyes moved to Admiral Dgoffs, but Dgoffs just shrugged. “I’m a warrior. I am security.”
Kinash looked confused, then her eyes turned slowly to her right, toward Akurea. Their gazes met, but neither of them spoke.
Akurea broke the standoff and stepped up to the table, but she remained standing. She addressed Director Kim. “We are here on Imperial business.”
He stood to face her. “So I am informed. That being the case, your first requirement will be to ascertain my loyalty to the Crown. I will tell you that I stand against Struthers, that his actions undermine the very fabric of my own personal values, but words are easy. How can I convince?”
“I have a request to make, a request that, according to what I have learned from Ms. Kinash, conflicts with certain fundamental standards to which this station has held since its inception.”
Director Kim paled. “The number of such standards is limited. I might have to refuse.”
“Will you refuse your Queen?”
He seemed to sag. Then, with a startled look, he straightened back up. “Are you her?”
Akurea shook her head. “I am not.”
Their gazes remained locked. “I will not refuse an order from the Queen provided I am assured of its validity. I do, however, demand explanation. I will not blindly follow anyone’s orders. I am told that we have a Queen, but does she hold to the old beliefs, to the old standards?”
“Can she not?” Akurea demanded in return. “She is a Chosen, and she is true. As important, until she is no longer chosen by the Empire and its citizens, she rules not only at their bequest but at their insistence. She will not let her people down. She is your Queen, Director, and she has need of your services.”
“And you carry her message?”
“I do more than that, sir. I speak in her name.”
She heard a sharp intake of breath from Ms. Kinash. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a Knight’s Pin, though her gaze remained locked on Director Kim. She reached her arm back toward Kinash, saying, “This is the item your sensors could not identify.”
Golden eyes studied the Pin, but Stor did not touch it. She stepped around the table to Director Kim’s side. Akurea leaned across the table and placed the Pin in Kim’s hand.
His eyes shone as he stared down at what lay in his hand. “I have never actually held one of these,” he said softly. “If this is real, we do, indeed, have a Queen. Will you do the honors, My Lady?”
Akurea leaned across the table again and passed her hand over the Pin. It sprang open instantly, emitting a holographic image of the Empire’s new Queen. Director Kim and Stor went to a knee with their heads bowed.
“Stand, both of you,” Akurea demanded. “There will be no more of that - we’re at war, and I hope we are on the same team. May the Queen count you among her supporters?”
They stood, and Stor Kinash stepped back around the table, resuming her old post, but she no longer kept her eyes on the Protectors. Those glowing eyes stared in wonder at the Knight in their midst.
Akurea, without giving many specifics, briefed Director Kim. He already knew in general terms what was happening within the Empire, but this was his first introduction to the scree. Equally important, it was his first time to see the connection between the Rebels and the Chessori. When she told him about her own abandoned effort to upgrade Chessori ships and the reason her project had been abandoned, he abruptly stood up.
His hands turned into fists as rage contorted his features. “He’s using us! He knew we wouldn’t support him, so he never gave us the truth.”
“What do you mean?” Governor Korban asked.
“I’m fairly certain Struthers knows I am not among his supporters. This proves it.”
“I meant what truth did he not give you?”
“I received a directive from him several months ago. Included with that directive were sets of new plans and six Chessori engineers to monitor our procedures. The changes are not substantial, mostly in the input and output connections, so I gave the plans and the Chessori little thought. Now, his intention is clear. These Chessori need bigger power plants, and our first shipments have already left.”
“Have other stations received the same plans?” Akurea asked.
“I have no way of knowing, My Lady.”
She looked to Governor Korban and received a nod. Dgoffs, too, nodded. Both of them believed it appropriate to move to the next stage of her plan. Akurea stepped to the wall screen and enjoyed the view, but only for a moment. She turned back to Director Kim, saying, “There is one other crucial piece of information I’m going to share with you. We have strong reason to believe that the Chessori will, in time, overthrow their Rebel partners and take over our Empire. The Rebels will be powerless to oppose them. If the Chessori plan succeeds, all of us will be slaves to this mind weapon of theirs.”
Director Kim’s back straightened, though his gaze wandered as he considered the ramifications of her words. Was the future hopeless?
Though it was not her place to speak, Stor Kinash spoke her mind anyway. “Sir, the logic is sound. We cannot contribute to such an outcome.”
Akurea did not want to leave them without hope. “The Queen’s forces have found a means to counter the Chessori mind weapon, but the Rebels have not. We will defeat the Chessori. In the process, we will defeat the Rebels, but we need time. We need your help.”
Director Kim nodded, his lips in a tight smile. “We are not like Struthers. For us, the end must justify the means, and the means must conform to our values, our principles. We cannot operate otherwise.”
“I will never ask you to abrogate your values, Director. I speak in the Queen’s name when I say this. I might ask you to refine your underlying assumptions, but that will come tomorrow. I will present my plan then, and as the experts, you will be invited to propose revisions to that plan. I need you to brief a senior drive scientist or engineer for whose loyalty you vouch, and I will need the services of a senior buyer from your purchasing department. I’ll explain my plan then. Shall we adjourn until tomorrow?”
 
* * * * *
 
Akurea’s delegation arrived the following day, though its number had been increased by one. For the long walk down the corridor, Ellie wore a white hooded cape, just as Akurea did. Stor Kinash greeted the delegation, and though she noticed the addition, she did not question the motives of a Knight. She led them to the same meeting room, and Ellie stepped over to the wall display with her back to the room.
Director Kim, too, noticed the addition, but his focus was the Knight. “My Lady, let me introduce Doctor Petsrik, my chief scientist, and Mr. Phusk from my purchasing department. Both meet your requirements.”
When she heard the name Dr. Petsrik, Ellie turned around, though the hood still hid her features. Petsrik and Phusk went to a knee before the Knight, but Akurea bade them to rise.
Dr. Petsrik sprang to his feet despite the tell-tale white, thinning hair of advancing age. “An honor to meet you,” he said, an easy smile and bright, intelligent eyes welcoming her. Phusk wobbled to his feet, his considerable girth not well-suited to springing. A light sheen of sweat covered his balding head.
“What you are about to hear is, and will remain, an Imperial Secret,” Akurea told them. “Your participation, should Struthers hear of it, could lead to your deaths, though we will do our best to protect you. If you prefer to back out, now is the time.”
Firm headshakes answered her, though Mr. Phusk’s lips trembled, betraying his uncertainty. “Very well,” she said. “Please be seated.”
Stor remained standing along the back wall with the Protectors. Despite the presence of the two Great Cats, she never let the second cloaked woman leave her field of view. Ellie turned her back on the group again and stepped back to the wall screen. Though she had spent uncounted hours in the net aboard Resolve during her escape from Earth, she still reveled in the feeling of being in space, and this view brought her as close to that feeling as any she had seen outside the net.
Akurea remained standing, as well. She stood along the side of the table opposite Ellie. “My task has a narrow focus: to prevent the Chessori from obtaining advanced Empire propulsion systems. I have some suggestions as to how we proceed, but you are the experts. I welcome your suggestions and improvements to my plan.
“First and foremost,” she emphasized, “our efforts relate only to the Chessori. The Queen will not permit civil war, and every Rebel ship we engage is offered the chance to surrender. Not so, the Chessori. Against them we wage all-out war.”
She leaned over the table and directed her gaze to Doctor Petsrik. “I have in my possession a piece of software that, when inserted into the power bottle architecture, will cause the bottle to fail catastrophically after a period of time. I want you to ascertain that the software will function as intended and that it will remain undetectable during tests run at overhaul facilities. If it meets these requirements, I want it inserted into all power bottles destined for Chessori ships.”
Doctor Petsrik shoved himself back from the table and stood. He stared at Akurea, then turned his back on her and stepped away, deep in thought.
Director Kim’s gaze moved from her to Governor Korban and Admiral Dgoffs, his eyes just slits. “You both knew the details of this plan, and you still brought her to me?”
“You’re our best prospect, Makai’i,” Dgoffs said. “Because of our long friendship, I hope you will at least hear us out.”
“How can I? It is against our most fundamental principles. Always, every bottle that leaves this facility is perfect. It is our promise to every spacer.”
“I know, and it is a promise we rely on. The Chessori not only have not earned your trust, they don’t deserve such trust. I have seen them in action and they are ruthless. They are my enemy, and they are your enemy.”
“So you bow to expediency. The end justifies the means.”
“No, I do not bow to expediency. We fight for our very survival, my friend. Forget the Rebels for the moment. We’re dealing with them, and we’re going to win. This isn’t about internal Empire business, it’s about an external threat. Did you know the Chessori invited the Empire to a formal treaty signing just before the coup?”
“No, I did not.”
“Daughter led two heavy squadrons, some 5,000 people, to meet with them. Only four individuals returned from that mission. I’m talking about cold-blooded murder. The Chessori showed no remorse and they offered no quarter. The horrors of your childhood, the stories about terrible invaders entering the Empire - they have come. They’re here right now in the form of the Chessori.”
“So go ahead. Fight them.”
“We are, and we’re winning, but it’s not a sure thing. The forces we mount against them are exceedingly limited in number. Because of the scree, the Chessori never developed strong weapons and shields. Their power plants are insufficient to power the stronger weapons and shields that Struthers offered them. If their ships get upgraded, it could turn the tide of our efforts. We could lose.”
The two stared at each other for a long time. Eventually, Director Kim asked, “There’s more. What is it you’re not telling me?”
“There’s lots I’m not telling you. The Queen fights on many fronts, and even I don’t know everything. But I promise you that this project is high on her list of needs. She needs you, Makai’i. Will you stand with her?”
“I’m just one facility. There are hundreds of others.”
“But only seven that make the large bottles needed for these ships. These six other facilities are Lady Akurea’s problem, not yours, though we’re hoping you can guide her. Stand with us, old friend.”
Director Kim leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed. He let out a long breath, then said, “You ask too much. You ask me to betray thousands of years of tradition.”
“I do ask too much. I know it. Among our forces, we have a rallying cry. It is this: We give everything that we are to this war effort. We do it for our children and for our children’s children. Without that commitment, without your commitment, our children will not have a future.”
“I will so swear,” came from the side of the room. Stor Kinash was on one knee before Akurea with her head bowed.
Akurea reached out and lifted her chin, now on the same level as her own since the Llaska was on one knee. “I, too, have so sworn. I welcome you in the Queen’s name,” she said.
From the other side of the room came a new, commanding voice. “I, too, have so sworn.” All eyes went to the woman standing before the wall screens. She pushed the hood back from her head, staring at Doctor Petsrik as she did so, then she walked around the table to Stor. She pulled Stor to her feet and reached a hand up to caress her face. “You have chosen well, my dear.”
“Who are you?” Stor asked in amazement.
“I am one of the four who made it back from the treaty mission to the Chessori. I have fought the Chessori, and I ask no more of you than I ask of myself. Prior to the coup, I was known as Daughter. Now, I am the Last of the Chosen. I am your Queen.”
If ever a room could be said to be filled with silence, this was that room. Protectors kept their hands near their weapons, but just near them, not on them. Stor started to sink to the floor, but Ellie held her up.
“With your vow, you have joined the ranks of my warriors,” she said to Stor. “They do not bow before me, they stand with me. Until I defeat the Rebels and expel the Chessori from my Empire, I, too, am a warrior. My people demand all that I am, and I freely give it.”
She turned to Doctor Petsrik, keeping a hand on Stor’s shoulder. “It’s good to see you again, old friend. Surely you will stand with me.”
Petsrik went to one knee with his head bowed, but he did not stay that way. He stood up with hints of a smile tweaking the corners of his mouth. “Rrestriss was many years ago. We had so many hours of wonderful debate, you and I. I loved you then, and I love you still, My Lady. More important, I know your mind. You are true, and I will follow you anywhere. Of course I stand with you.”
Petsrik turned to Director Kim. “Stand with us, sir. No . . . on second thought, stand with her. Disagree with her, debate her, but in the end, stand with her. In her heart she represents everything that we are. She shares in the Empire’s demand for perfection from this station, and she knows our pride. But she knows, too, the cost of failure. Our pride, our little standards, pale in significance to the loss of the Empire.”
Ellie added to his words. “I do not ask for a lowering of standards, Director Kim. Rather, I ask for even higher standards, standards so high that no one will ever suspect. Make our deception perfect, so perfect that Struthers and the Chessori will never know. Help us to restore the Empire that was.”
He went to a knee before her. “You ask that we give all that we are, Your Majesty.”
“I do,” she responded.
“You are my Queen. I stand with you.”
“I will not forget your choice. Rise and stand by my side.” She turned to the one everyone had forgotten, Mr. Phusk. “You, sir, where do you stand?”
“This is all out of my league, Your Majesty.”
A smile lit her face. “Well said, Mr. Phusk. If you are who I hope you are, we will prove you wrong. You will be tasked with responsibilities as great as anyone’s in this room, and I include myself here. There is little direct impact I can make on our war effort, but the same will never be said of you. Some warriors fight with weapons, but you, sir, will fight with your mind.”
Phusk looked perplexed. “Your Majesty?”
She let go of Stor’s arm and lifted the hood of her cloak over her head, hiding her features. “Who do you see, Mr. Phusk?”
“Uh, you, Your Majesty.”
“Wrong, Mr. Phusk. Your mind sees me, but what do you see?”
He blinked as understanding came. “Someone wearing a hooded cloak. Before learning who you were, I had no idea. In fact, I ignored your presence here in favor of your Knight.”
“Precisely, Mr. Phusk. Now . . . Director Kim operates a factory here. Your duties involve the time-honored tradition of ensuring a steady supply of parts which he turns into power bottles. Tell me if you will, do you ever fail in your responsibilities?”
Phusk shot a glance to Director Kim, then came back to his Queen. “Failure is not an option, but it is a continual struggle, Your Majesty.”
“Would some of those struggles focus on the same repeat offenders?”
He frowned. “Your Majesty?”
“Come now, Mr. Phusk. Are some suppliers habitually late with their deliveries?”
“Yes.”
“And what do you do?”
“We find alternative suppliers when we can.”
“And when you can’t?”
“We offer higher prices when it will make a difference. In some cases, we plead.”
“You plead?”
“Certain suppliers simply cannot increase their production. For example, computers that control the large power bottles we manufacture rely on the very largest high-pressure crystals. They are always in short supply. There are only a few suppliers, and all of us bottle manufacturers compete for the same parts.”
“So success of all the factories hinges on the performance of a limited number of suppliers. What would happen if you bought up all the supplies of those parts?” she asked.
He blinked again, then closed his eyes. When he opened them, the corners of his mouth trembled. “I see where you’re going with this, Your Majesty. If it could be done, we’d shut down the other factories.”
“For how long?”
More blinking, and the sheen of perspiration on his head turned to drops. “Until Struthers figured out what was happening.”
Her lips firmed, and she nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Phusk. Do you accept your assignment?”
More blinking and more perspiration. “Suddenly, a pledge to give all that you are takes on a whole new meaning, Your Majesty.”
She nodded. “It does, Mr. Phusk.” She nodded toward her Great Cats. “Would your travels be easier with a little Protection?”
This time he gulped. “For me?”
She stared at him, saying, “The results of your efforts will, hopefully, never be needed.” She turned to take in the others in the room. “Mr. Phusk is our back-up plan. Our hope is to deceive the Chessori. We want them to install as many power plants as possible, power plants that will fail. If they or the Rebels discover our plan, we will have to shut down all manufacturing, at least the seven facilities that make the large bottles. That is the gist of our plan. We welcome suggestions for improvement. What do you say?”
Director Kim answered. “Your plan has its merits. Struthers will not take this sitting down.”
“No, he won’t. I’m buying time, Director. Delaying him for a year is acceptable, two years is a bonus. I hope it will be over by then. Lady Akurea has access to certain resources. We can provide meaningful protection to your station and your world.”
“We’ll have to flesh out the details, but we will do our part, Your Majesty.”
“I have pressing duties elsewhere,” she said. “Before I leave, the nature of your duties requires that I Test each of you. Do I hear any dissention?”
She Tested each of them in private. Mr. Phusk was last. When she released him, she gave him time to recover, then leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead. “Your Queen knows you for who you are, Mr. Phusk. For some, what we do comes naturally. For others . . . well, courage comes in many forms. Know that I know, and know that I do not forget.”
 
* * * * *
 
Dr. Petsrik approached Akurea several days later. The Queen had left on other business, and Governor Korban and Admiral Dgoffs had gone with her. Akurea was on her own.
“Where did you get this?” he demanded, shaking the crystal containing the new software in front of Akurea.
“I’m not at liberty to say,” she answered.
“It’s brilliant!” Petsrik exclaimed. “I simply must know who wrote this.”
“That day might come, but I make no promises. I take it the software meets our requirements?”
He nodded. “It will work, and it will not be discovered. I’ve adjusted the timing slightly. Our bottles spend more operational hours before installation than this program provides, and there is extensive testing after installation. I’ve added a comfortable margin.”
“Not too comfortable, I hope.”
“You don’t want the bottles failing at the installation center. That would betray the whole plan and kill a lot of innocent people.”
“We definitely want the bottles to fail when demand is high. That would likely be in the midst of a battle, or possibly while in hyperspace.”
“My thoughts exactly. Uh . . . the software provides for other failure points besides time.”
Her eyes narrowed as she stared at him, though her mind was on the engineers who had developed the program, Serge’s engineers. They had completed the project just before heading to Earth with their own power bottle manufacturing facility. “Hmm. Did they by any chance specify a location in addition to time?”
“They specified four locations, My Lady.”
“Four!” She considered. Parsons’ World and Shipyard were likely candidates. So, too, was Earth, since that’s where the engineers were headed, but a fourth world? Admiral Jons, the Queen’s head procurement officer, had wondered if Serge Parsons might have held certain knowledge in reserve from the Queen’s forces. It appeared that he might have.
“I’d like the locations, but no one else is to know. Those locations are some of our most carefully guarded secrets.”
“Well, if anyone with one of these modified drives approaches one of these locations, it will be their last voyage.”
She changed the subject. “I’d like to get a tour of the facility.”
He stepped back from her. “I was wondering when you’d get around to that. Stor will be your guide, and yours will not be the standard tour.”
Her eyebrows lifted. “Am I so obvious?”
“Your needs are. Some facilities are not going to cooperate. I shudder to think what your options will be.”
“So do I.”
 
* * * * *
 
Stor greeted Akurea the following morning as she stepped from the shuttle. As seemed to be her custom, Stor was dressed all in black again. Akurea was accompanied by Lex, a Great Cat and her head Protector, and Major James Harriman, her senior Terran Protector. Harriman, tall, lanky, black, and with features that looked like they’d been carved from granite, stood as tall as Stor’s shoulder. Clearly, he was not accustomed to looking up at women, and though he was an officer in the SAS, her presence left him slightly unnerved, just as it had on their previous visits to the station.
Stor ignored the two Protectors: she had eyes only for the Knight. “My Lady,” she said in greeting, lowering herself gracefully to one knee.
“You know better than that,” Akurea reprimanded her. “There will be no more of that.”
“Very well, My Lady,” Stor said, unfolding gracefully to tower over everyone. “Follow me.”
She led the small delegation down the long entrance corridor. As before, the gleaming surfaces distorted and disoriented. The corridor ended, and Stor led them deep into the bowels of the station, a long, complicated journey. They arrived at a control room where Stor motioned them into a glassed-in, elevated office running the width of the room. She ordered several individuals to clear the room and waited to speak until the door closed behind them.
“This is one of my offices. We can speak freely here.”
Akurea spoke. “I thought you were going to give us a tour of the station.”
“All in good time.” Stor’s golden eyes bore into her, then shifted to the two Protectors and stayed on them. “Your time is limited. These stations are incredibly complex. I will only be able to give you a cursory understanding of what you need to know.”
Lex, the Great Cat, addressed her. “What is it you think we’re after?”
Without hesitation, she said, “Living tops the list. You can’t do your job if you are dead.”
“And that job is what?”
Stor placed a hand on her hip, leaning into that hand in a very feminine gesture. “You have six more stations to visit, each of which is a separate corporation and all of them probably supplying drives to the Chessori. Time is of the essence. Director Kim has decided to, as you requested, give all that he is. He will visit one of the stations for you. He knows the director there and believes he will support the Queen. We are not certain of the other five, though I am well acquainted with the security head on one of them and believe we will find support there. That leaves three which might not comply. What will you do if they don’t?”
“Destroy them if we must,” Lex said.
Stor closed her eyes. Her body swayed from side to side as if she was dizzy. “Please, sir, don’t.”
Lex sat on his haunches in his listening pose and stared at her. “Our options are limited.”
“Destruction must remain a last resort,” she said. “Besides the fact that a lot of innocent people live and work in these stations, production is always in high demand. Let me provide you with other options.”
“We are here to learn,” he answered.
Stor turned her attention to James Harriman. “The Great Cat’s purpose here is clear. Yours is not.”
“I’m just a specialist, Ma’am.”
“A specialist at what?”
“This and that. It’s not important at the moment.”
“Are you an expert in station security?”
“No, Ma’am. That’s why we’re here - to learn.”
She stepped up to him and leaned down into his face. “Can you be so naive? Do you really think you can learn what you need to know in a few hours?”
He rose up on his toes, bright white teeth flashing a smile as he inched closer to her. “We’re good. A few crumbs might be enough. Can you give us those crumbs?”
“No.”
Stark, white eyes stared up into golden eyes. Neither blinked until Akurea coughed into a fist. “Uh . . . Stor?”
Stor turned to her in embarrassment. “Sorry, My Lady. There is method to my madness. Your plan lacks a key component.”
Akurea’s brow furrowed, but Lex’s did not. He padded up to her and rose up on his two back hands, his head on a level with her own. His two front hands formed into fists as golden eyes stared into golden eyes.
“Our plan is, indeed, limited. Are you the missing component?”
She faced the Great Cat, but her head turned toward Akurea. “My purpose was clear to me the moment you revealed your plan. I’m going with you.”
Lex dropped to all fours, a deep roar escaping his throat. Heads in the command center below turned and stared. Stor went to the window and waved them back to work, then turned to Akurea.
“If you’ll have me, My Lady.”
Akurea blinked, awestruck and at a loss for words.
“I know what I’m doing, My Lady. Director Kim knows, as well.”
“He approves?”
“Not exactly. His station will suffer if the Rebels figure out what he’s doing. I have an able assistant who is acceptable to him.”
“Why does that not surprise me?” Akurea wondered aloud. Her lips pursed as she stepped up to the towering Llaska. “We might need you, but do you need us?”
“I love my work, My Lady, and I’m good at it, but did you know I was once a slave? I will not be a slave ever again. Is that reason enough?”
Akurea paused, then said, “Almost. You’ve already committed to the Queen. Will you commit to us? We’ve made the same pact among ourselves: we give everything that we are to restoring the Empire that was. Will you join us on those grounds?”
Akurea reached out a hand, palm down. Lex placed his hand above hers, and Stor took the hint. Harriman was the last to join, placing a hand that was hard as rock on her hand. She blinked, but her gaze did not waver from the Knight.
 
* * * * *
 
The tour began right there in Stor’s office. Every single part of the station, with the exception of private residences, could be observed at will. Security staffers occasionally shifted monitors from one view to another, but at a more fundamental level computers did the monitoring. Most activities on the station could be predicted, and anything out of the ordinary created an alert. Specific areas, including hangar bays and the entrance corridor used by visitors, were monitored by individuals during all arrivals.
She brought a holographic schematic of the station to life in the center of the room and described the main features of the station, features that all stations shared to a large extent. A central hub held vast life support facilities, living spaces for the employees and their families, schools, stores, churches, entertainment, and all the other various things necessary to support a small population. Not important to the task at hand but important to the inhabitants was a policy which provided employees and family members with unlimited shuttle privileges to and from the planet.
She expanded the display until it filled the room and they were inside of it. She brought various decks into focus, and they visited the hangar bay, apartment complexes, and the station’s own power plants.
The station produced power bottles, but there was a lot more to a power bottle than the just the bottle itself. In fact, the bottle was one of the simpler items of an enormously complex assembly that, when operational, surrounded a miniature sun. Multiple lasers, their outputs timed to within millionths of a second, struck core material and heated it to the point where it fused into a miniature sun. The intensely hot plasma inside the bottle never actually touched the bottle itself. Instead, strong magnetic fields encapsulated the reaction. But the energy produced by the plasma had to be directed accurately, safely, and consistently to the various users aboard a ship. Stripping the energy from the miniature sun required a myriad of strong yet delicately tuned receptors inside and outside the bottle.
Power plant assemblies varied from the size of a personal vehicle for a city to the immense, multi-deck power units found aboard the largest ships. Stations tended to specialize in similarly sized power plants. Only three stations produced the largest power plants, and a total of seven plants produced power bottles sufficient to power Chessori capital ships.
Parts came from all over the Empire, in most cases inspected and tested on the planet’s surface before delivery to the station. Upon reaching the station, the parts went into a distribution center and were generally directed to an assembly area within a few days. The bottles themselves and certain key assemblies never joined the normal inventory. Always encased in vacuum, these special items were at all times prevented from entering areas contaminated with atmosphere.
Stor took them on tour over the next several days, exploring every aspect of the station. After exploring the hub, she led them out into one of the half-mile long arms.
“The arms have two levels,” she instructed them. “We are in the pressurized half at the moment. Below us is another level open to vacuum. The two levels come together in a capsule at the end of the arm. Bulkheads, now open, seal the arm at various points before we power up a new bottle. Their purpose is to protect the station in the event of a bottle failure.”
She loaded them onto a sled and set it in motion on a track that wound its way through shiny robotic arms, cables, and an overhead parts delivery system. The slow-moving assembly line stayed generally to their left, and the skin of the station stayed on their right, though at times they found themselves well below or above the assembly line. Processes were almost completely automated, and only the occasional worker was seen, usually inspecting partially completed items.
Stor noticed Lex pointing out an airlock beside the track to Harriman and she stopped the sled. “I can’t envision a scenario where you would enter or leave through one of those, but in case I’m wrong, I will tell you that each section of each arm has an inspection hatch. Emergency suits are stored adjacent to each. The hatches require a code to operate from the inside but not from the outside. We would not want to lock anyone out who needed air in a hurry.”
She led them to a hatch and briefly described its operation, but she did not suit up, not yet. The sled reached the end of the line and stopped before a truly massive air lock.
“We can go no further. Final assembly, check-out, and start-up takes place on the other side of this compartment. It is open to vacuum, and it is here that the two assembly lines merge. We will return to the hub and don suits for the final part of our tour.”
She drove them back, then led them to the suit-up area. Each of them had used suits before, but actual visits to vacuum were rare events for all of them except Stor. Harriman donned a suit, marveling once again at its simplicity and lightness. The suits conformed to whatever body they went over, leaving only a tiny gap between suit and skin for air and temperature control. Stor didn’t take any chances, however. Lex inspected each suit, and Stor followed behind him examining them herself and double-checking air, temperature, and pressure settings. When she reached Harriman, she sensed his uneasiness and took her time.
“Have you ever worn a suit?” she asked.
“Of course I have,” he replied defensively.
She leaned in close, her golden eyes staring into his wide-spaced eyes. “I will say this only once. I demand truth at all times, no exceptions. Your life, my life, and the lives of others might hang in the balance.”
“I demand the same from you. I have worn the suit, but not often.”
“Your fear of this environment is well-placed. Do not stray far from me.”
“Yes, Mother.”
“I am not your mother.”
He nodded. “I stand corrected. This is serious business. I might fear this environment, but fear is something easily controlled. What you need to know is that I respect this environment for what it is. I will not stray any further than necessary.”
She stared into his eyes through the thin membrane of his helmet. “What is it, specifically, that you are looking for?”
“I won’t know until I see it, and I will probably see only what you show me. I look for small things that with a little effort can disrupt larger processes. I’ll want to see the locations of hatches. They might just be inspection hatches, but I don’t care. I might need to come in from the outside someday, or I might need to escape through one. You’re a smart woman, and I’m listening.”
“What is your purpose here? What is your relationship to the Knight?”
“I am her Protector, and I am a mission specialist. Since you volunteered to be a part of our crew, I am your Protector, as well.”
“The Great Cats are Protectors.”
“Ask him.”
She turned to Lex. “This one claims to be a Protector.”
“Do not doubt him, Stor. He is part of my team, we have trained together, and there are times when he leads and I follow. As with all Protectors, there are times when his orders supersede the orders of a Knight and even the Queen.”
She considered his words, then turned back to Harriman and nodded, though her eyes had drawn together in concentration. “You intrigue me. A Protector who is not a Great Cat. Where are you from?”
More and more, he found himself looking at her as a member of his team, and as such, she was becoming his responsibility to protect. And though seriously alien, her natural femininity and unconscious sensuality called to him. He shook his head and brought himself back into focus.
“Atlantis,” he answered, his bright white teeth flashing a smile.
She took a step backward, her jaw dropping in shock. Her reaction didn’t last long. She recovered, saying “I’ve never heard of it.”
“Your actions betray your words. Is there something more I should know?”
“There is not.” She got down to business again, checking the settings on his suit. “Your atmospheric settings are what?”
He recited from memory: 78% nitrogen, 21% oxygen, 1% argon, and if you want me to stay awake, 0.04% carbon dioxide. Let that one vary much and I’ll be baggage.”
She checked the settings and turned away. He heard her mumbling, “Hmm. Precisely the same as my own.”
She led them through a lock and into a small room. Hard sprays deluged their suits, removing any smallest contaminant. They went through a dryer, then Stor led them into the lower corridor. Since they were going into vacuum, Harriman had expected darkness, but the arm was brightly lit. They were not outside, they were in a corridor similar to the one they had already seen, the only difference being that this one was open to vacuum. They loaded up onto another sled and drove along the assembly line. Robotic arms reached out from the ceiling and sides of the assembly line to perform all manner of procedures, ranging from welding to assembly to testing. Certain assemblies entered sealed compartments where various energies examined joints microscopically, and in some cases at the atomic level, for inconsistencies.
They reached the end. “We can go no farther,” Stor informed them. “Once the bottle passes into the cocoon at the end of the arm, it will never again be touched by living hands. It will undergo extensive testing, then it will be activated.”
“What is the activation process?” Akurea asked.
“Complex, My Lady,” she said, looking from Akurea to the cocoon. “Intense, powerful lasers bring atomic particles to critical mass. That is the dangerous part of the process. The atomic particles, when excited sufficiently, suddenly fuse to create the miniature sun encapsulated by the bottle.”
“Why is it dangerous?”
“The particles must fuse instantaneously, My Lady. If they do not, they fission, creating a disastrous explosion.”
She blinked. “Hence the long arms?”
“Precisely, My Lady.”
“How often does the process fail?”
“I have never known it to fail, nor to the best of my knowledge has Director Kim experienced a failure. We’ve been doing this for a long time.”
“And you still go to all this trouble?” Akurea asked in amazement.
“We only accept perfection,” Stor lectured. She stared at the three before her who, clearly, did not understand. “Have you ever experienced a ship blowing up?” she asked.
All three of them nodded.
“Hmm. Not the answer I expected,” she said, frowning. “The failure of a plasma bottle, once it is in operation, is catastrophic, but it is a clean failure. The miniature sun instantly extinguishes, and there is no resultant release of radiation. Failure during the activation process before fusion is reached is different: it can create a nasty explosion.”
“So once they’re started up, they can never be shut down?” Harriman asked.
Akurea answered for Stor. “They remain in a constant restart mode,” she said. “The first start-up is the only dangerous time of which I am aware. After that, the lasers constantly heat up varying amounts of core material depending on the demand placed on the system. I have occasionally done cold starts on ships that underwent major repair or modification. There is a specified procedure which, if followed, ensures a proper start.”
“So how long do these engines last?”
“They’re not engines. They supply power to the engines. Theoretically, they last forever. In practice, we replace them every few hundred years.”
“And during that time they go zipping all over the galaxy as much as they want?” Harriman asked in amazement.
Stor approached him a little hesitantly. “Every school kid knows that. Where did you say you were from?”
He looked up into her eyes. “Are we done here?”
“Almost. Answer my question.”
“Uh, I never said I was a good student. I must have been looking out the window when they talked about power plants. I did a lot of that,” he added defensively. Then he dared her. “I suppose you’re one of those who remembers everything they ever heard.”
“Actually, I do,” she said, “including the fact that you’re from Atlantis. I hold three advanced degrees in nuclear science.”
His jaw dropped. “I thought you were in charge of security?”
“How can I secure what I don’t know? I understand every aspect of what goes on here.”
“So what happens if one of these things goes kablooee?” he asked, then hated himself for sounding so stupid.
“The cocoon disintegrates. It takes with it a predictable portion of the arm, but all these portals we’ve gone through are armored. They protect the core of the station.”
His gaze narrowed. “I might have to take one of these stations out from a ship someday. How do I do that?”
She leaned away from him, aghast. “I won’t let you. We’ll find another solution.”
“Fine. I completely support that idea, but if it fails, I might not have a choice. How protected is this station from exterior threat?”
Her eyes closed, then opened again. Her irises had shrunk to tiny pinholes. “I was beginning to like you. I didn’t realize you came without a conscience.”
“How do I do it?” he demanded.
She glared at him. “The station is shielded, strongly shielded, but the shield is dropped while units activate. We want any possible explosion from a start-up malfunction to go outward, not be constricted by a shield. We are vulnerable during that time.”
He held up a hand. “Not we, My Lady. You’re part of us now. They’re vulnerable.”
“I could never . . .”
“It’s only a last resort. Understand this: it’s true that you are threatened with enslavement by the Chessori, but for me and mine, the Chessori are out to make us extinct. I will do whatever is necessary to prevent that. Now that you’re aboard, a lot more doors are open to us. I’m just muscle. You’re our creativity, and the residents of any uncooperative stations are counting on you. I hope you don’t let them down.”
 
 
 



Chapter 17
 
Akurea was done with this station. She took the knowledge she had gained and visited two more stations as quickly as she could, fast-shipping whenever possible. Both visits went well, though she would have felt better had Ellie been there to Test the station directors. She left the software patch at both stations with instructions that it only be inserted into power bottles destined for Chessori ships.
During transits, Stor spent long hours teaching Akurea and her security team. Station layouts, security procedures and techniques, even the basic manufacturing processes became much more familiar to all of them. They developed contingency plans for as many scenarios as they could, and the Great Cats in particular were well versed in such planning.
Akurea’s initial visit to each station had to be accomplished with minimal security until she garnered a sense of the station’s loyalties. The presence of Great Cats would have been too obvious, so they had to remain behind. Because of that minimal protection, if things went poorly during that first visit, they would likely go downhill quickly.
Her visit to the fourth station tested those plans. The moment she revealed her true identity to the station director, the door to the conference room opened. Four security men with drawn weapons and three Chessori entered. Harriman, his partner, and Stor were ready. Before any shots could be fired, the four security men had been disarmed. Their weapons, now in the hands of Harriman and his partner, were pointed at the three Chessori. The scree started up instantly. Nearly everyone fell to the floor, their bodies thrashing in agony.
The Chessori hadn’t even drawn their weapons, so certain were they of the superiority of the scree. They stared without visible emotion at the Terrans, but they were not foolish enough to draw their weapons. The two Terrans disarmed them, but the scree continued.
Harriman pointed his blaster at them. “If you value your lives, the scree stops. Let any other Chessori on the station know that your lives hang in the balance.”
The scree stopped. “We’ll have visitors soon,” Harriman said to his partner as they fastened restraints on the Chessori and the guards.
“What just happened?” he heard from behind himself.
He whirled around to discover Stor standing there with her hands on her hips and a frown on her face. He turned to his partner, both of them exchanging looks of amazement. Harriman went to Stor, took her by the arm, and led her to a far corner of the room.
“You’re still standing. Why?” he demanded.
“Why not. What happened?”
“You didn’t feel the scree?”
“I felt nothing.”
“Speak of this to no one,” he ordered. “Check on Lady Akurea if you will.”
Akurea was just stirring. She sat up with a moan, and Stor was beside her instantly. “Are you okay, My Lady?”
Akurea rubbed a hand across her forehead. “This is not the first time for me. I’ll be fine. Just give me a minute. She closed her eyes. When she opened them, Stor’s glowing eyes filled her view. “Are you okay?”
“I am. Our mission is not.” She helped Akurea to her feet and brought her to Harriman’s side. “What now?” Stor asked.
He herded them back to the far corner and spoke quietly. “This station is lost to us,” he said.
“But . . .” Stor sputtered.
Harriman held up a hand. “It’s bad, but don’t jump to conclusions. We suddenly have alternatives.”
“What are they?” Akurea demanded.
“Our goal has always been to buy time. The Queen needs months, maybe a year, but not years. We just need to buy time.”
“We’ve been over this. How?”
“We’ll revert to plan if we have to, but sometimes being on the spot brings new ideas into focus. If we shut down the station’s core, how long would it take to replace it?”
Stor studied him through hooded eyes. She had always feared this man, feared him for what he might do to a station. Now . . . was he offering a way out? A faint fire glowed in her eyes. “It might be possible. Anything is better than complete destruction. The core is made up of two main power plants, one designed to lock the station’s position in orbit and the other to power everything else. Smaller bottles, several of them, supply power to the actual production line.”
Harriman thought out loud. “You taught us that the whole place is an incredibly fine-tuned bio system. Could we maybe throw it out of kilter without ruining it completely?”
Akurea spoke. “There are only four of us and thousands of them. How can we get to the core?”
He pointed to the Chessori. “They’re our hole card. They can bring everyone to their knees whenever we make the demand.”
Stor stared at him in amazement. “I’ll need help from station security,” she said.
“Hmm. That could be a problem. How do we determine if there are supporters here on the station?”
“We start with the head of security,” Stor answered. “I’ll make the call.” She went to the director’s work station and placed the call.
When he came on line, the security director was brusque, clearly strained with multiple, simultaneous demands. “What happened?” he demanded.
“Is the station secure?” Akurea asked.
“I . . . I don’t know. We’ve had some kind of malfunction that has affected everyone.”
“The director needs you here, right away,” she ordered.
“I can’t leave. I’ll send someone else.”
Akurea leaned into the pickup. “We know what the source of the malfunction is. If you value your life and the lives of everyone else on the station, you’ll drop whatever you’re doing and get up here.”
Stony silence met her demand, then the man’s shoulders sagged. “I’m in the control center. It will take a while.”
“Hurry,” she ordered and signed off.
Akurea and Harriman had listened to the conversation. Harriman rubbed a hand across his chin. “The Chessori communicate telepathically. Any other Chessori on this station will know precisely what’s happened. They’ll probably get here before the security people.”
He left them and went to his partner. “We’re stuck here for a while, Sean,” he said. “We need to secure a perimeter.”
Sean nodded. “Any chance we can get help?”
“Not for a while. We have to decide if we’re going to take over the station or just blow it up.”
“Is there an option?”
Harriman’s eyes gleamed. “Actually, there is.” He nodded toward the three Chessori.
It didn’t take long for Sean to understand the plan. “Oh, my,” he breathed. “Every option in the book just became ours for the asking.”
“Their partners will be here soon, and they’ll come armed. You and I need to get into position. I’ll brief Stor and leave her in charge here.”
He went back to Stor and Akurea. “Here’s the plan. We’ll have visitors shortly, probably Chessori. They’ll come armed, and they’re good fighters. Sean and I need to get into position outside this room.” He lifted a hand to Stor’s shoulder. “You’re in charge. I want that door kept open, and I want those three Chessori sitting right inside the doorway. Sean and I can handle their friends, but we might be outnumbered if a lot of security people show up with them. Your job is to force the Chessori to activate the scree if I tell you. If they refuse, shoot one of them. Understood?”
Her eyes glowed fiercely. “You want me to shoot one of them? I can’t. I’ve never shot anyone before.”
His grip on her shoulder tightened. “Do you want to save this station?”
“Of course!”
“The Chessori are our means of doing just that. Think about it. We need reinforcements. We have to take over the security center and lower the shields before they can land. It’s a long way inside the station from here. We won’t make it on our own, but with the help of the scree, we can disable anyone who tries to stop us. Get it?”
She nodded. “James, I don’t know if I could shoot one of them. They’re unarmed.”
“They’re never unarmed. Their scree is a more potent weapon than anything we have, and as you saw, they don’t hesitate to use it.”
She turned to Akurea. “Will you back me up, My Lady?”
“I can get one shot off, but the moment the scree sounds, I’m gone. Go, Captain. We’ll do our best to keep this room secure.”
Harriman and his partner worked their way through the front offices, sending everyone home for the day. After suffering the effects of the scree, no one resisted.
Half an hour later, a voice called out. “Drop your weapons. We’re coming in.”
Harriman scowled at his own mistake. Clearly, Chessori accompanied the force before him, and the Chessori captives in the room behind him had communicated the situation to them. He made eye contact with his partner who just rolled his eyes. He, too, had missed that particular little item.
Both of them remained silent, and before long they detected motion. They had no interest in shooting station personnel, so they waited. It didn’t take long for a fairly large force to fill the room. A Chessori carefully made his way into the area, followed by two more. Harriman waited as long as he could, not knowing how many Chessori were actually on the station. When the advancing force neared him, he took careful aim and put three shots into a Chessori, killing it.
The scree started up instantly. Harriman didn’t know if it came from the Chessori here or the captives with Stor, but he didn’t care. The station security people fell to the floor writhing in agony. Harriman motioned to his partner to wait. He wanted to make sure it would take them a while to wake up. His partner motioned that he had one Chessori in his sights. Harriman had a good bead on the other.
He called out, “Come out with your hands up. You will not get a second offer.” No one moved, and he nodded to his partner. Another Chessori died instantly. “Okay, I lied,” he called out. “You get a second chance. If you want to live, come out with your hands up. Decide quickly. You are in my sights, and my finger really, really wants to press this button.”
A blaster slid across the open space and a Chessori came out with his hands over his head. Harriman secured the creature while his partner covered him, then he secured the rest of the security detail, some twenty of them.
“Okay, turn it off,” he ordered the Chessori. The scree stopped, and Harriman dragged the single Chessori back to Stor while his partner secured the main entrance.
“Find out who’s in charge among the security detail,” Harriman said to Stor.
She came up to him a while later in a crouch. “As near as I can tell, they’re all Struthers’ supporters. No one will talk.”
“Okay, here’s our plan. We can move about the station at will with the help of the Chessori. I can disable the station by myself, but I’ll probably ruin it forever. Can you bring yourself to damage it if it saves it in the long run?”
She did not hesitate. “Count me in. I will need access codes that I don’t have.”
“Who has them?”
“The security chief and the station director. Several others if we can locate them.”
“If I leave you here, can you shoot any Chessori that approach?”
“I’ll do whatever I can if it means saving the station, James.”
He left her and went back to Akurea. After a brief conversation, they approached the director.
Akurea laid her cards on the table. “You have a choice, sir. This station will never make another power bottle for Struthers. We will either completely destroy the station, and we can definitely do that, or we can disable the station. On the one hand, the station is gone. On the other, it survives and can become operational again in the future. To disable it, we need certain access codes. Will you supply them to us?”
He stared hatefully at her. “Never!”
She nodded. “So be it.”
She and Harriman went to the station’s security officer and made the same request of him. He, too, refused.
Harriman didn’t hesitate. He led Akurea to Stor and said, “I’m not going to give up that easily. Surely we can find someone who will help.”
“The second in command for security will be in the main security office. It’s a long way from here.”
“Do you know the way?”
“I can figure it out. These stations all bear similarities.”
“We’re going deep into the station, My Lady,” he said to Akurea. “We might never get out again.”
“We have more stations to visit after this one,” she said. “If we fail, we fail the Queen. Don’t let that happen. Just remember, I’ll be useless to you whenever the scree sounds.”
“Then we’ll just have to limit its use,” he said grimly. “Stor, you’re in charge of the Chessori. We’ll lock everyone else in here.”
His partner, Sean, closed and locked one entrance to the area, then shot out the controls. He and Harriman led the way out the remaining door, and Akurea secured it with her blaster. A long, difficult trek lie ahead of them. The two Protectors had to complete a cursory check of every room they passed.
They reached a transfer station and had to decide whether or not to take a sled. “They’re watching us from the security offices. I can feel it,” Harriman said. “We could have a reception party on the other end. How long will it take on foot?”
Stor had to think. She had never before contemplated travel through a station on foot. “The rest of the day and all night,” she finally decided.
“That gives them a really long time to secure themselves. I don’t like that.” He turned to Akurea. “Sorry, My Lady.” To Stor’s horror, he stunned her. He caught her and lowered her to the floor, looking up at Stor as he did so. “It’s going to be a long scree. This is better for her.” He holstered his stunner in preparation for picking up Akurea, but Stor placed a hand on his shoulder and stopped him.
“I’ll do it. You deal with the Chessori.”
He watched in amazement as Stor leaned over and picked up the unconscious Knight with almost no effort. She cradled Akurea in her arms and directed a look at Harriman that demanded he get on with it. He ordered the Chessori to activate their scree, but nothing happened. He pulled his blaster from its holster and fired a shot between two of them. That did the trick. The scree started up instantly.
Everyone boarded the sled and whisked off toward the security offices. Harriman had Stor stop the vehicle one stop short of their destination, and they worked their way on foot the rest of the way. He and his partner knew that if there were any remaining Chessori on the station, the ones in their group would be communicating telepathically with them. Ambush was never far from their thoughts. When they entered the last corridor leading to the security center, their worst fears materialized.
Harriman took a shot to the chest that flung him backwards. His partner returned fire, hit his target, and raced for all he was worth down the corridor. Stor set Akurea on the floor and followed him, her blaster not aimed at anything in particular, but anyone trying to look around a corner would think twice. Sean reached a crossing corridor and threw a stun grenade each way, waited until they went off, then peered around the corner to his right. He saw a Chessori, but it was down.
He checked the other way just in time. A shot ricocheted off the wall nearby and he returned fire. He didn’t miss. He turned back to the other Chessori and finished it off with three shots. He waited, but there didn’t seem to be any more of them.
“Check behind us,” he yelled to Stor and raced back toward Harriman and Akurea. His warning was none too early. Two Chessori heads peeked out from a corridor. It was a long shot for Sean, but he took it. So, too, did Stor. Both Chessori died.
Sean charged up to them and cleared the corridor, then returned to the captive Chessori. He said one word: “Stop.” The scree stopped instantly.
Stor bent over Harriman. She removed his shirt, then released the vest and worked him out of it. When he stirred, he kept his eyes squeezed shut. Stor gently cradled his head and upper torso while Sean examined him. Angry bruises had already formed, but his skin was still intact.
“Lousy timing, Captain,” Sean said to him.
Bloodshot eyes opened to stare at the ceiling, then they moved to Sean. “They won’t have their wits about them for a few minutes but when they do, they’ll call for reinforcements. See if you can get into the office.”
“They’ll be locked up tight.”
“Probably. Go.”
Sean took off, and Harriman stared up into Stor’s eyes. “How bad?”
She brushed beads of sweat from his forehead. “Bruises on the outside. Your vest is ruined. I don’t know about internal injuries.”
“I need to sit up. Sean might need help.”
She lifted him effortlessly, though the price he paid was not small. She set him up against a wall, placed a blaster into each of his hands, then left on the run. He stared after her, amazed at her grace and speed.
Akurea was still out from the stunning. He stared at the four Chessori who were huddled together.
“Why? What did we ever do to you?” he asked.
One of them stood up. “Who are you that you defy the K’tiri? No one defies the K’tiri.”
“Oh, is that what you call yourselves?”
“Free us.”
He blinked, suddenly overwhelmed with a desire to kill these Chessori. But he couldn’t kill them - he still needed them. “Surely you know who you’re dealing with,” he said angrily.
“No one can defy the scree. How do you do it?”
“You don’t know?” he asked incredulously.
The Chessori just stared back at him, its expression as bland as always. He had to wonder: did some of the Chessori not know of Earth’s existence? Had their leaders withheld such knowledge from general circulation? He couldn’t know the answer, but he could wonder.
Stor returned. “Surprise, surprise. We’re in. The security section is secure.”
He stared at her in amazement, then a winning smile lit his face. “We’re in the home stretch,” he said.
Stor bent down, picked up Akurea as if she was a child, and headed back up the corridor. When she returned, she held a blaster on the four Chessori and escorted them to the security offices. She locked them in a small office and returned for Harriman.
She knelt down on one knee before him and reached out a hand to trace old scars on his bare chest. Two rows of six dots, each painted white, stretched from his left shoulder to his nipple. She fingered them, asking, “Who are you, Captain James Harriman?”
“Where I come from, people refer to me as an Aborigine. My people trace their ancestry to the very earliest of our species.”
“You are known as great fighters?”
“Actually, we’re not. We thrive on competition, but we live simply. The land shapes our existence. Mother Nature cradles us within that existence. Outsiders will never understand, but it is so. I embrace that existence, my spirit is part of it, but I embrace more. I stared at the stars and they called to me, so I came. It has been a long path, but I do not regret my choice.”
“The easy path for you now would be to destroy this station. You have chosen the more difficult path.”
“Destruction is a last resort. You told us, and I heard your words.”
“Is it possible that we four have taken over a whole station?”
“We’re not done yet,” he answered. “Even if we succeed, they’ll never appreciate what we’ve done for them. We’ll always be the bad guys.”
Still kneeling, she leaned back on one foot and looked up and down the corridor. No fresh threats showed themselves. “I do not know my people well,” she said, staring directly into his eyes. “I was taken by slavers at the age of twelve, but I remember a song, a very old legend actually, that speaks of disaster and escape.”
He shifted uncomfortably. This was not a great time for conversation, but he felt her need to talk. “From what did you flee?”
“I don’t know. I’m beginning to wonder if it was from the Chessori.”
Suddenly very focused, he stared into those eyes, eyes that had lost some of their fire. “You’re immune to their scree. I was told that no other species in the Empire is immune besides my own.”
“My people are not part of the Empire. We chose against.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know. I know that they pay a heavy price for that decision. I am not the only one to have been sold into slavery.”
“What are you getting at?”
“I’m not sure. The legend of which I speak contains a word spoken by you earlier today. The word is Atlantis.”
He stared into her eyes, dumfounded. What did this mean, if anything?
She reached out and traced her finger along the two rows of scars on his chest again. She paused thoughtfully, then reached up and pulled her body suit from her own left shoulder, exposing a pattern of scars identical to his own.
He reached out and touched each one of them with a look of wonder on his face.
“This was done to me just before my people released me to the slaver.”
“What does it mean?”
She pulled away from him and repositioned her body suit. “I don’t know, but I want to know more about this Atlantis of yours. We’ll talk later. Let’s go save a station, shall we?”
He struggled to stand, but she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Your ribs are damaged. Are you hurt inside?”
“I don’t know.”
She leaned down and picked him up as gently as she could. There was just no way to avoid jostling his ribs, but so amazed was he at the ease with which she picked him up that he just grunted.
“I’m sorry, James,” she said, her breath warm on his face.
He’d never been so close to her. He breathed in her smell, and he liked it. “Don’t be sorry. Be proud. You’ve done well today, and you’ve found a new friend. Just . . . please! You can’t let Sean see me like this. I’ll walk into the security center on my own two feet.”
Her eyes just rolled in their sockets. He knew what she was thinking, but she was kind enough to not verbalize it.
 
* * * * *
 
When Akurea awoke, she spoke to the security people, informing them that she was a Knight of the Realm. She gave them the same choice she had given the director and their security chief.
“Help me save your station,” she implored, ending her speech.
One stepped forward, the assistant head of security. He gave Stor the codes that she needed, but he refused to help her. Stor used the codes to lower the station’s shield, and Akurea contacted her ship via tightbeam.
Captain Arrits responded, “We’ve been worried. The local squadron and three Chessori military ships are moving in on the station. We haven’t moved yet, we don’t want to give ourselves away, but we’re ready to back you up. All your forces are in position.”
She knew what he meant. Her own heavy squadron loitered near the planet with their beacons off. “How much time do I have?”
“About an hour, no more.”
Harriman spoke up. “Tell him that Rebel squadron cannot be allowed to link to the station. They’ll send in Imperial Marines if they do.”
Akurea grinned. “You’ve found a strategy for defeating them, James. I’ve suffered through the scree too many times, but in this particular case, since it’s in our favor, I welcome it.”
“Too many times?”
“Hmm. Maybe I forgot to tell you. I accompanied Lady Krys through three star systems and three major battles.”
His eyes opened wide in awe. “You’re that Commander? And I’m just learning it?”
“Sorry.” She returned her attention to Captain Arrits. “I’m going to talk to the local squadron, see where their loyalties lie. I’ll let you know how it goes. If I fail, it will be obvious. They are not to link with the station. We need reinforcements inside the station as soon as you can get them here, but you need to deal with the enemy ships first.”
She sent a tight beam to the local squadron commander. When the connection was complete, she stared into the eyes of a Grbant, a frog-like creature. “Commodore, is it?” she asked.
“What’s going on?” the Grbant demanded, both of his eyes focused on her. “Station security said they were under some kind of attack. They were incapacitated for a time, and now your shield is down.”
“You didn’t feel it?”
“Feel what?”
“Let me ask a question, Commodore,” she said, studying the creature’s expression carefully. She had worked for a Grbant and knew them well. “Do you have any Chessori aboard?”
One eye moved to the side, but the other remained focused on her. She suspected evasion. “What does it matter?”
“It only matters if you value your life. Answer my question.” His throat expanded as it filled with air. Squadron commanders were not accustomed to receiving threats, so she clarified her position.
“I am Lady Akurea. I speak for the Queen.”
Both eyes instantly swiveled to the monitor. “Lady Akurea!”
“Lady Akurea, Knight of the Realm. Answer my question, Commodore.”
“Surely you jest.”
She frowned. “Tell me, Commodore, are you familiar with the recent successes of the Queen’s forces?”
Both eyes swiveled outward, then returned to her. “We are not a high priority here. We hear rumors, but nothing concrete.”
“You don’t stand a chance against them. Do not test me, Commodore. I repeat my question. Do you have Chessori aboard?”
“I do.”
“How many?”
“I can’t say.”
“Meaning you won’t say. So . . . you have chosen sides, the wrong side. I’m sorry. If you value your life, and if you want your squadron to survive, you will move away from this station. I offer terms of surrender, but only if you accept before battle is joined. Once battle is joined, it will be too late for you. The Chessori aboard your ship will take control. It will be your last memory.”
“I have my orders.”
“You have new orders from a Knight of the Realm. My orders to you, spoken in the name of the Queen, are to move away, far away. If you fail to obey my order, you are lost. The decision is yours, Commodore.”
She cut the connection and reestablished a tightbeam connection to her ship. “What’s your status?”
“Ready to move on the Chessori, My Lady. Your capital ships are in position to attack the Rebel squadron.”
“I have ordered the squadron to move away. If they comply, give them room. If they do not, take them out. The squadron commander admits to having Chessori aboard his ship.”
She turned to the assistant security officer. “You’re going to evacuate the station. I am told the process requires three days. You are in charge, and your people’s lives are in your hands.”
“Three days under ideal conditions, My Lady.”
“Conditions will be less than ideal. The station will be on emergency power in a few hours.”
The man gulped. “You can’t be serious.”
“I am deadly serious.”
“My Lady, we already have panic. Everyone has suffered horribly. I cannot keep control under emergency power conditions.”
“Do the best you can. We’ll evaluate it as you progress, but this station will be uninhabitable within days.”
Stor whispered to Harriman, “He’s going to need weapons to maintain order. Hopefully his men won’t have to use them, but they might have to threaten to use them.”
He considered. “You’re probably right. We’ll consider issuing them after we get our reinforcements.”
 
* * * * *
 
The Rebel squadron commander failed to heed Akurea’s warning. His last thoughts were, indeed, of the scree aboard his own ship. They were close enough that the whole station suffered. Rescue ships approaching from the surface lost guidance, as well, and had to depend on their AI’s to avoid hitting the station.
Akurea’s squadron made short work of the Rebels, then moved in on the Chessori ships. Her own ship had already taken out two of them. The last tried to flee, but a fast frigate took it out with little effort. As soon as Captain Arrits gave the all clear, Harriman looked hard at his four Chessori. They took the hint, and the scree stopped.
This time the station had been under the influence of the scree for almost an hour. People all over the station were slow to come back to their senses, and when they did they were confused and panicked. Harriman and his partner guarded entrances to the security section, waiting patiently for people to recover. The security staff slowly came back and began a systematic check of the station. Akurea’s ship docked, and six Great Cats raced for the security section, bowling over anyone who got in their way. Four Terran Protectors followed at a slightly more sedate pace.
The security chief gulped when the Great Cats entered his domain. He had seen a Great Cat or two during his lifetime, but never in such close quarters, and never had he been on the wrong side. Four cats remained outside to guard, prowling the nearby corridors and forcing unwary station employees to seek different routes to wherever they were going.
The Great Cat Lex took control. After a briefing from Akurea and Harriman, he issued his orders. “We’ll deactivate the core tomorrow, but we’ll reevaluate before we do so. Emergency energy supplies will last for days, and we want those supplies used up, but we don’t want innocent people to die during the evacuation. We do want this station to be inoperable for a long time.”
He looked to another Great Cat, Rogue. “You’re in charge of securing the core. Lady Akurea and Stor are the experts. They will conduct the shutdown. Take one more Great Cat and two Terrans. I will remain here and keep an eye on you through the monitors.”
Stor gave Harriman a long, lingering look, then turned and left with Akurea.
The evacuation was, truly, a remarkable feat, never before actually accomplished within living memory of any station. Lex wanted to evacuate Harriman back to the ship, but he did not have enough people to provide an escort. Harriman would just have to suffer a little longer. Or . . . maybe a lot longer.
 
* * * * *
 
Akurea and her team drove half way around the station, working their way through masses of evacuees until reaching the utility corridor leading down into the central core. So far, no one had threatened them. A steady stream of vehicles poured out of the ramp leading up from the central core. Stor and Rogue stared at each other, the Great Cat’s tail twitching from time to time.
“It could become a trap,” Stor said.
“It could already be a trap,” Rogue growled. “I don’t like this. Is there another way?”
“Elevators.”
“Just as bad. What else?”
“There are service ways, but you’re talking about multiple levels, thousands of steps. I don’t recommend it.”
“Do you know the way? Can you lead us?”
“I can, but you’re not going to like it.” She turned to Akurea. “It will be an ordeal, My Lady.”
“Time is wasting, Stor.”
Stor led the way to a service door and entered without looking back. Rogue was right behind her and she heard him grumble, “Into the belly of the beast we go.” 
The long, grueling journey began. A wide stairway lined with pipes stretched level after level into what seemed like infinity, and the descent was steep. All of them were in excellent condition, but hours after beginning the descent, muscles rebelled and started cramping. Rogue called for regular rest periods, but the rest periods almost seemed to make things worse.
Akurea’s legs finally gave out, and she tumbled down several steps. Stor was by her side in moments, cradling her in her arms.
“I’m okay,” Akurea gasped. “I just need to rest.”
Stor just stood up with Akurea in her arms and continued down the steps. Rogue stared at her back in amazement, his own body crying out with each step, but he kept up with her, taking one step at a time. So did everyone else. These men refused to accept the fact that they might have limitations. They simply endured until the end.
When they finally reached the end, Stor settled gracefully to the floor with Akurea still in her arms. Even with her great strength, she was done in. All of them sat, then all of them stood and shuffled around the small landing to ease aching muscles. The Great Cats bounded back up a few levels just to feel the effort of going up instead of going down. When Rogue returned, he gathered them together.
“A terrible ordeal. We will do our best to find a different way out. Now, prepare yourselves for battle. We don’t know what conditions are like here. Stor, what are we up against?”
“Since they were ordered to evacuate, I don’t know how many engineers stayed behind. They’re typically a dedicated bunch, so there could be five or ten. They won’t be the fighting type.”
“We are the enemy,” Rogue said. “Will they sabotage the station to prevent us from achieving our goals?”
“Never,” she said. “They would never willingly cause harm. This station is their life’s work.”
Rogue turned to Akurea. “That is your argument to them, My Lady. Call upon that loyalty when you speak to them. You and Stor need their help, but never forget that any guidance they offer will be to the station’s advantage, not necessarily ours.”
He lined them up on the door. The Great Cats went first, followed by the Terrans, then Stor and Akurea. From the stairwell exit, they entered a wide, short corridor that led to a closed bulkhead door. The door was locked, but Stor had the command override code and entered that code. The bulkhead irised open.
Several shots sounded, and blaster bolts slammed against the bulkhead. More shots sounded, and a few even made their way through the opening. Rogue groaned. “Amateurs.” He let out a great, chilling roar and bounded into the corridor, exposing himself, his yellow eyes burning. His partner followed. Neither raised a weapon.
“Are you insane?” he roared. “Do you really want to take on Great Cats?”
Silence met his words. In a more normal voice, he said, “Thank you. Place your weapons on the floor and slide them toward me.”
Akurea, waiting behind the bulkhead, heard the clicks of dropped weapons and knew the worst was over. Rogue started into the huge cavern, his nails clicking on the shiny floor, but he suddenly stopped and backed up. He glanced toward Stor and motioned to her.
Her eye ticked up in surprise, but she obeyed. When she rounded the bulkhead, she, too, stopped in amazement, staring in disbelief. She took a few hesitant steps and stopped, then spoke a few words in another language. She received a reply and nodded to Rogue, then he and his partner split up to search the huge facility.
Stor motioned for Akurea to follow her. The two Terran Protectors split up and moved to opposite sides of the chamber, but both remained in line of sight to Stor. Akurea rounded the bulkhead and stared as Stor approached two Llaska, each showing signs of advanced age. When she reached them, she sank down on both knees and leaned back on her feet. The two before her did the same. Before long, tears cascaded down Stor’s cheeks. The three Llaska embraced.
Akurea approached them and the trio stood up. Stor introduced them, and the two Llaska went to a knee briefly, then stood back up. Akurea looked expectantly at Stor.
“They are the first of my kind I have seen since I left home,” she told Akurea. “Their names are Loang and Eroun Firlaif. They are husband and wife, and the only two engineers remaining here. The rest joined the exodus as soon as the scree ended.”
“Will you help us?” Akurea asked the pair.
“What is it that you need?” the woman Eroun asked.
Akurea stared at her, then shifted her gaze to Stor. “Would it be better if you talked to them in private?”
“No, My Lady. You’re the Knight here. But it might be easier on them. Neither of them has ever met a Knight, and they’re a little nervous. So was I when I met you.”
Akurea smiled. “I’m a little nervous about the whole thing myself. We have until tomorrow to come up with a plan. Take your time.”
The three Llaska joined arms and retired to an office. A Terran joined them briefly to inspect the office, then he left them alone. Akurea wandered through the enormous facility, recognizing most of the equipment but glad that she would not have to shut the station down on her own.
 
* * * * *
 
Akurea ended up waiting two more days. The exodus was not going well - no surprise since nothing like it had ever actually been put into effect. Stor and the two Llaska engineers developed a detailed plan that would halt station production for at least two years and possibly as much as three years. The station had two main power plants and a several smaller ones. Stor would destroy both of the main plants. She would leave the smaller power plants operational - she did not want to kill the station, just damage it. Restoration teams would need lights, heat, and air in order to work.
Hydroponics was the heart of her plan. Possibly the most complex system on the station, it supplied air, humidity, and pressure, and it recycled waste. It was a living system, and any slight change to its intricate balance would take a lot of time to repair. Replacing power plants would take months at best, but once they were operational again it would take a year at least to restore hydroponics. Only then could station staff return. More time would elapse before the assembly lines started up.
Lex finally gave the go ahead from the security offices, and Akurea and the three Llaska entered the station’s net. Stor was in charge of the process - the others were there for guidance.
The AI that greeted Stor was not the friendly chatterbox she had grown accustomed to aboard Akurea’s ship. She let the AI get used to her, then began issuing instructions.
“Bring all production to a halt.”
“It will take 1.23 hours. I will advise when the process is complete.”
An hour and a half later, she said, “Shut down the number two power plant.”
“My programming prohibits this action.”
“Prohibition override: Imperial code 3X92NC9142YPD.”
“Override accepted. Shut down process initiated.”
Stor waited until the plant was completely shut down, then she removed her helmet and directed the engineers to physically deactivate every switch on that control panel. She led Rogue into the number two power plant chamber and helped him place shaped charges. Two small shaped charges went on the power bottle - any slightest deformation would remove it from service forever - and just for back-up four more charges were attached to main structures that held the lasers in perfect alignment.
She returned to the net. “Are systems stable?”
“Yes.”
“Is the station’s orbit stable?”
“Yes.”
“Will the orbit decay without guidance?”
“The station is in geostationary orbit. The orbit will never become irretrievable.”
“But the station itself will become unstable. Will the instability prevent ships from docking?”
“Cannot compute. Minute degradation will occur immediately and increase over time.”
“I am going to remove capsules on arms 19, 32, 57, 63, and 71. They contain nearly completed power bottles that must be eliminated. How will that affect station stability?”
“You should also remove capsules 3, 25, and 97. All removals should be as simultaneous as possible.”
She took a deep breath, then commanded, “Shut down the number one power plant.”
“Shutdown process initiated.”
Moments later, she felt the floor fall away. She ripped the helmet from her head to discover everyone floating away from the floor, herself included. She reached for the chair but missed. She just managed to grasp the control panel. The two Great Cats floated in mid-air looking like they’d been electrocuted, their fur standing straight out, their four hands splayed with claws extended, reaching for anything. Akurea and the two Terran Protectors drifted slowly toward the entrance to the compartment, both men retching into their shirts in an effort to keep the contents of their stomachs from spreading. They were not successful.
She’d never seen an angry Great Cat, and she hoped to never see one again. Rogue’s eyes literally glowed with anger.
She and the two engineers were the only one holding to anything. She pulled herself back to her seat and floated there, in awe of what she had just done. This very scene was repeating itself throughout the station. People were floating, parts in the warehouses were probably floating out of their orderly containers, and anything loose, including fluids, had probably escaped normal containment. The assembly lines had been stopped, but some damage was bound to occur to them as well. She hoped that after all the trouble they’d gone through to limit damage, her one simple act had not destroyed the station.
Her communicator buzzed. It was Lex in the security center. “What happened?” he growled.
“I just deactivated the second main power plant. The station is without guidance.”
Silence met her statement, then a whispered comment: “I didn’t think about that particular consequence.”
“Neither did I. I just wanted to disable the station. I hope I haven’t destroyed it.”
“I’ll check the monitors and get back to you. In the meantime, don’t turn anything else off.”
“Trust me, I won’t. Get back to me as soon as you can.”
 
* * * * *
 
Stor’s job was almost done. Rogue set charges on the number one power plant, then everyone floated back to the security center. They took the main corridor this time and only had to guide themselves with occasional help from a wall, ceiling, or floor. Minutes after setting forth she heard and felt the charges detonating. What she had done could no longer be undone.
Akurea addressed the assistant security chief when they reached the office. “ We’re leaving. You can stay or you can come with us.”
He looked surprised. “This is my station. I won’t abandon it.”
“You’ve helped us. Your people might not be forgiving.”
“I have not helped you. I have helped the station. I did so against orders from the director and my immediate superior, but I believe that cooler heads will understand. They’ll probably give me a promotion. Not so, them,” he said, nodding to the two Llaska engineers.
“Let your people know that without their help this station might have been ruined forever. As it is, the damage is significant but repairable. This was the decision of a Knight of the Realm. We’re taking the Llaska with us, and we’re taking the Chessori.”
He shuddered. “Them you can keep.”
Stor let out an angry exclamation when she saw that Harriman was still there. He looked gray. “Have you seen a doctor?” she demanded. Why aren’t you back on the ship?”
“No, I haven’t. We’re a little short of manpower. We weren’t going to risk losing control here just to escort me back.”
She didn’t wait for Lex’s approval. She just pulled him to her chest and pushed off, floating out into the corridor and all the way back to the ship. It was a long journey. Though weightless, she could not protect his ribs from movement, and even floating weightless required a lot of movement. He was unconscious by the time they reached sick bay.
She left him there and went to the bridge to join the net, watching as the ship disengaged and the station drifted away. Akurea’s squadron moved in, and multiple weapons on the ships began firing at pre-designated pods. She stared in horror, knowing it was necessary but flinching at every single shot. When the last pod holding a completed or nearly complete power bottle was gone, Akurea’s ship entered her cruiser’s hangar deck and the squadron fast-shipped from the system. Akurea had two more stations to visit. Word of what had happened here would reach those stations quickly, and she wanted to get there first.
Stor returned to sick bay. The doctor had wrapped Harriman’s torso, then moved him into a machine. Harriman didn’t know what the machine did, but whatever it was, it felt wonderful. Heat filled his midsection, and he could almost feel the bones and cartilage healing. Hours later he came out of the machine to find her waiting.
They stared at each other. “Good job,” he finally said to her.
“For what? Damaging what I’ve spent my whole adult life protecting?”
“No. For saving lives, lots and lots of lives. We’ll never know what impact our actions will have on the future of the Empire, but we have made a difference. You have made a difference. You didn’t damage a station, you saved a station from what Lex and I would have done to it had you not been here. In the process, you supported Lady Akurea, supported her in spite of her activities against everything you’ve ever stood for. Most important, you’ve become a key player in restoring the Queen to her rightful place.” He reached out a hand. “In the process, you’ve taken care of me, the one who was supposed to be taking care of you.”
She covered her face with both hands, shielding the ugly events of the past days from herself. A little later he caught her peeking through those hands.
“Are you done mourning?” he asked.
“I am. You’re right. We don’t have to like what we’re doing, but it has to be done. I’m ready to do it again if need be. I was a slave once. I will never be one again, not to anyone.”
“Tell me about it. Where is home?”
She turned away, staring up at the ceiling. “Far away. I am not supposed to return, ever, but I believe now that I will one day.”
“What? Why not?”
“I don’t think I can properly explain. My people have strict rules against the use of modern technology. We have minimal contact with the Empire, and we never officially welcomed the Empire to our world.”
“So your people are just from one world?”
“Yes. I was taken by slavers as a young woman.”
“I find it hard to believe the Empire would ever permit slavery.”
“I was not taken because the Empire allowed it - the Empire doesn’t allow it. I was taken because the Empire never forced my people to join. They so valued their freedom that they chose to remain independent. They chose to give up the freedom of a few for the freedom of many. I choose otherwise. This Empire of which I am now a part chooses otherwise. That is what the Knight means to me. That is why I bow to her. She represents a freedom my people have never known.”
Silence was an almost palpable thing between them as he thought about what she had said. After an eternity, he said, “They became prisoners of freedom.”
She nodded, the fire in her eyes dimmed.
“What did you do for your owner?” he asked, regretting the words the moment they were out. Not only was it not his business, he had no interest in stirring up unhappy memories.
The question did not seem to bother her. “I was an animal trainer. My people are skilled with animals. It’s why they took me.” Her eyes found his. “They stole the wrong person.”
His eyebrows rose. “How so?”
“The creatures who owned me made a mistake: they put me in an environment where I was surrounded by modern technology the likes of which I had never seen until then. For me, it was an awakening. I love working with animals, but I have grown to love machines and computers as well. I now prefer mathematics and science to animals. I took good care of my animals, but in my spare time I learned. I learned well, so well that I became the chief of security of one of the most amazing corporations in the Empire.”
“They just let you go?”
She squirmed a little. “No. I can never return to that particular world, but that’s okay. I’ve found a new home.”
“I’m humbled. I’m sorry it’s a problem for you to go back to your real home.”
“My people will probably never understand me, but I want to show them it is possible to live without fear.”
“My people do understand me,” he said. “Few choose my path, but they honor me for the choices I have made.” He grinned. “So far as I know, they have no idea that I’m actually in space. I still have trouble believing it myself. The other two Llaska - what is their story?”
She beamed. “How amazing they are! We are a rarity out here among the Empire. The odds of us meeting are almost beyond comprehension. Their stories are similar to mine. Both went to the same owner, and they have not known life without each other since.”
“Do all your people have an affinity for the sciences?”
“I don’t know, but I’m beginning to wonder. It’s almost like our leaders are shielding us from advancement. The legends tell us we were once a great civilization but that we fled something terrible. I think we’re still fleeing.”
“Is that possible?”
She nodded, looking inward. “It is.” She pulled her outfit down from her shoulder, exposing the same pattern of scars she had shown him in the corridor on the station. “I think it has something to do with this,” she said, her lips contorting into anger and sadness. “My two friends have the same markings.”
That stopped all conversation. “Is it a slave marking?” he finally asked.
“No. Our people did this to us. We were branded before we left, and we were told we could never return.”
She knelt down beside his head and reached out a long, black arm to touch an equally black face. “Did you know you are beautiful?” she asked.
He could only move his head. He turned into that hand and kissed it, looking into her eyes as he did so. “I have been called many things, but never that.”
She studied his eyes, then lifted her gaze to the ceiling in thought. “We are very different from each other. Yet . . . we are both immune to the scree. How many species can lay claim to that?” Her gaze rested on him again. “Our bodies have been mutilated in the same way, yet we continue to decorate that mutilation. All four of us. Why?”
He stared into those golden eyes, but he had no answers.
Her gaze hardened. “How different are we, you and I?” she asked.
“I’m a warrior. You’re a scientist, though I guess I’d have to say now that you’re a warrior, too.”
“No. I only want peace. I will never be the warrior that you are. But . . . when this is all over, I ask that you return with me to my home. There might be answers there, answers that are hidden from most of my people.”
“What kinds of answers?”
“What is Atlantis?” she countered.
“Was, not is. It’s a mythical civilization, a civilization that purportedly reached high levels, then disappeared into the sea in a great cataclysm.”
She reached out and caressed his face again. “I wonder if that civilization completely disappeared.”
“It’s a myth, Stor.”
“Is it? How many species in the galaxy are immune to the scree? How many have identical body mutilations? How many have identical words naming their ancestral homes?”
“Where are you going with this?”
She stood up, then leaned down and kissed his forehead, the first and only kiss she had ever given to an adult. To Stor, a woman who knew she would be alone for all of her life, this was serious business. From inches away, she said to him, “Is it possible that we share ancestors?”
“You’re stretching it, Stor.”
“Am I? In your myths, Atlantis disappeared into the sea. What if, before disappearing, some of them left the planet and others chose to remain? My people believe we fled from somewhere to settle what we now call our home planet. Your people trace their ancestors to the most ancient on your planet.”
He stared into her eyes for a long time. “I don’t have three advanced degrees in nuclear physics, and I never will, but I’d like to think we are of the same species.”
A broad grin split her face, and those golden eyes glowed again. “So would I, James Harriman.”
 
 
 



Chapter 18
 
Akurea felt a clock ticking in her head. The Rebels would soon hear about the destroyed station, and when they did it might be impossible for her to get inside. She had to move quickly if she hoped to stay ahead of them. News traveled slowly within the Empire, and she could fast ship at least part of the way to her last two stations. She might get there before the Rebels, but then again, she might not. She had no way of knowing how soon word would reach a Rebel facility that had a hypercom. As soon as it did, their forces would move quickly.
Fortunately, the visit to her next station went smoothly, but before leaving she warned them to expect Rebel forces soon. She had no doubt that the Rebels would strengthen defenses at all the stations. When they did, the work would have to be accomplished right under their noses.
 
* * * * *
 
The last station on Akurea’s list was a sure thing. A close acquaintance of Stor’s was in charge of security, and Stor was certain the station’s top management would support the Queen. When Akurea’s ship dropped from hyperspace, her captain called her to the bridge.
“Pretty heavy activity around the planet, My Lady. Six squadrons and a number of Chessori military ships. Something is wrong here.”
She thought, and it didn’t take her long to put two and two together. “Struthers knows. He knows about the station we damaged, and he’s protecting the rest of them. I’ll bet all the stations we visited have fleets around them now.”
“They’ll have your descriptions.”
“Maybe, and maybe not. I erased all recordings of our presence on the station we damaged before I left. It’s possible that they’ve identified us from recordings at other stations, but with a couple of months travel time between each station, I don’t think they’ve had time to put it all together.”
She briefed her team. When she was done, Lex was the first to speak.
“They might not know our identities, but we will operate under the assumption that they do.” He padded up to Stor who was sitting next to Harriman. “We cannot go to the station. Your friend must come to us.”
“Her name is Regma Dasht. She is my counterpart on the station. We have attended two seminars together, one of them right here. I met her director, and I believe both of them are of the right persuasion.”
“Will she come to you?”
“If I can get a message to her, yes.” She lifted her gaze to the ceiling in thought. “Under ordinary circumstances, private communications are not monitored, but with that fleet out there things might have changed. It’s even possible they’ve replaced her with a military person.” She considered for a moment, then shook her head. “No, the job is too technical. That doesn’t rule out the possibility that someone is looking closely over her shoulder. I can send a message to her pad, that will be the least likely to be monitored. I’ll have to be on the planet to do it.”
Akurea’s ship continued inbound and landed three weeks later at the main spaceport. Stor connected to the planetary net and sent her message. The reply was quick. Regma would meet her on the ship the next day.
Lex vetoed that idea. “We will not risk the ship. It will have to be somewhere public, a bar or a restaurant.”
“I need to be the one to meet her,” Stor said. “There’s no way she will trust anyone else.”
“Not possible. Out of all of us, you are the most easily recognized,” Harriman said. “I’ll meet her. If I get a good feel for her, we’ll take it to the next stage.”
“Why beat around the bush?” Akurea argued. “I lived under cover for almost two years, and I’m good at it.”
“No,” Lex said, brooking no argument. “If it’s a trap, Harriman is easy to replace. Knights are not.”
“Gee, thanks boss,” Harriman grumbled. Lex replied in the simplest way possible. His lips lifted in a smile.
Stor sent her reply: “Meet me at the hotel where we held our last seminar. I’ll be at the bar.”
 
* * * * *
 
Six Terran Protectors spread out around the hotel looking for anyone or anything out of the ordinary. It turned out to be a challenge. What is ordinary when it comes to aliens? Each species had its own peculiarities, and they hadn’t been out in the Empire long enough to detect subtle nuances.
Harriman had no difficulty picking Regma Dasht out of the crowd. She was human, or at least humanoid, if one stretched the boundaries of the definition. Dense, long, white hair covered everything but her face, individual hairs floating as she worked her way through the crowded room, making her look like a shimmering apparition. She would have been a beautiful creature had the skin on her face not resembled ancient leather. The rest of her body was shaped like a barrel. Some five and a half feet tall, this woman had grown up on a cold, harsh world with gravity considerably stronger than the average for worlds that supported life.
Then he reconsidered. To her, such a world would not seem harsh, it would seem like home. It was more likely that she considered her present surroundings harsh.
Harriman observed her as she worked her way toward the only empty seat at the bar. He received the all-clear from his men and sidled up beside her. The man sitting next to her, one of his own men, stood up and left.
Harriman took the empty seat and sat silently for several minutes. When he got a second all-clear, he turned to the woman. “May I introduce myself?” he asked.
The amazing face turned to him, it’s lined leathery texture hard to dismiss. He found himself staring at her skin, not her eyes, but when he looked into her eyes, their sparkle almost made him forget her skin. “I’m waiting for someone. Might I have your seat when she arrives?”
“Actually, you won’t need it. I’ll take you to her. Llaska’s find these seats confining.”
“So do I. Who are you?”
“A messenger. An Imperial messenger.” There, the cat was out of the bag. Harriman waited, wondering if storm troops would rush in.
She studied him. “An interesting choice of words. What do they have to do with my friend?”
“Do you believe in coincidence, Ms. Dasht?”
“To a limited degree. Very limited.”
He nodded. “Consider: military forces swoop in and overwhelm the normally placid life of your station. In another star system, a station is seriously damaged. Rumors abound that we have a Queen, and suddenly an Imperial messenger materializes. Quite a series of coincidences, wouldn’t you say?”
She glared at him. “That station was essentially destroyed.”
“Whoever told you that lied to you. Because of expert guidance during the shut-down, the station will be back to full production in two or three years.”
Her mouth clamped into a thin line as she considered his words. When she looked back into his eyes, the spark had disappeared.
“I don’t believe you. She would never, ever do such a thing.”
“Nor would you, right?”
“Galactic High Standard is not your first language, whomever you are.”
“You’re right. I only learned it recently. And remember, I’m only a messenger. Part of my message is that under certain circumstances even you might harm a station.”
The massive head shook in clear disagreement.
“No? Given a choice between damage or complete loss, what would you choose?”
A clear lens lowered over her eyes for a moment, then retracted. In a whisper, she asked, “Is that your purpose here? Do I have to make that choice?”
“I hope not. Stor would never willingly place you in such a position.”
“So she is not free.”
“She is absolutely free, and she is here to help you save your station. Will you listen to her?”
“I could have you arrested.”
“You could. Is that the choice you make for your station?”
Harriman was taken by complete surprise when those hard-looking lips began to tremble, and he suddenly hated himself for what he had done to her. He reached out and took her shoulder, marveling at the silky feel of the white hair covering that shoulder. “I am a friend,” he whispered, “and I am Stor’s friend. We are both in the company of a Knight of the Realm, and we are here on Imperial business. Will you hear our story?”
The clear lens descended over her eyes again, then lifted. “A Knight?”
He nodded. “I will bring the Queen if that’s what it takes to save your station.”
Regma Dasht slid backwards off of her seat and hit the floor with a solid thump. “Take me to Stor.”
He stood up and led the way out of the building. “Are you being followed?”
“I don’t think so. Why would I be?”
“Why wouldn’t you be?”
“My coming here is not unusual. We encourage visits to the surface for everyone living on the station.”
“Even for the head of security?”
“Even me. Stor knows that.”
He flagged down a skimmer and followed her into it. As soon as they were seated, he ran a sensor over her body, not even attempting to hide his actions.
“You don’t trust me,” she said.
“I don’t trust anyone, not when lives are in the balance. You’re clean. Thank you for that.”
“I have had to accept military forces on my station. It doesn’t mean I like them. As far as I’m concerned, they are, themselves, a serious security risk.”
“Trust me, they are not here to harm the station.”
“But you are.”
“I am not. We are not. Talk to Stor.”
 
* * * * *
 
The first to greet Regma Dasht as she walked up the ramp and into the ship were two Great Cats. She stopped, stunned into immobility. One came forward and ran a sophisticated scanner over her body, then backed away.
“Welcome, Ms. Dasht,” Lex said.
Stor stepped forward and pulled Regma into a hug. The two separated, and Stor said, “Thank you for coming. I know it was not easy for you. Come in and be welcome to my temporary home.” Stor took her arm, and they walked arm in arm toward the lounge.
“You are not the same person I once knew.”
“Despite what you see, I am happier than at any time in my life,” Stor said. “What we do here is important, more important than you can imagine. We want you to be part of it.”
“Things are . . . difficult . . . on the station right now. I can’t leave.”
“Your place is on the station. That won’t change.”
They entered the lounge, and Akurea rose to her feet.
“My Lady, may I present Regma Dasht?” Stor announced. “Regma, meet Lady Akurea, Knight of the Realm.”
Akurea reached out a hand in greeting, but Regma stepped back. “All the Chosen were killed, and suddenly we have a Queen with Knights who are, among other things, destroying manufacturing facilities. I cheered for your wins until you destroyed that station. Now, I cannot. Who are you?”
Akurea studied Regma. When she spoke, she spoke with understanding. “Not all of the Chosen died that night, Ms. Dasht. One survived. She has suffered immensely at the hands of Struthers, but more important, she has suffered from the Chessori. My presence might be an Imperial Secret, but our story is not. Let me tell it to you, for you are going to become part of that story . . .”
Her telling was comprehensive, leaving out only a few details. Even Stor learned things she had not yet heard. So relieved was Regma that her station might avoid disaster that she barely whimpered over the relatively minor issue of producing defective drives.
“You have my agreement, but I do not live in a vacuum,” she said. “You have to talk to the Director.”
“Will he come?”
“It would be better if you went to him. This is not a good time for him to be away.”
“That presents difficulties,” Akurea replied.
“I know. Still, it is the best way.”
Akurea looked away, biting her lip. She knew what Lex’s response would be even though he had remained silent. She glanced at him and found him staring at her.
He spoke to Regma, not her. “Our faces are probably known to the Rebels.”
Regma considered, then shook her head. “I don’t think so. They have not introduced any new face-recognition software into our system. I would know if they had. They might recognize Stor simply because there are so few Llaska, and you Great Cats would be a dead giveaway, but not the rest of you.”
“Are Chessori on the station?”
“Yes, and their numbers were recently augmented.”
“My Lady, perhaps you and I should talk in private,” Lex said.
“No,” Akurea responded instantly. “We either trust Ms. Dasht or we don’t. She knows about the software patch we want her to install in Chessori power bottles. If she is not true, then our enemies will also know and our mission is a failure. I will go.”
“My Lady!”
She turned on him, not in anger but in respect. “You know the Queen’s Knights: we lead from the front. We have never been followers. We take risks so that she will not have to. Not stupid risks, but we do take calculated risks.” She turned to Regma. “Name your time.”
“I should stay the night. Will tomorrow work for you, My Lady?”
She nodded. “I’ll bring Harriman with me. He will have to go without weapons, but he’s creative.”
“He can come. Who exactly is he anyway? He’s persuasive. I’d like to get to know him better.”
Akurea smiled, shooting a quick glance at Stor. “You’re not alone in that department, my dear.”
Had her skin not been so deeply black, everyone would have noticed Stor’s blushing. As it was, they could only sense it. Regma turned to her in amazement. “What are you thinking, girl? You’re alien to each other.”
“Are we?” Stor shot back, her golden eyes blazing. “I’m not so certain. Besides,” she said, her gaze shifting to Akurea, then lowering to the floor, the light in her eyes still bright, “I’ve gone too long without friends. I’m happy here.”
 
* * * * *
 
Harriman stepped from the shuttle beside Regma Dasht. Akurea followed, apparently the least significant of the three, and they began the long walk down the entrance corridor. Harriman’s skin crawled, knowing he was weaponless and completely cut off from support, but he was a Protector to the bone. His mind remained actively engaged considering defensive and offensive possibilities as they unfolded. When they reached the end of the corridor he breathed a sigh of relief. Had their identities been known, he and Akurea would not have made it this far.
The trio reached the Director’s private conference room. The moment they entered, Harriman’s senses peaked. The Director stood off to the side against a window looking out on space. Directly across from the entrance, three Chessori stood on the far side of the conference table beside an admiral displaying a chest full of medals. The Chessori all held weapons pointed at himself and Akurea.
“Director?” Regma managed to get out, then the scree sounded. Everyone fell to the floor except the Chessori. Harriman acted the way he’d seen others act under the scree, falling to the floor and thrashing about in agony. The scree only lasted seconds, then it stopped. Harriman lay still, his body still twitching from time to time until he heard angry voices. He opened his eyes to see the admiral pulling himself up with the aid of the table. He stood there, pale as could be while the rest came to. Harriman was the last to rise, staggering to his feet, then plopping himself down in a chair with his head on the table.
“What’s the meaning of this?” the Director shrieked. He looked to Regma. “I need a status check of the station.”
She lifted a communicator to her lips with a shaking hand and moved away from everyone else. The Director’s gaze was locked on the admiral, the Chessori ignored.
“I’m so sorry, sir,” the admiral choked out, himself still recovering. “I was certain of my intelligence.”
The Director glared at him. “What happened?”
“As I said earlier, we believed your visitors to be enemies. My friends, the Chessori, have the means to determine if we were right. It appears we were wrong.”
“This is my station, Admiral. You have no idea how badly you’ve disrupted our processes. You and your friends are no longer welcome here. Leave, all of you.”
“I’m sorry, Director, but my orders come from Struthers himself. I cannot.”
The Director stood up tall, though the effort cost him - muscles and nerves had not fully recovered from the scree yet. “You can, and if Mr. Struthers wants any more production from me, you will. I cannot prevent your loitering within the system, but you and your ‘friends’ will leave this station or I will shut it down.”
“You must provide the re-designed systems, sir.”
“Do I look like a fool? Struthers’ money is as good as anyone’s, but I will do it my way. Now leave.”
The admiral and his three Chessori left, their expressions forlorn. “I was so certain!” Harriman heard as the door closed behind them.
Without lifting his head, Harriman said, “Regma, we need a complete sweep of the room.”
She made the call. It took two hours, and several video devices were found, but in the end Harriman was confident the room was clean, and he breathed a sigh of relief.
“I thought you said you were immune to this thing?” Regma demanded angrily.
Lady Akurea answered for him. “I told you he was creative, didn’t I? He’s a Protector. He just saved your station with the only weapon at his disposal, his mind.”
Regma looked uncertainly between the two of them. “The threat is over?”
Akurea smiled and turned to the Director. “Masterful, sir, kicking them off the station. As soon as you’ve heard our story, you’ll agree. Your station will soon be on our front lines of defense against these disgusting Chessori.”
 
* * * * *
 
Akurea couldn’t fast-ship from the system, so it would take three weeks to reach the first jump point.
“Where to now, My Lady?” her captain asked.
“Back to Stor’s station. We’re starting over. I want to see how each station is doing, see if they’re delivering as promised. All the stations will be operating under the watchful eyes of the Rebels. The Directors are smart enough to pull it off, but they might need a little encouragement. After that, we’ll find Mr. Phusk and see how successful he’s been. I don’t think we need to restrict the supply line yet, but I want to be ready if we do. Then I’m going to visit some overhaul facilities. That’s where the proof lies. I need to know if our plan is working.”
Lex, her head Protector objected. “My Lady, I won’t be able to Protect you.”
“Yes you will. It just won’t be in person. Your job is to make sure the rest of us are prepared. We’re nearing the end game. I can feel it. We just have to buy the Queen a little more time.”
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Chapter 19
 
Nancy Shaw was bored. Though she was on an alien world, she had to act like the Queen which meant she could not do the exploring she wanted to do. Worse, her agreement to act as the Queen’s double did not set well with her, and the inactivity added to a general unhappiness. Everyone of any importance had left Parsons’ World. The only ones remaining behind were focused on protecting their world and with carrying on the business of avoiding Empire taxes. Smuggling brought lucrative profits, though of late the cost of supporting the Queen had cut seriously into those profits and society was feeling the crunch.
Ellie was out doing whatever Queens did to restore order in the midst of a coup. Nancy Shaw’s job was limited to that of target and the occasional meeting or speech to reinforce the Queen’s commitment in the eyes of the locals.
She was in her office, actually the outer room of her quarters, working on her next speech, when she heard loud voices in the corridor. Three Great Cats within the room stirred, and another Great Cat poked his head in and announced the arrival of Serge Parsons.
Serge didn’t wait. He barged into the room, his voice low but menacing. “Why are you still here . . .?” He sputtered to a stop when he saw her. “Who are you? Where’s the Queen?” he demanded.
“As far as everyone on Parsons’ World knows, I’m her,” she replied. “Get a grip, Serge.”
He looked hard at her, doing his best to see through the make-up adding to her disguise. “You’re Nancy Shaw,” he finally said.
She lifted an eyebrow. “It’s in your best interest to refer to me as Queen.”
He stepped back with a frown. “I’ve just returned. This was not a part of any plan I know of.”
“Did you think you knew everything there is to know?”
He peered hard at her. “You sound just like her.”
“I hope so.”
“Why?”
“Wake up. We’re doing our best to save Parsons’ World. Struthers won’t attack as long as he thinks the Queen is here. As much as he wants to make an example out of you, his first priority is to rid the Empire of the Queen. If he sends an invasion force, he knows I’ll leave, that I’ll escape again. We’re fairly certain he has teams here just waiting for an opportunity to take me out.”
Serge stepped farther into the room, a hand rubbing his chin in thought. “You might be right,” he said after a time. Then he looked hard at her. “You’re bait?”
“I’m bait.”
“Why you?”
She lowered her gaze. “Indeed. Why me?” She lifted her chin in defiance. “I refused my duty once before and people are dead as a result. I won’t refuse again.”
Serge took a step back from her intensity. Clearly, there was more to her words than she was letting on. “Where is the Queen?”
“I have no idea. No idea at all, and I wouldn’t tell you if I did.”
“Hmm. So we’re back to normal, eh? She’s done with me, and I’m just a scoundrel again.”
Nancy stepped up to him and laid a hand on his arm. “Sorry. We’d all like a return to the simple life, but it’s not to be. She’s not done with you yet. In some respects, Parsons’ World’s future has just begun.”
He turned away from her. “We’ve made good progress on Earth. The factories we brought are up and running, and others are being built. They’ve turned over several shipyards and production facilities to us for conversion, and the skilled workers that come with these facilities are willing and easy to train. I think Admiral Trexler’s visit there really made a difference. The whole world seems to be in a survival mode. They’re doing their best to turn the planet into a fortress. They’re even calling themselves Fortress Terra.”
She brightened. “I’m glad to hear it. He’ll be glad to hear it. Have you seen him?”
“Only briefly. He’s pulled in a lot of different directions, and his primary focus is clearing sectors. He’s got some good people overseeing the supply side of things on Earth, and I think he’s finally convinced that he’s not needed there. He only stayed for a few days.”
“How did he look?”
Serge blinked, then he grinned, remembering that Trexler and Nancy Shaw were friends. “He’s stressed to the hilt and one of the happiest people I know. He’s in his element, Nancy.”
She smiled, then frowned. “I’m Ellie until further notice, Serge. We’ve gone to a lot of trouble to keep up the pretense. One wrong word will ruin it.”
He nodded. “Sorry. It won’t happen again. What’s the plan?”
“I’ve been helping your leaders keep the population calmed down. As you can imagine, they’re pretty worried.”
“Rightfully so. We’re sitting ducks here, and we know Struthers will show up in force. We just don’t know when.”
“Aldebaran I is the Queen’s temporary headquarters. Governor Seeton has a hypercom, and her forces are on instant alert to come here.”
“They won’t make it in time. We’re so far out that it will take two or three weeks to get here, and that’s if they’re anywhere close.”
“She hasn’t abandoned you, Serge. Sufficient forces are close enough. Always. Your guys might have to slow the Rebels, but they won’t have to defeat them.”
“What if they come with Chessori?”
“That’s a problem,” she said. “Other than my few Protectors and my personal squadron, we don’t have anyone else capable of fighting the Chessori. It’s a calculated risk, but we think the Rebels have better uses for their Chessori partners.”
Serge turned away, his gaze narrowing as he considered. When he turned back to her, sparks practically flew from his eyes. “I don’t like maybe’s.”
“You’ve dealt with maybe’s all your life. She is not abandoning you. The plan is that you hypercom Aldebaran I the moment I’m attacked. They won’t come before then.”
“Maybe.”
“Probably. I’m just leaving for an interview. Would you like to come with me? It’s an opportunity to tell your people you’re back. It will be good for them.”
 
* * * * *
 
Three air cars carried Nancy, Serge, and three teams of Protectors. Nancy and Serge could have been in any of the cars, but today they were in the last car. A frigate hovered over them, making it impossible for anyone to attack. That protection only lasted until they were within the confines of the city. Tall buildings and the proximity of many people made it impossible for the frigate’s powerful weapons to fire.
That’s where Struthers’ assassins struck. Six convertible air cars rose up from the streets below, each of them carrying a heavy weapon. Tam, Nancy’s lead Protector, calmly announced, “Abort, abort, abort.” Nancy’s cars went to full speed and peeled away from each other. The chase was on.
Everyone harnessed up, though the harnesses were only needed in the event of a crash. Drives resembling those in space ships powered the air cars, drives that pulled on every atom of a person’s body as perfectly as they pulled on the car. Accelerations were never felt, nor was there any danger of falling out. At least that was Nancy’s thought until the canopy shattered from a glancing hit. The moment it disappeared, she caught herself pulling frantically on the straps. The wind threatened to push her overboard.
Nancy’s car went low, racing down streets and banking hard between buildings, the Protector’s weapons out and firing. Serge, too, kept up a continuous barrage on the trailing cars. Other cars, civilian cars, flashed past, their automatic controls guiding them to narrow misses.
Flash! A close shot from a heavy weapon hit a nearby building. Pieces of the building exploded outward, narrowly missing Nancy’s car. She wasn’t certain, but she thought one of the cars chasing them might have hit some of the debris. Bang! A hit ricocheted off her car, tossing it onto its side. Her driver, a Great Cat, fought the controls and pulled hard to the right between two buildings. The pursuing car could not make the turn and was lost to sight, but another car pulled into position.
Her driver pulled up in a quick swoop, the trailing car flashing past in a heartbeat. The Protectors all fired from close range, and two assassins slumped in their seats. The heavy weapon went silent.
The second pursuer appeared from nowhere, firing rapidly. Nancy’s car stopped suddenly, just stopped in mid-air. It was only for a moment, but it was a long, productive moment. The pursuer followed suit, and when it did, the Protectors were ready. Several occupants, including the gunner and the driver went down, then her car sprinted away.
The gunner of the first pursuer had been replaced. It came down from above, directly in front of them. Nancy’s driver pulled hard in a sharp left turn and lost him. Tam issued instructions into her communicator, then gave the driver a thumbs-up. The driver roared his approval and turned hard around another corner, working his way toward a particular intersection on the northwest quadrant of the city. Both pursuers fell into position, one above and one behind Nancy’s car. Her driver jittered sideways and up and down doing his best to avoid an avalanche of shots, then he suddenly reduced speed and pulled up, putting his car precisely between the two attackers. Shots from the second attacker impacted the first.
The firing from behind stopped.
He inched up a little higher, and suddenly both cars were on a level. The Protectors didn’t wait. They opened up hard, and it appeared to Nancy that all occupants of the pursuer, now the pursued, died instantly. The car spun away out of control and crashed into a busy intersection.
Another hard corner, then another and another. One pursuer held on relentlessly, though the Great Cat never held steady enough for it to get a good shot. Glancing blows staggered the car, but it was armored and withstood the hits.
Tam spoke into her communicator again, and this time she kept up a running, one-sided conversation. Suddenly, the car rounded a corner and swooped upward, stopping against the side of a building like a fly. The pursuer rounded the same corner and heavy guns opened up from below. The car disintegrated in mid-air.
Nancy’s car held its position. Minutes later the second car of Protectors whooshed to a stop right beside them. Both of its pursuers disintegrated as they crossed the intersection, one simply exploding while the other spun away into the side of a building.
Tam examined each occupant, then let her gaze go back and forth between Nancy and Serge. The car was still hovering an inch from the building, seemingly attached with its nose pointed straight up. The positioning didn’t seem to bother Tam at all. 
“Still want to hold the press conference?” she asked them.
Serge looked to Nancy, then back to Tam. “My people will demand explanations. We don’t see things like this every day. If you think it’s safe, now would be a good time.”
Nancy wasn’t so certain. “Was this the major, one-shot effort you figured they’d make to take me out?”
“It is.”
“Then we’d better notify Governor Seeton. The Rebels don’t know if I’m alive or dead, but they have no reason to delay reprisal against Parsons’ World if that is their intention.” She peered hard into Tam’s eyes. “Should I be dead or alive?”
Her lips lifted into her equivalent of a smile. “Well spoken, Your Majesty. For once, we’re in control. Let’s keep them wondering. We might want you dead for a while, but we might want to resurrect you later.”
Nancy turned to Serge. “I’m going back. Would you like a lift?”
“I can’t exactly get out. Can I hire your driver? Permanently?”
 
* * * * *
 
A few days later squadrons of Rebel ships dropped from hyperspace all around the system. Nancy joined Serge and his team of planners in his office.
“Your forces will not be here in time to stop them,” he said. “I’m getting my guys ready to meet them head on and it won’t be pretty. We’re good, but we’re not effective against cruisers. Our strategy has always been to run.”
“How much time do you need?”
“I’ve talked with Chandrajuski over the hypercom. He’s sending his reserves - they’ll be here in two weeks. The rest of them are tied up. They’ll be here a week later.”
“If I buy you two weeks, will that help?”
“Depends on what the Rebels do during that two weeks.”
She turned to Tam. “It’s time to resurrect me. We need to do it in a hospital.”
 
* * * * *
 
Her voice and video went out to the oncoming fleet, taking hours to cross the abyss. Her body was encased in a tank with only her head showing.
“I am Ellandra of the Chosen. I am your Queen. I will bargain with you for Parsons’ World. My value to Struthers far outweighs the value of Parsons’ World to him. I will surrender myself to you if you agree to leave them alone. You will have to halt your inward progress if you wish to continue discussion, but know this: if you continue inbound, I will escape. You know the capabilities of my ships. You will not stop me. If you halt, I will come to you, give myself up to you.”
She came out of the tank, a tank which had not even been filled. A full day passed before a response arrived.
“We thought you dead. Sorry, but we do not believe you. The Queen would never give herself up for one small, insignificant system.”
She went back into the tank before responding. “You do not believe me? I am Ellandra of the Chosen. You know very well that as a Chosen I cannot lie. I tell you truthfully as a Chosen that I am not well. I might not survive, but then again, I might. What favors will Struthers shower upon the one who brings me to him?”
More hours elapsed, then the response. “The Chosen cannot lie, that is true. I will accept your surrender.” A set of coordinates was issued.
“I will come, but I cannot move at the moment. You will observe a small ship departing for those coordinates within three days. I will be aboard that ship. I give you my word as Chosen.”
The attacking fleet stopped its inbound progress, though a lot of realignments took place. Nancy left aboard a trader three days later. Serge saw her off, and to her astonishment she saw tears in his eyes.
“Parsons’ World might not survive, but if it does, you will always be welcome here,” he said. “We will never forget what you have done.”
She reached a hand out to his shoulder. “Our rallying cry has been, ‘We give all that we are. We do it for our children and for our children’s children.’ You, and through you the people of Parsons’ World have given all that they are. I thank you in the Queen’s name.”
Serge shook his head. “You are her, Nancy Shaw. You have me believing, and you have a whole fleet of Rebels believing. When you return, we will thank you in the appropriate manner.”
She shook her head. “I’m from Earth. I ask only that Parsons’ World help save my home. Together we will share in whatever the future brings. My part in this is nearly done. Not so, the part of Admiral Trexler. Give him my best when you see him, will you?”
A smile lit Serge’s face. He stroked his goatee as he considered her request. “I will do that, and I might do more. He’s a thick-headed one when it comes to love, isn’t he.”
Her face lit in a smile of her own. “He is that, but he is a warrior to the bone. He will save your people, Serge. Just wait and see.”
Her trader was in no hurry, and it would use every minute of two weeks to reach the coordinates specified by the Rebels. No one knew if there were Chessori aboard the attacking fleet, but at the end of the two weeks a significant number of Trexler’s ships had snuck into the system, fast-shipping toward Parsons’ World with their beacons off, so it didn’t matter.
Nancy’s ship approached the specified coordinates, and a Rebel cruiser held there waiting to take her aboard. She opened a line to the cruiser.
“Just slip into the hangar bay nice and gentle,” the Rebel admiral said.
“Sorry, Admiral. I’ve changed my mind.”
The astonished look on his face was worth every minute of the tension she’d been living under. “What? You have given your word as a Chosen.”
“Which would mean something if I was really a Chosen. Sadly, I’m not.”
“You’re an imposter?”
“An imposter and a liar. Good day, Admiral.”
Her trader skipped into hyperspace, gone in the flash of an eye. The Rebel fleet started inbound, and they were allowed to continue for a full week. Then, to their amazement, hundreds of beacons began broadcasting from near Parsons’ World, and they were not trader beacons, they were fighting ships.
A day later, a thousand beacons illuminated out near the fringes of the system. They disappeared, but an hour later they reappeared in the midst of the Rebel fleet. Admiral Trexler’s fleet had merged with the attacking Rebels.
He made a general broadcast, not certain which ship was in charge among the Rebels. “You are free to surrender, or you can stay and fight. The choice is yours. You know what has become of your brothers who stayed to fight us. Do you want to join them?”
A tightbeam transmission came into his operations center. “Who are you?” the Rebel commander demanded to know.
“The last of the Queen’s warriors you will ever set eyes on if you decide to fight. What is your decision, sir?”
The man sagged, his head shaking from side to side. “She tricked me.”
“Who tricked you?”
“The one who would be Queen. She never was, was she?”
Trexler knew whom he meant. “She’s a queen in her own way, but she is not the Queen, nor is she a Chosen. Your answer, sir?”
“I surrender. My heart was never in this anyway.”
Trexler brightened. “Sir Chandrajuski accepts your surrender. Do you have any Chessori aboard?”
“No. To him, I will gladly surrender. Is he here?”
“Not yet, but he will be. Gather your ships together and report to these coordinates.” Trexler sent the coordinates, then added, “Anyone who selects the wrong course is fair game. Let your men know.”
 
* * * * *
 
Serge Parsons watched in amazement from his own ship as Rebel squadrons, almost all of them, headed toward the coordinates specified by Trexler. The few that chose a different course never made it out of the system.
Weeks later, he called Trexler on a tightbeam. “Do you have time for a drink?” he asked.
“Actually, I do, but just a quick one.”
Serge grinned. A few hours later, Trexler shuttled down to the surface and the two of them headed toward Serge’s favorite bar. Serge lifted a glass to Trexler. “Did you know that Mike Carver and I met privately in this very place?”
“No, though I would imagine you’ve had lots of meetings with him.”
“He saved the Queen, and he’s somewhere out there saving the Empire as we speak. I’m not sure what you and Nancy are doing, but you both saved Parsons’ World. Thank you.”
“Well, we both know what you’re doing on Earth. Your people are making a difference, a critical difference. I guess we’re even.”
Serge stared into his glass, twirling it so that the light reflected off its contents. Then his gaze rose to meet Trexler’s. “We’re doing more than you know. Sir Mike set the stage, but his vision was limited. Yours probably is, as well. After all, you’re pretty new to this galactic travel stuff.”
“I couldn’t agree more. Say what’s on your mind.”
“My vision is not limited. The Chessori are our real enemy, and I’m going to help you carry this war to them.”
Trexler’s brow furrowed. “How? You can’t fight the scree.”
“Nope. Only you can do that, but I can give you better tools. We’re working on a new drive, and we’re doing it right under your noses. We’ll be testing the concept in orbit soon, and we’ll be testing the real thing in a year or two. If it works, you’ll have a new drive that is invisible to the Chessori.” He waited, giving Trexler time to think about new drives, then finished his thought. “What are you going to do with these new drives?”
Trexler stared at him. He had only given cursory consideration as to how he was going to go after the Chessori, and he did not have a good answer.
Serge raised a hand, waving it from side to side with a scowl on his face. “I know. Your focus is Triton at the moment, but you’re the senior officer out here. It’s time you thought beyond that. My people are free and we want to stay that way. We need to know that you have a plan to deal with the Chessori.”
“Chandrajuski is the senior officer.”
Serge leaned toward him. “Don’t be a diplomat with me. It doesn’t work. Mike and I did talk, a lot. He told me how you described the Empire crews as policemen, not warriors. I happen to know you’re right, and I know who’s been beating the glzba out of them. It’s you.”
Trexler leaned back in his seat, contemplating. Serge was right. He did need to think beyond Triton, though taking that step was a difficult leap for him and it could not become his overriding concern. Not yet. Earth had a bunch of problems that demanded attention, and the Queen’s speech at Triton was everyone’s first priority. 
But the Chessori! How he wanted to take the battle to them. Because of the scree, Earth would lead that fight. That meant him. How would he do it?
His gaze lifted to Serge. “You’re right. I have to look farther than everyone else. I will.”
“I can’t say how soon these new drives will be ready, but I think that eventually you will have that capability. That’s Parsons’ World’s piece of the pie, an expensive piece of pie. I don’t want it wasted.”
Trexler nodded. “You’ve set me on the path. I won’t let you down.”
“If you let me down, you’ve let down the whole Empire, Ray. Most of them don’t even know.”
“Will they ever know what you’ve done?”
“Not if I can help it. By the way, you should know it was Nancy Shaw’s idea to delay the Rebels.”
Trexler’s eyebrows rose. “You’re kidding!”
Serge shook his head. “I’ve always prided myself on my creativity, but I was getting ready to meet them head on. It would have been a disaster. Parsons’ World has a new friend.”
“I’m starting to think you’ll have to stand in line.”
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Chapter 20
 
Ellie woke up and stretched, greeting yet another new day aboard ship. >Good morning, Cassandra.<
>Good morning, Your Majesty.<
>Your Majesty, humph. You’re in good form this morning.<
>I am, thank you. Today we see Otis again.<
>What I really want is breakfast in bed and a long, hot bath.<
>All you have to do is ask.<
She frowned. >Too soon. Maybe when the war is over. It’s not exactly the impression I want to send of a warrior queen - one who gets waited on hand and foot. You know, I don’t even know if a queen has ever personally visited the Great Cats on Brodor.<
>Then shame on them. It’s high time.<
Ellie smiled as she got out of bed. >That it is.<
 
* * * * *
 
Otis stared at her image on the tightbeam. “Your Majesty. Why are you here?”
“Reviewing my troops. There’s a war going on, or had you forgotten?”
His lips lifted to display the toothy grin she was so fond of. “So you’re back to work. Welcome! Do you have any idea what we’re doing?”
“I just came from Seeton. I have a general idea.”
“I’ll meet you when you land.” He peered hard into her eyes. “You will be the first Queen to ever set foot on Brodor. Will you stay long enough for me to arrange a celebration?”
“I have a lot to do. So do you. Let’s think about it.”
He met her shuttle and boarded, then instructed the pilot where to take them. It wasn’t far. Passenger view screens came alive, and Ellie gasped as she looked down on the enormous construction site.
“Recognize it?” Otis asked.
“I do. It’s an outline of the palace complex on Triton. I thought our plan was to secure the Senate Chamber?”
“That’s the job you gave us, but Josh changed it. He’s decided he has to secure the whole plateau, and I concur. He and Waverly are here.”
She stared in wonder at the scene below. A mother ship, an enormous cargo ship, sat just outside the perimeter of the imaginary plateau, a steady stream of vehicles carrying construction materials to and from the ship. Workers swarmed over structures that would never be more than mere shells of the real thing.
“Where have all the resources come from?”
“Seeton, Your Majesty. Didn’t he tell you?”
“He inferred, but I had no idea of the scale.”
“He has spared nothing. You should know that the ship, its crew, and all the construction workers have agreed to remain isolated out in space until our mission is complete.”
The shuttle landed in the tall grass near the mother ship. Josh and Waverly were waiting as Ellie stepped onto the field. She greeted each of them warmly.
Waverly looked like he needed a bath and a shave, and she suspected she knew the reason why. “You’ve been spending time with Otis, I see.”
A broad smile lit his face. “His instructors, anyway. My men and I are almost done. We’ll begin training on this mock-up in two weeks.”
“I thought you were visiting sector headquarters, preparing them for the arrival of your men.”
“I was. We have a third brigade now. One is here. The other two are out in the sectors. Chandrajuski and Veswicki have taken over my advance work.”
She nodded. “As long as someone is doing it, I approve. I do not want your men going in unprepared as they were in the first two sectors.”
Waverly nodded grimly. “They won’t. Chandrajuski has detailed a lot of ships to support us, and our preparations with sector headquarters are getting better each time. We’ve cleared four more sectors already, maybe six by now since I’ve been gone for a couple of months.”
“So I’ll have the ten sectors promised by Veswicki when I address the senate?”
“I think you’ll have more than that, Your Majesty. We still have six months.”
“And you’ll be training all that time?”
He nodded. “We have a lot to do.” 
She turned to Josh. “I’m told you are in charge. Can you walk me through your plan?”
Josh shook his head. “Not entirely. Our plans are not firm yet. You might be interested to know that we’re considering asking the Chessori to help us.”
Her eyebrows rose. “Surely you jest.”
“Remember the six Chessori Val recruited?”
“They’re here?” she demanded.
“They are.”
“Can you trust them?”
“We do trust them, Your Majesty.”
“What if you’re wrong? We know they’re telepathic. They could alert Struthers’ forces to your presence, to my presence.”
“It’s not a perfect world, Your Majesty, but we’re pretty good at reading people. They have cooperated with us in everything we’ve asked. Admiral Korban’s people studied them extensively attempting to find a way to reduce the effects of the scree, and these Chessori were completely cooperative.”
She frowned. “Did Korban have any success?”
“No, Your Majesty. How the scree works is a complete mystery to us. It might be to the Chessori, as well. Captain Forg, their leader, has no idea how it works.”
“He and his men are traitors. How can you trust them?”
“They’re not traitors, but they are in rebellion against the ruling Chessori who have overstepped their bounds. Forg is personally offended, he’s mad, and he’s afraid for the future of his people. He knows we’re going after them, and he knows we’ll go after them hard. He’s asked us to hold off. Instead, he wants us to help him establish a rebellion when we’re done here.”
Her lips firmed. “There’s a lot at stake here. I must know if his words are true, and so must you. Take me to him.”
Otis padded up to her. “We’ve considered this, Your Majesty. There are too many unknowns. It’s too dangerous to Test him.”
She stared at Otis with her hands on her hips, a pose he knew well. He slowly lowered his haunches to sit at attention in his ‘listening to Ellie’ pose. Josh and Waverly stepped back in awe as powerful gazes locked. Invisible thoughts filled the space between them. Few had the nerve to stand up to her like this.
Ellie ended the stalemate by breaking out laughing. She stepped up to Otis and put her arms around his neck. “You know me too well. I’ve missed you.”
“I have missed you as well,” he growled.
“Testing a Chessori could be dangerous, I agree, but Otis, you know as well as I do that Testing them is the right thing to do. I’m Chosen. It’s what I do. Besides, I’m curious to know the enemy. Aren’t you?”
“These six are not our enemy.”
“Let’s take the guess work out of it.”
Ellie boarded a shuttle with Otis, Waverly, Josh, and her normal Protection detail. They landed in the front yard of a small hotel, the only hotel on the planet for offworlders, and proceeded to the conference room. She stopped just outside the door and took a deep breath, closing her eyes. To her, thoughts of the Chessori began and ended with the scree. To her, the Chessori stood not just for pain, but for agony. They were every child’s nightmare made real. Untold thousands had died as a consequence of the scree. In fact, Struthers’ ability to carry out the coup was largely based on the existence of the scree. Her whole family was dead, close friends had suffered horrible deaths, and her loved ones, including Alexis, Mike and Krys, had suffered mightily at the hands of the Chessori. She deeply feared the Chessori, and rightly so.
But she was a Chosen. Her duty here was clear. She opened her eyes, took one more deep breath, then nodded. Her Protectors entered the conference room and spread out around its edges, then Ellie stepped confidently, much more confidently than she felt, into the room.
One Chessori stood alone at the far end of the room to her left, facing her. A table filled most of the space between them. His diminutive form showed no expression that she could read, but she sensed disquiet from the creature. She was glad for the barrier the table represented, and she wondered if the Chessori felt the same way. The room was deathly silent.
She stepped up to the table, not around it as she ordinarily would have done. She, a Chosen who had traveled the galaxy Testing thousands, she the only Chosen ever to have entered a ship’s net to fight, she the Chosen who was now Queen, needed the table between herself and this creature.
She placed her fingertips on the table and leaned forward to study him. Her gaze bored hard into those huge, glassy eyes, eyes that telegraphed no clues to his thoughts. She hesitated to break the silence, but it was time.
“You are here of your own free will?” she asked.
He bowed, breaking the invisible tether between them. “I am, Your Majesty.”
“Why are you here?”
He straightened up. “A question of multiple possible meanings, Your Majesty.” His gaze locked on her own again, those enormous elliptical eyes glistening. “Do you mean why are my people here? I can’t answer that to my own satisfaction let alone yours. Do you mean why is my crew here?” He paused, then said, “We are traders, nothing more. I began negotiations with Sir Val two years ago. Those negotiations have not yet ended, nor have they been consummated. Do you mean why am I personally here? I am here because I will not give up on our negotiations. I cannot. The stakes are too high.”
“For what do you negotiate?”
“In the beginning, a replacement ship. Now . . . our futures. More precisely, I am negotiating for a relationship based upon cooperation rather than conflict.”
“A difficult negotiation. Maybe impossible. We have no common currency.”
“Not so, Your Majesty.” He took a deep breath and stepped out from behind the table. He lifted his chin and said, “We have truth.”
The hairs on the back of her neck rose. Of all the words he might use to entice a Chosen, he had found just the right one. Their gazes held. She asked, “What do you call truth?”
He did not hesitate. “I call it truth when I say you do not understand the Chessori. I call it truth when I say I don’t either. I call it truth when I say you have, alone among all civilizations, found a way to combat the scree. I call it truth that this discovery, if not negotiated properly, could result in a terrible war and the possible extermination of one side or the other.”
“Just as you attempted to exterminate others?”
His chin dropped and his shoulders sagged. In a near whisper, he said, “I fear they are not the first.”
A general shuffling sounded from around the room as others stared at him aghast. She followed their example, stepping first away from him, then back toward him, her hands balled into fists.
“Not the first? And you hope for a relationship with my Empire? You do not know us.”
His chin lifted. “But I am learning, and yes, I have hope. I cannot say with certainty that they are or are not the first, I only suspect. What I do know is that commerce is much different within your empire. At first I was appalled, but now I am observing with open eyes. There are troubling aspects and there are intriguing aspects. None of that is the issue. The issue is the survival of our peoples. I will not settle for failure.” He looked around the room at the other participants, each of them returning grim expressions, then he focused back on her. “Please give us a second chance.”
Such simple words. She imagined Mike beside her, and she knew exactly what he would be thinking. In every single encounter with the Chessori, the Chessori had managed to throw him a surprise that he was completely unprepared to deal with. This diminutive, all-white Chessori before her had done it again.
She turned to Otis, her closest advisor for many years, and she saw that the Chessori’s words had given him pause, as well. Her gaze found its way back to the Chessori. “You speak wisely, Captain.”
“I have been incarcerated for two years, Your Majesty. I’ve had plenty of time to think. I made an agreement with Sir Val that if he could keep the door from closing between our peoples, I would be a window through which you might learn more about us. I make the same offer to you. Test me, Your Majesty. Know the truth of the Chessori.”
“I cannot compete against your scree. I would be at your mercy at a time when I am completely vulnerable. The risk is too great.”
“Val, too, felt vulnerable during our negotiations, but he chose to risk, Your Majesty.”
Her thoughts turned inward. Val had chosen to risk in more ways than this Chessori knew. Val had chosen to die for her. Was it time to repay that debt? Was this meeting between a Chosen and a Chessori that important to Val? She knew in her heart that it was. He had set this meeting in motion two years ago when he met Forg, but he had really set it in motion as a young, sixteen year old beggar with one leg. He had answered the call to duty and made the ultimate sacrifice. Now it was her turn.
A sudden thought came to her. The Leaf People had named Val the Right Arm. Everyone assumed he was Mike’s Right Arm since Mike’s right arm had been missing when the two of them met, but now she wondered. Ever since she’d known Val he had been setting the example for others to follow, and now he had single-handedly begun the process of bringing two great civilizations to the bargaining table. Was he her Right Arm, too? Was he the Right Arm for others, as well?
Her thoughts returned to Forg. She feared a Testing. Forg could be a plant by either Struthers or the Chessori. What would happen to her if he activated the scree while she was deep within his mind? She shuddered, knowing that she would not only be at his mercy but that she would be locked within a tomb from which there might be no escape.
But she suddenly knew something else, as well. Two major empires were in the process of meeting for the first time, and the result was war. The very existence of these two civilizations begged the question: were there others? If there were, what she learned now might set the example for then. The day would come when a third major civilization entered the picture. Would her Empire and the Chessori empire approach it as separate, warring civilizations, each bargaining for advantage, or could they approach it as one entity?
Resolving conflicts between great civilizations lay at the very heart of what the Chosen were all about. She had been bred and educated for this very purpose. As Queen, her people relied on her to envision the future, not just to deal with what lay before her eyes.
Her mind went back to her meeting with the Leaf People on Lianli: so many years ago, and so, so much had happened during those years. The speaker for the Leaf People had called her the mother of future generations. In a harsh tone he had said, “You Test for truth, but who tests the tester?” Then his voice had softened, and he had said, “The answer lies in your people. Do not fail them. Heed their call, for you have been called as no other Chosen before you has been called.”
She had a sudden inspiration. This Chessori was calling her for help. Could he be one of her people too? Could all the Chessori? Was that why she had been called as no other Chosen before her?
Had she been thinking too small? Was her job to unite civilizations, not just her Empire?
“The answer lies in your people. Do not fail them.”
She shuddered, fearing the scree at the most fundamental level of life itself: instinct. But she knew her duty. She opened her eyes to the Chessori. 
“Your wish for Testing is granted.”
She sat while Forg approached her. All her senses came to a peak. His skin had the appearance of eggshells. She did not detect a body odor from him. Maybe he wasn’t as afraid as she was? Her hands shook as she raised them. She stared into those enormous, shining eyes as she placed her hands on his head. His skin was soft and warm, a surprise. She turned a switch in her mind, and she was in.
She knew his fear, and it was as great as her own. In horror, she sensed the scree hiding slightly below the surface, ready to be released at a moment’s notice.
“It’s only instinct, Your Majesty. I have it under control.”
“What?”
“I will not harm you under any circumstances.”
“My Touch is one-way. How can I hear you?”
“Have you ever Tested a telepath?”
“Yes. Please tell me you can’t read my mind.”
“I have not tried to read your mind, nor will I. This is how we Chessori communicate.”
“Not with thoughts?”
“Sometimes with thoughts, but that can be burdensome. Mostly we communicate with words.”
“Do you know what I risk here?”
“I know that you never reveal to others what you learn during a Testing. I will not breach that trust. I have no interest in previous Testings, only my own. However, I release you from that promise as it regards me. The stakes are far too high, and your men need to know what you learn.”
“I Test for truth. Are you giving me permission to Test for more?”
“I told you I would be a window to my people. The answer is yes.”
She dove in slowly, knowing instinctively where to go in her search for truth. She found it, and Forg was true. She sighed in relief, came back up long enough to let him know she knew, then wove her way back in.
She sensed his admiration, even adulation, for Val. She moved beyond that to one of his strongest memories, that of losing his ship. The ship had been taken by a K’tiri who had claimed scree’Tal, or death-right. She learned instantly what that meant. K’tiri, and only K’tiri, formed the highest guild among the Chessori. Their decisions could be argued, but once scree’Tal was claimed, discussion ended.
Chessori guilds were really an agglomeration of sub-species within a species. In most cases, differentiation between species was minor, but the K’tiri boasted a major difference. Their scree overpowered the scree of all other Chessori. A single K’tiri could bring any non-K’tiri Chessori to their knees if they were within a dozen arm-spans. If within a single arm-span, the scree of a K’tiri could kill another Chessori. Scree’Tal had been an effective court of final appeal for the K’tiri since the very beginning of Chessori civilization.
The K’tiri ruled with an iron fist, brooking no exceptions to their ultimate rule, but short of going head to head with a K’tiri, the rest of the Chessori enjoyed complete freedom. Guilds flourished, and the K’tiri encouraged and supported guild freedoms and responsibilities.
Not so for other worlds, other species. Non-Chessori were seldom allowed to leave their home worlds, and when they did, it was only in a Chessori ship. Inter-world commerce between non-Chessori worlds flourished, but all transactions and transportation were conducted by the Chessori.
Within living memory, no one within the Chessori domain had ever known otherwise, and until coming to the Empire, Forg had not questioned those values. He had seen nothing unusual with the restrictions placed on non-Chessori worlds, and he had profited from those very restrictions. The people he dealt with had not seemed unhappy. It’s just the way things were.
Trading within the Empire had been confusing at first: as far as he could tell, no one was in charge. It was every species and every individual for himself. He was uncomfortable with such looseness in society, but his business was to turn a profit and he was doing just that. He was proud of the trading skills of his people.
Until a K’tiri confiscated his ship.
Prior to that, he had turned a blind eye on K’tiri activities within the Empire. He had been interested only in his own well-being and the well-being of his guild. The moment he became shipless, the veil before his eyes dropped. During discussions with Sir Val his eyes had opened further, and Val’s explanation of the Rebel-Chessori partnership had completed the process. Forg learned exactly what the K’tiri were up to, and he could not condone such activities. Though the K’tiri were his own species, they had gone too far. In fact, he now wondered if they had gone too far eons ago.
It took Ellie only moments to sense all this. Forg understood that a relationship with the Empire might entail serious change within the Chessori domain, and those changes might be too severe to succeed, but they were not his concern. His focus was the K’tiri. They had confiscated ships under contract, many of them, and more important, they had used the scree in a way that violated the most fundamental Chessori laws. The scree was a secret weapon only to be used in extremis and to disable prey. The K’tiri used it indiscriminately, and he suspected they had been doing so for a long time. Worse, he believed their activities had been sanctioned at the highest levels. The K’tiri no longer deserved to rule.
He could not put them in their place, nor could his people, but the Empire might be able to do it. He would help if he could.
She came back to him. “You want the K’tiri removed from power. That might not be all I want.”
“I know. You are not hiding your thoughts from me. I cannot speak for my people. I only speak against the K’tiri.”
“Your hopes are reasonable. We are fighting the K’tiri and we are winning, though I suspect there are many, many more of them within your realm. I don’t know if we can deal with all of them. Things could get ugly in your empire if we try.”
“It will get ugly, but it is time, Your Majesty. I will help you free your Empire from the K’tiri. I hope you will reciprocate by helping me free them from mine.”
“That is the way of the Empire, Captain. It is also the way of the Chosen. The door between our two societies is open, and we will do our best to keep it open. Your offer is accepted. Is our negotiation complete then?”
“There will be other issues. We will negotiate them as they arise.”
“I have Tested everyone else in the room, and they are true. I hope you will trust them. We have a long road ahead of us. Your help will speed the process.”
“You should know that I have never used my scree against another creature, nor do I intend to. The scree might have been necessary early in our development, but we’ve grown beyond it. Speaking only for myself, not for the rest of my people, I hope you find a means to counter it. We have been immensely successful trading within your Empire. That is the future I want, but I don’t think we will ever be accepted with the scree.”
“Maybe, and maybe not. It’s just a weapon, and there are many weapons within our two Empires. We make laws to control their use. However, restricting your use of the scree will have an impact on the other worlds within the Chessori realm. There is not a simple solution to that issue.”
“It might not be simple, but isn’t that the power of negotiation? I’m just a ship’s captain. In time, you’ll meet real Chessori leaders. They will help define solutions.”
She smiled. “I think I have already met one of your leaders. Is he ready to adjourn this negotiation?”
She withdrew, knowing there were lots of other things she could have learned from this Chessori, but such chores were for the others in this room.
She released her hold on Forg and looked around the room. Everyone waited expectantly. “You have chosen well,” she said, her gaze moving from Otis, to Waverly, and to Josh. “My Testing verifies what you already knew: this Chessori speaks true. Not all Chessori are our enemies, but the K’tiri are, and there are a lot of them.”
Forg clarified her words. “You have beaten them badly, but you have barely scratched the surface.”
“The K’tiri sent a force of thousands against one of our worlds. They were not successful.”
“I know. As a military force, it would have consisted entirely of K’tiri. I have never heard of them failing.” He stared at her, then let his gaze move to the others. He said, “They will return. However many they sent last time, the next force will be ten times that number, maybe a hundred times that number.”
His words took her breath away, and she wasn’t the only one in the room who suddenly felt uncomfortable. “You do not make it easy to like you,” she said to Forg.
His expression, as always, revealed little. “The K’tiri are a formidable opponent. I will do what I can to help you fight them. Will you Test the rest of my crew?”
She tested his crew, then Josh, Otis, and Waverly took her on a tour of the mocked-up palace complex. Buildings were just shells, most without roofs, but corridors and major rooms had been constructed with appropriate detail. Stairways and lifts were clearly outlined, as were boulevards, ponds, trees, and pathways. The two gzeikolts, the enormous, 300-story suburbs in the sky, were only outlines, but since they had not been restored at the real palace complex, they were not of great concern to Josh.
 
* * * * *
 
She spent a full day reviewing plans and walking the plateau. She planned to spend an additional day, but when Otis woke her up and led her to the boarding ramp of the mother ship, a vast crowd of Great Cats prowled the fields outside, thousands of Great Cats.
She turned to him in amazement. “What’s going on?”
The Queen finally visits, and you expect us to ignore it?” he growled.
“I thought my presence here was secret?”
Otis sat, then changed his mind. A moment later, his hot breath was on her face. “Secret? Here? Of all the places in the Empire, there is no safer place for you. We never speak of your activities to outsiders. Your secrets are safe with us.”
“Can you arrange a place for me to speak to them?”
“I could, but it’s not our way. They want to meet this person they’ve heard so much about. Walk among them. Touch them and smell them.”
The two of them went into the crowd and did just that. For many of the cats, meeting the first Great Cat to be Knighted was almost as important as meeting the Queen.
Ellie was exhausted by the end of the day, but she felt exhilarated as well. Dusty and wanting nothing more than a long bath, Otis denied her both. 
“Our Elders would like to meet you.”
“You’re not one of them?” she asked in amazement.
Otis’ lips lifted in another smile. “Not yet.”
“How about tomorrow?” Otis just stared at her and she shrugged. “Can I clean up first?”
His lips lifted into a smile. “This is your back-to-nature day, Your Majesty. It would be wasted on them.”
“But not on me.”
“As Josh likes to say, suck it up, Lady.”
She frowned, but she followed him on foot to the nearest village some two miles away. Low buildings littered a grassy plain, the grass long ago beaten into submission. She shuddered when she thought about what her day would have been like had it been raining.
Six Great Cats met them, ancient whiskers graying about their snouts but all of them spry as they led her toward a low, round, thatched hut, its walls open to the air. Inside the hut, they formed into an open circle and settled onto their stomachs. She and Otis completed the circle. Darkness was falling, and a younger cat brought sticks and lit a fire, then backed away.
“We welcome you in the name of the People,” one of them said.
“Sir Otis tells me I am the first Queen to visit you. Shame on us. The People and the Royal Family have shared an uncommon bond for two thousand years, a personal bond defying time. Your Protectors have done their jobs well, and for that I thank you. We find ourselves again fighting gleasons, a problem I will rectify as soon as I am restored to the throne.”
She hung her head, then lifted it to the one who had spoken and said, “As bad as the gleasons are, the Chessori are far worse. I stand here today only because Sir Otis and a few of his brothers and sisters withstood the horrors of the mind weapon to rescue me. I will be forever grateful. The People believe they owe a debt of obligation for what the Royal Family did for them some 2,000 years ago. Now, the tables are turned. The Royal Family is indebted to you. So, too, is the Empire.”
The Great Cat nodded its head, but she wasn’t done. She looked deeply into each of the eyes around the circle, then said, “You have fulfilled any obligation you ever owed to the Royal Family, and I hereby release you from it.” 
As one, all the Great Cats leapt to their feet. They prowled the interior of the hut shaking their great heads and muttering quietly to each other. When they formed up again, they settled around her in sitting positions, their heads tilted down toward her, their yellow eyes staring into hers. She suddenly knew that Otis’ listening to Ellie pose did not belong just to him. A couple of heads tossed angrily, hackles rising down the backs of both.
Their leader spoke. “Your Majesty, you honor us beyond words, but now is not the time.”
She tilted her head to the side. “I didn’t say I wanted you to stop. My love for Sir Otis knows no bounds. My love for you and our relationship follows from that. I cannot imagine existence without my Protectors.”
Her lips firmed. “When I speak of my Protectors, I never infer ownership. They are you, the People. You have proudly sent them for generations. I hope you will keep sending them, but no longer can they serve out of obligation. That obligation has been satisfied. I ask for your continued Protection, but I ask for it based on what it has really been all along: duty and honor. I throw the words friendship and love into that pot, but in that regard I speak only for myself.”
The Elders either did not know protocol or they simply ignored it. They spoke briefly in low tones in their own language and seemed to reach agreement.
The leader spoke. “We agree: past debts are paid. That does not mean we will forget, ever. Our protection services have become as much a part of us as they are of the Royal Family. They will continue without cost to the Royal Family despite a considerable cost to us. Thank you for permitting us to serve out of honor rather than obligation.”
“Have any of you been Protectors?” she asked.
A low growl sounded from Otis, and she turned to him in surprise. “Am I out of order?” she asked.
He returned that pertinent look cats are so good at and deigned not to answer. 
The speaker answered. “All of us knew you as a young child. I am sorry about your mother and siblings. We, of course, accept some of the blame.”
“We’re not playing that game,” she responded firmly. “We’re looking forward.”
“You’ve had a long day, Your Majesty. We’ll escort you back to the ship.”
He didn’t wait for an answer. He simply stood up and padded away. She and Otis followed, and the rest followed after them. She heard low conversation among them on the way, but she was content to just walk. It had, indeed, been a long day. 
When they reached the ship, the leader spoke. “If you are willing to spend one more day, we will sing tomorrow night.”
“I’d be honored.”
He nodded. “Good night, Your Majesty.”
 
* * * * *
 
The next day she met Otis’ family. He had sired six pups four years earlier. Danril, a Protector herself, had birthed them here on Brodor and raised them in the traditional manner. Otis still referred to them as pups, but to her they were fully grown Great Cats. More mischievous than the Protectors she’d known, they were clearly still adolescents.
That night, Otis lead Ellie, his family, Josh, Waverly, and a few other senior officers back toward the village. “Singing is a thing of magic to us, and our tales are a source of education for our young,” he instructed them. “Our Elders have clearly broken with tradition here - you are the first outsiders to hear them.”
Night had fallen by the time they reached the site, a barren field outside the city. A series of fires had been set along the outside perimeter of an enormous clearing to provide a semblance of light. But clear vision was not essential here, the newcomers learned. Hearing was all that really mattered.
A Great Cat padded in a tight circle in the midst of the spectators. As soon as the visitors were seated, he began. He didn’t sing, not exactly. His tale was spoken, but so expertly that it sounded like a song, and it was, in fact, the cats’ way of singing. Ten minutes into the song he switched to Galactic High Standard, warning the listeners that the tale would lose some of its smoothness in the process. 
They heard two stories that night. The first was the battle outside Chandrajuski’s home against the gleasons. Great roars sounded as Otis and his partners attacked, shrieks sounded as each Protector fell, and solid booms sounded from instruments among the spectators as Otis and Jessie fired blindly into the underbrush, wounding the last gleason. The audience shared their agony as the two later raced for the house, both of them severely wounded. A roar sounded as Otis leaped into the air reaching for the knife, followed by a hush when he fell fatally wounded.
The second song was of a one-legged beggar thwarting all security to reach Daughter’s side just in time to prevent her death. Otis’ decision to follow Val rather than stop him as he raced toward Daughter had become a standard item of course structure for Protector training. 
The orator ended the story by turning to Ellie. “You have since Knighted Val, but to us he has always been a Knight.”
 
* * * * *
 
Ellie left the following day. Her next stop was back to Governor Seeton on Aldebaran I. Her cruiser was scheduled to have a hypercom installed. She fretted at the delay, but she understood its importance.
 
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Not all the sectors rescued by Waverly’s Raiders needed new governors. Some of the governors had remained loyal, treading difficult waters for years. Frncona did not share that reputation. It’s entire sector hierarchy had been removed by Struthers, then again by the Raiders. Veswicki had spent two full months underground preparing Frncona for the Raiders’ arrival. Part of that preparation included narrowing down a field of candidates, then Naming one of them acting governor after the fighting was done. When convenient, the Queen would confirm his choice after Testing.
Traditionally, Queens traveled to sectors to Name governors. Elaborate ceremonies were the norm. Ellie continued that tradition, traveling to every recovered sector, even those whose governors had not been replaced, reconfirming the crown’s confidence in them. Her arrival on Frncona surprised Veswicki. So recently had the fighting ended that the Raiders had not yet left.
That suited Ellie just fine. She always relished visits to her troops, and they appreciated the attention from the person who led this vast galactic organization. This was her last stop before the dreaded convocation on Triton, and she intended to make the most of it.
Her first order of business was to Test several of the senior politicians and military commanders. Following those Testings, she planned to hold private meetings with each individual, then with the group as a whole. A lavish ceremony for the general populace would cap off events. 
The Testings began. Ellie was seated on a throne-like seat in the governors reception hall, a cavernous room designed for much larger audiences than the one present on this day. Veswicki, the senior Raider commander, several of his staff, and her Protection detail formed a small group around the throne.
The governor came in and knelt before Ellie. She commanded him to stand, and she stood with him. She reached out her hands, placing one on each shoulder, and looked into his eyes. The Testing began. Testings for governor were thorough, and this man passed with flying colors. She released him, congratulated him, then called for the next candidate.
Her fifth Testing was of a fleet commander. She accepted his application for the position, stood him up, and placed her hands on his shoulders.
The moment she did, she cried out. The admiral grabbed her arms and attempted to roll with her to the floor, using her body for cover, but Ralph moved too quickly. He tore Ellie from the man’s grasp and went to the floor, his body covering her. Her arms went to full extension, and a purplish ooze shot from her hands. The ooze quickly turned to a dull shade of brown.
The room erupted in shooting from above. Protectors sprang into action, returning murderous fire and gathering around the Queen. Veswicki and the Raiders sought cover and added their fire to that of the cats, but the ambush had been set too well. Everyone in the room died except Ellie. Unknown to the assailants, her Rider had traded its life for hers, removing the deadly poison in the only manner it could, taking it into its own body and leaving hers.
Jessie, Mike’s personal Protector, was in charge of external protection on this particular day. She quickly organized a team of Raiders that burst into the room with guns blazing. Their only purpose at the moment was to cover Jessie while she retrieved the Queen. The operation was successful, and Jessie leaped from the room with one arm around Ellie. The brownish fluid extending from each of Ellie’s hands, her dead Rider, remained behind. Jessie didn’t stop until she reached a Raider aid station. There, she held briefly while the medic examined Ellie and bandaged her hands, then she loaded Ellie onto a shuttle and brought her to the medical station on her cruiser.
Ellie was in enormous pain, her hands literally shredded by Cassandra as she burst out of her body. Doctors sedated her and worked on her for hours, then installed her in a tank. When she came out several days later, they installed gloves over her wounds and inserted pain blocks into each arm. Ellie awoke in bed, her thoughts dulled by the pain medication. Jessie was at her side.
They stared into each other’s eyes in silence. Ellie was the first to speak. “I don’t remember anything.”
“You were poisoned, Your Majesty. Cassandra carried the poison from your body.”
Ellie’s eyes closed and she went internal. Moments later her eyes flew open in panic. “She’s gone!”
“Yes, Your Majesty, she’s gone. She made the ultimate sacrifice for you. So did Ralph, Veswicki, Waverly’s senior officers, the new governor, and your Protectors.”
Through her fog, it took a while for Jessie’s words to sink in. When they did, Ellie’s face froze and her gaze dulled. It wasn’t long before tears cascaded down her cheeks. Jessie, in a most un-Protector-like manner, gathered Ellie in her arms and pressed her to herself.
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Chapter 22
 
Mike, posing as a repairman, stepped lightly from the transporter and reached back inside for the heavy toolkit. “Thanks for the lift!” he called to the driver as the transporter pulled away.
He looked up at Resolve’s burnished underside and let memories flood his mind. He’d spent a full year inside this ship when he and Ellie escaped from Earth. He’d killed George, fought off the Chessori, and he’d brought Ellie to a place they had thought would be safe. How wrong they’d been.
Those had been difficult, trying times, but as he looked back on them he felt once again the glow he felt every time he thought of Ellie. In his wildest imaginings he could never have foreseen himself falling in love with the Queen of All Space, but even more amazing was the fact that she’d fallen in love with him. And events surrounding that relationship, well . . . he shook his head. Words might exist to describe them, but he didn’t know the words. Too much had happened during the intervening years.
And now . . . they had reached the end game. The future was grim, but it was not bleak, and that was because of the players. So many fine people. His new friends would have been movers and shakers in any undertaking, but when it came to the demands of Empire they had given all that they were.
Very soon now they would know if that had been enough. Whatever was going to happen here on Triton would happen in two weeks. They might all be dead afterword, but if things went as he believed they would, the Empire would be a giant step closer to what it had been before the coup.
The spaceport was a hive of activity. Ships of every description brought senators and their staffs to the convocation. A fair number came in private ships similar to Resolve, and the spaceport was bulging at the seams as a result. Others arrived in cruise liners that whisked away after a few days, and some traveled in regular passenger vessels that stayed for only a few hours.
Some senators arrived in military vessels, possibly fearing for their safety. After what Struthers had done four years earlier, Mike was not surprised.
Spaceport staff and security had been beefed up during the preceding few months, but the sheer number of ships and bodies overwhelmed their best efforts. Resolve arrived in the midst of that vast influx, this time landing at the main spaceport serving Crystal City.
Mike hefted the tool bag and started up the ramp. He didn’t see a guard, though he knew someone would be up there inside the ship. Sure enough, a figure materialized from nowhere with a long blaster pointed off to the side. Mike continued up the ramp, studying the man.
“Welcome aboard, Sire.”
Mike blinked and stepped closer. “Jacobs? Is that you?”
“The very same.” Jacobs, a wide grin on his face, made a signal with his hand and a Great Cat materialized from farther back in the ship.
“We have medics guarding the front door now?” Mike asked, reaching out to shake hands with Sergeant Jacobs.
The Great Cat sauntered up to them studying Mike. “I don’t recognize you. Who are you?” he asked.
“I’m your First Knight. I don’t recognize you either. Did we train together?”
“I’ll need verification, Sire.”
“Sorry. I don’t carry my credentials here.”
The Great Cat swung its head toward Jacobs who was no longer grinning.
“I vouch for him.” To Mike, he said, “He was one of the Great Cats who manned Buskin’s ships. They’ve been released from their duties. There have been some changes, Sire. Most of the Queen’s Protectors are new to her.”
Mike sensed the ominous tone. “Why?”
“A major incident. Everyone died in the attack except her. Ralph covered her with his own body. Jessie got her out.” He paused and looked Mike in the eye. “The Queen was injured.”
Mike paled. “How bad?”
“Her hands. She was poisoned. Her Rider exploded out of her body, shredding her hands but taking the poison with it.”
Mike’s eyes widened. “Her Rider died?”
Jacobs nodded. “She’s waiting for you. Actually, I think she’s waiting for Jake.”
Mike went internal. >Jake?<
>I’m on it. I’ll need a few hours. A day would be better.<
Mike turned and headed toward her quarters, then stopped and turned around. It was Krys’ ship now. He didn’t know where Ellie was staying.
“Where is she right now?”
Jacobs looked to the ceiling. “George?”
“She’s in your old room, Mike. Welcome back.”
Mike turned and headed toward the central shaft. “Good to hear you again, George. I’ve been out of touch. Can you bring me up to date?”
“I could, but Otis is with her. I think they’ll want to do it together.”
Mike shook his head. “You really did get an education on Shipyard.”
“I’m still getting it, Mike.”
As he approached the central shaft, purple scales suddenly filled the opening. Stven stepped out, and Mike stepped back to give him room. It seemed like an eternity since they’d last spoken.
“Permission to come aboard, sir.”
Stven’s long neck swayed from side to side. “You Earthmen! Admiral Trexler does the same thing. Why would you ask my permission when it’s your ship?”
“The captain is the captain is the captain,” Mike said chiding him. “Even with the Queen aboard, this is your ship. You hold our lives in your hands.” He changed the subject. “I’m amazed that Resolve can even be here, that the Queen can be hiding right under Struthers’ nose.”
“Our presence is a clear weakness in Empire procedures . . . well, Rebel procedures anyway, but I’m not surprised. Until I met Serge Parsons I had never even considered the fact that a ship’s beacon could be modified. It’s unheard of throughout all of the Empire, and it’s illegal. The Rebels have established new procedures that require we electronically download our beacon for examination, but they can’t imagine that information being false. It’s something you will have to address when you’re back in the Palace.”
“Hmm. Maybe I’ll give you the job.”
A puff escaped from each nostril, and Mike was forced to wave his hand through the air, though it did little good. Stven was mortified, but the damage was done and could not be undone.
“You know, Sire, I haven’t given a moment’s thought to what we’re going to do when this is over. I almost can’t imagine life without Krys anymore.”
“I know what you mean. I almost can’t imagine a daily existence not focused on war. This past year has been the longest of my life.”
“It’s a long time to live in fear. Akurea said the same thing.”
“Who’s she?”
“Hmm. You haven’t met her. Officially she ran an overhaul facility on Grnlee. Unofficially she worked on projects to sabotage Chessori ships. With her help we stole hypercom plans from the Chessori, then she translated their plans to our language. Resolve has a hypercom now and so do a lot of our other ships. The presence of instantaneous communication across light years will eventually change life throughout the Empire.”
Mike’s eyebrows rose. “A lot has happened in my absence. Josh didn’t mention that little item when he got back.”
Stven didn’t hesitate with his reply. “I’m glad to see he’s focused on Triton. All of our efforts over the past few years will culminate one way or another in the next two weeks. Whatever happens, the Empire will never be the same again. It might die, or it might be strengthened, but it will not be the same.”
“I heard you’d become a statesman. I see my information is correct.”
“Sire?”
“My information is all third hand, but from what I hear you’re a hit on Earth, and you’re really a hit with Trexler.”
“I didn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know. The Queen is our only focus for the next two weeks, Sire.”
“I can take a hint. I’m on my way to see her now.”
“She’s not well, Sire.”
“So I heard.”
“I don’t mean physically, Sire. She’s deeply unhappy. Losing Cassandra highlighted just how frail we all are. I think she has finally lost one too many friends. She grieves.
Mike frowned. “Thank you, Captain. I’ll see what I can do.”
 
* * * * *
 
Mike approached the door to his old quarters, now Ellie’s quarters. Without his even asking, the door slid open at a command from George. Through the opening he saw Ellie seated on a floater. Otis sat in front of her, but the Great Cat stood up on all four hands and stepped away when he saw Mike.
Mike stood in the doorway for a time studying his bride, appalled at what she had become. Tubes stretched from both arms to a box on the floater. White, bulky gloves covered each hand. The skin on her face stretched across sunken cheeks and seemed thinner than he remembered. Dark circles under her eyes emphasized the missing spark that had always been in her eyes. She seemed . . . beaten.
She lifted arms to him. He went to her, taking her head in his arms and kissing the top of her hair. She would have none of that. She leaned back until their lips found each other. His touch was gentle, hers more strident. When they parted, eyes looked into eyes hungrily.
“It’s been a long year,” she whispered. “This is not how I wanted to show you my home.”
“But that year is behind us now. The day is getting closer when you will really be able to show me your home.”
Her eyes closed. She savored his touch, and he could feel his energy flowing into her.
“Jake’s working on a new Rider,” he said.
She pressed her head into his chest, and he held her there. “I’m not ready.”
Mike heard a low growl from Otis, and his eyebrows lifted in surprise. Had he ever heard Otis growl at Ellie? He was pretty certain he had not.
She had heard him as well. She pulled back from Mike, saying, “I know I promised. I’m just not ready.”
“The time for mourning is over,” Otis insisted.
Mike understood instantly. He pushed himself away but kept a hand on each of her shoulders. “Tell me about it,” he said softly.
“I don’t remember. I woke up in sick bay.”
He turned to Otis. “What happened?”
“Everyone in the room except her died. Cassandra, Ralph, Governor Veswicki, all the Protectors, several Raiders, the new governor, and the fleet commander she was Testing.”
Mike shook his head and turned back to her. “You’ve lost so many over the past few years. I’m sorry.”
“I think I’m finally grieving for all of them. I can’t stop.”
“Yes you can,” he said lovingly. “You’ve given yourself over to grief, you’re at possibly the lowest point of your life, but you’re strong. Start a new life, Ellie. Be the Phoenix. Rise up from the ashes of your previous life and show us what the Chosen are made of. Show your Empire exactly who they’ve chosen and why.”
She reached a hand up to his face. Her eyes went to that hand in sadness. “I can’t feel a thing.”
“Yes you can. You have always felt with your heart.”
Her lips quivered, the first hints of a smile. Those wise old eyes that he so loved stared into his own, almost as if she was preparing to Test him. “You are my man, you are my First Knight, and you are King. I chose well. It’s time my Empire gets to know you.”
“Almost, but not quite yet.”
“I’ll never replace Cassandra, but I waited for you. I waited for Jake. She was his direct descendent.”
“And you’ll have another direct descendent. We don’t know her yet, but she, too, will be wonderful. You know that. Jake says he’ll be ready tomorrow.”
She stared into his eyes, then turned to Otis. “I’ll pull myself out of this depression by tomorrow, I promise. Will you allow me the rest of the day?”
Otis didn’t have to like her decision, though he had to accept it. “We’ll schedule a staff meeting for tomorrow afternoon, then Resolve has to be away.” He padded softly from the room.
Ellie stared at Mike, blinking from time to time. “I’ve missed you.” Her arms lifted to him again.
He leaned over the floater and took her in his arms. “I’ve missed you too. Jake says ditto.”
“Hi, Jake,” she said. To Mike she said, “You’ve lost your tan.”
“Afraid so. I haven’t seen much sun since we got here. It’s definitely been an inside job.”
“So, have you fallen for any strange women in my absence?”
“I haven’t run into any strange women carrying stunners. That’s what it takes to get my attention.”
She might have blushed, remembering what she had done to him back on Earth, but Mike couldn’t tell. She suddenly looked flushed. “Are you okay?”
“It’s nothing your arms around me can’t fix. Just hold me.”
 
* * * * *
 
He woke up Ellie later that night. “Jake’s ready,” he told her. “Are you?”
“I have to be. I promised Otis I’d be back on the job tomorrow.”
 
* * * * *
 
He and Ellie entered the conference room arm in arm. The floater was no longer a part of her life, and the anti-pain medications had been flushed from her system. Everyone stood, but Ellie waved them back to their seats, at least the ones who used seats. Chandrajuski remained standing, of course, and so did Stven. Ellie went first to Krys and hugged her. Then she went around the room touching and speaking briefly to each person.
When she reached Nancy Shaw, she paused. “I hear you’ve given the Chosen a bad name,” she said.
“I have, Your Majesty. You’ll survive it.”
“Parsons’ World survived it. That’s what matters. Thank you.” She turned to face the room. “Your Queen took a time-out, but I’m back on the job now. The results of our efforts during the past few years culminate in two weeks. Let’s make it count.”
She stepped to the two empty seats at the head of the table, one for her and one for Mike, but she stopped before sitting down and turned to Josh. “Colonel, this is your operation. This seat is yours.”
She and Josh traded places, but he remained standing. He brought a detailed depiction of the palace complex to life on the wall. “Struthers knows we’re planning something. He just doesn’t know the details,” he began. “We know that for a fact. Don’t let your guard down. The Imperial Senate convenes in two weeks, and the meeting will last for a month. At the half way point Struthers will install himself in the Palace as Emperor, all with the blessing of the senate. One of the first goals of the meeting is to officially welcome the Chessori into the Empire. A delegation of twelve Chessori will be seated with the senators from the outset.”
“Before they’ve been voted in?” Ellie asked in shock. “It’s not done that way.”
“Struthers intends to keep a tight rein on the senators, Your Majesty. This is just one of the ways he’s letting them know.”
He went on to describe the operation in broad detail. “We infiltrate through the tunnel network. We’ll guide our strike forces into position anywhere from a few days to a few hours before the meeting begins. Val will be up in the second floor spectator area when the meeting starts. He’s our eyes in the chamber. He has to go in unarmed.”
Heads turned toward Val. He just shrugged.
“A limited number of Protectors will remain with the Queen. The rest of the Protectors have only one purpose: take out the gleasons. Sir Otis will command them.
“Specially trained teams of Waverly’s Raiders will take out the weapons control centers. It’s the only way we can shut them down. There are three of them, all underground: one under the military headquarters on the west end of the plateau, one under the gzeikolt in Palace City, and one under the park in front of the Senate Chamber. A large force of Waverly’s Raiders will secure the central portion of the plateau. To do so will require securing portions of the Palace grounds and Palace City.
“Our two weakest links are the gleasons and the defensive weapons. Failing to deal with the gleasons will prevent the Queen from getting into the chamber. Failing to deal with the weapons installations will prevent her extraction by ship. Our fallback is to leave the same way we came in, but the Rebels will be looking for us and it will be a hard fight. I definitely want her taken out by ship if at all possible.
“Nancy Shaw will draw the gleasons to Otis. We don’t know where they’ll be hiding or even when they’ll get here, so we’ll expose her in the corridor near the main entrance to the chamber. We’ll retreat through the corridor on the Palace side of the Chamber, drawing the gleasons away from the Queen. We’ll make our stand in the second level corridor when we’re away from the Chamber.”
Krys uttered six words that stunned everyone in the room. “They’re here now. I see them.”
Josh blinked a few times trying to get his mind around those simple words. He leaned toward her with his fists on the table. “My Lady . . . you see them now, right now?”
She turned her head toward his voice. “I see them, Joshua. Right now.”
He stepped around the table to stand behind her. “Where do you see them, My Lady?”
“Four locations.” She pointed her arm toward them.
From inside the ship it was difficult to determine exactly which direction her arm pointed. “George,” Josh called, “Where is she pointing?”
“Toward the plateau. If we moved closer I could be more specific.”
Josh placed his hands lightly on her shoulders and squeezed, then he stepped away and turned his back on everyone in the room. He didn’t stay that way long. He moved back to the head of the table and silently let his gaze move to each player.
“Our plan just changed.” He leaned over the table toward Krys. “My Lady, will you stay and guide the Queen’s Protectors?”
 
* * * * *
 
Resolve left that afternoon to return Chandrajuski to his fleet. He and Trexler would hammer out the final details of their part of the operation based on Josh’s latest plan. Resolve’s crew, all except for the Great Cat Borg, Major Washburn, and Sergeant Jacobs, the medic, remained with the ship. Had they not, the ship would have been incapable of fighting, and though Resolve had no specific assignment at this point, it had proven to be a formidable opponent against all but capital ships.
Bruston, Governor Veswicki’s old executive assistant and now head of the spy network, had a major logistics nightmare on his hands, though he had had almost a year to prepare. Great Cats had not been welcome on Triton since the coup. Some 300 Great Cats and their equipment had to be transferred from traders at various spaceports to apartments without being seen, then they had to be delivered to the warehouse above the tunnel entrance for their mission. The Terran Protectors had much more freedom of movement, though their fighting equipment could not be carried through town and had to be delivered as well.
Bruston acquired a floater for Krys - there was just no way a blind person was going to walk through the miles and miles of tunnels. She and her team gathered in the warehouse over a period of several hours. Josh had placed Borg in charge of the mission with Reba as his guide.
The team of nine, all of them including Krys dressed in camouflage uniforms and boonie hats, received a final briefing from Reba and set out. The twenty-mile long tunnel under the forest and the shorter but more difficult climb up to the plateau had been cleared of orths and spiders, but it had been a while ago. Some would have returned. She reminded them that this was a stealth operation. Before reaching the plateau, sound would not be a major concern, but once they reached the lowest levels of the palace complex, sound and vibrations from blasters might be detected by the Rebels. The team’s primary defense against the tunnel inhabitants demanded silent killing methods.
Krys’ floater and one additional floater were loaded to the gills with supplies: no one knew how long the team would be in the tunnels, and it could be for as long as two weeks. The men and cats carried full backpacks as well. Borg led with Reba by his side. A Terran and Great Cat guarded the rear, and Washburn, Tarn, and the remaining three team members escorted Krys on her floater.
Carrying a heavy pack through twenty miles of enormous, echoing tunnel in the dark challenged even Washburn. Everyone wore headlamps. Lights bounced eerily across the tiled ceiling and walls, to be swallowed up a few dozen paces away. The two Protectors in the rear spent as much time walking backward as they did forward, an exhausting gait. A dozen orths attacked before they’d gone a mile. Reba was the first to detect motion, but Borg was not far behind, nor were the rest of the Protectors. Hairy, white, multi-legged bodies fell from the ceiling and walls from expertly aimed stunners. Knives came out, and the orths died in their sleep. Reba knew the remains would not last long: other orths would strip them to the bones during the next day or two. She gathered up two of the disgusting creatures and placed them in a bag at her waist.
The team trudged on, headlamps illuminating the way in front while darkness collapsed into the maw behind. Total isolation weighed heavily on the team, the only sounds those of boots on the cavern floor and deep breathing. It was even worse for Krys. Her imagination conjured up all sorts of horrors, all of them within a dark, hellish place, an environment in which she could not protect herself. She hated the helpless feeling, and the occasional brief sounds of fighting kept her on constant edge.
The first spider trap was a good lesson for all of them. Reba stopped the team and used hand signals to point out the sections of web. She eased forward and saw the head of the gnanth move slowly in her direction. It had sensed her. She had to move fast before it struck. She tossed a dead orth up to the web on the ceiling. The moment the web shook, webs on the walls and floor sprang together, forming a ball hanging on a thread in mid-air. This particular gnanth ignored the collapsed web and launched itself toward Reba. Multiple stunners took out it and the second gnanth that was in the process of attacking the hanging web, it’s sharp mandibles simultaneously piercing the ball to kill its prey while shredding that web.
A droplet of sweat ran down Reba’s cheek, her eyes in dark shadow cast by her hat. That famous grin of hers couldn’t have been farther from her mind. Her body shook and her mouth twisted into disgust. “I’ve had my share of spiders for a while,” she said. She thrust the burner into Washburn’s hands. “Your turn. Use this on the net. Don’t let the net touch you. It’s poisonous.”
Washburn took care of the net while Borg took care of the gnanths. When Washburn returned to her, his brow wrinkled. “The spiders feed on the orths. What do the orths feed on?”
“We’ve never seen their prey. Turn your lights off and hold silent.”
Washburn looked at the rest of the team uncomfortably. “Are you sure?”
“It’ll be okay for a minute or two.”
Lights extinguished, and everyone held still. Soon, the chittering of small feet could be heard, their direction hard to determine. Washburn turned on a lamp, but there was nothing to be seen.
“We’re guessing they’re rats or something like rats. We really don’t know. They’ve not been a problem for us,” Reba said.
 
* * * * *
 
Until now the goal had been to leave as little evidence of human presence as possible within the tunnels, but with all the soldiers due to come through these tunnels in the coming weeks, it was time to leave clear directions. Reba drew large arrows periodically on the walls, and she glued tiny repeating transmitters in place every mile inside the main tunnel. When they transitioned to the smaller tunnels later, she would place transmitters at every significant bend. These repeaters would permit the use of low-powered radios by everyone. Later teams would bring battery operated lights, as well.
They made it all the way under the forest before stopping for the night, a trip that had taken four of them several days the first time. Clearly, earlier efforts had made a dent in the underground ecology. Ahead of them the corridor spiraled up to the basement level of the Palace, the incline gentle enough to enable heavy loads of supplies to make the grade but steep enough for everyone to know they were climbing. Inside the Palace itself the tunnel had been sealed off long ago, and that seal still held.
The team reached the maintenance portal the next afternoon. The corridor continued upward, but the team branched off through the portal into Mike’s tunnel system.
Washburn turned his light toward Krys. “Still see the gleasons?”
She nodded. “I do.” She held out an arm with a finger pointing away from the Palace.
“Okay. If you sense us getting near, or if the direction changes, let us know,” he said.
Reba reminded everyone that they were now definitely in stealth mode. Mike’s tunnel system was, in general, about ten feet beneath the lowest servants’ corridors and sound did not carry well through rock, but too much sound could still give them away. They left the second floater and a large portion of their supplies just inside the portal entrance and continued ahead much less encumbered.
These tunnels had been more traveled by Mike, Josh, Reba, and Val, but even so, the team still encountered orths and the occasional spider. Reba groaned every time she saw a web. The Protectors traded honors and she did not have to take part, but no one was stupid enough not to watch. The spiders were fast and did not hesitate to leave the web at any time. Her body shook with the willies each time a spider raced into view.
The maintenance tunnels were not straight, and Reba spent more time placing repeaters at the turns. It took the better part of a day before Krys said they were getting close. Everyone huddled together for discussion.
“We’re under the spaceport on the military end of the plateau,” Reba said.
“They’re probably keeping them in seclusion here until the meeting,” Borg said, nodding his great head. “Managing the gleasons will not be an easy task for them.”
“I see four groups of approximately 50 each,” Krys said. “The groups are not far from each other.”
Washburn’s eyes widened. “Two hundred? That’s bad news.” Then a sudden grin practically lit up the tunnel all by itself. “I wonder if we could take them out right here before they deploy?”
Reba started to shake her head, but she had learned better over the preceding months: the moving light would be disorienting for everyone, herself included. “You know the rules: no shots fired before Josh gives the word. We can’t risk letting the other side know of our presence.”
“I meant just before the operation starts, or maybe simultaneously with the first shot. I wasn’t planning to shoot them. I want to blow them up. The Rebels might not deploy all of them if they don’t have to - like Borg said, they’ll be difficult to control. Or they might leave a reserve force somewhere. We can’t pass up an opportunity like this.”
Reba grinned. “I like the way you think, Terry. Pass the word back to Josh.”
“They’re moving, some of them,” Krys said suddenly.
“Can we follow them?” Reba demanded curtly.
“Back the way we came. I think there are five or six. The rest have not moved.”
“Scouting party,” Washburn said.
“No,” Borg disagreed. “Training party. If the Rebels call for the gleasons, they will want them quickly. They have to teach them how to move around.” He considered, then said, “The plateau is fairly well populated now by senators and their staffs. The Rebels will not want to scare them, and they will not want the gleasons hurting innocent people. If I was in charge, I would place the lowest level of corridors off limits to everyone else and let the gleasons use them.”
“If that’s the case, they’re very close right now,” Reba said in a near whisper.
Talking stopped, replaced by hand motions. The team started back the way they’d come, headlights dancing across tunnel walls. The gleasons moved quickly, faster than the team could keep up, but Krys kept them in her mind. As near as they could tell, the gleasons traveled all the way from the east end of the plateau to just short of the Palace, then returned to their starting point. As soon as they did, another group started out.
The team decided to let them go on their own. Borg spoke quietly, his hand rubbing his chin. “I think we’ve learned something about the gleasons. To travel so many corridors would confuse most of us. They must have an ability to remember where they’ve been. If not, the exercise would have been futile. That is a powerful help to the Rebels. The gleasons, when called, will not have to wait for guides. They will move at high speed, and they are fast. Josh and Otis have to know.”
Small groups of gleasons followed this pattern throughout each day and night. Washburn moved Krys to various parts of the complex and waited for gleasons to approach. Reba marked positions on her chart of the complex, and by the end of a week most places on the chart had been marked. The gleasons had not approached the three weapons control centers, and they had only come up to the edge of the Palace grounds. It looked like the Palace itself was off limits to them.
No one had to spell it out. Struthers was planning to move into the Palace soon and he did not want to wake up to a stray gleason.
 
* * * * *
 
The team made its way back to the main corridor for a break. Borg reported in to Josh and Otis and passed on what they had learned. They could have done so from anywhere in the tunnel system, but their operation had become as silent as it possibly could.
“One more thing,” Borg added. “We need some portable toilets up here. 600 guys are going to be an issue.”
“They’re already on the way,” Josh advised. “You can expect a few early groups of our guys, then a constant stream three days before the operation begins.”
Borg and his team were taking another break inside the main corridor when dancing lights on heads and shoulders announced the arrival of the first group. Mike and Val led 58 Raiders and 6 Chessori, all of them dressed in full battle gear. Val immediately went to Reba. The two embraced, then he stepped over to Krys. She had only just come out of a meditation period and lit up with a smile when Val announced himself.
Mike reminded Borg’s team about this part of the battle plan. “Two squads of 18 Raiders and two Chessori will take out each of the weapons control centers. Major Barnes here will coordinate their attack and retreat. His men are dressed as Imperial Marines, and that’s risky for them, but it’s the only way to get them in. The Chessori are along in case too many questions get asked. They are traders, not K’tiri, so their scree is not as strong as we’ve been accustomed to. It’s effective out to about three hundred feet.”
“That’s pretty far,” Washburn remarked. “Won’t the scree give away the fact that something is happening?”
“Timing is everything,” Mike answered. “They hit their targets at the same time Nancy Shaw shows herself. The Rebels will focus on her, and it will likely cause some confusion among them. They won’t expect her to just appear out of nowhere. Once the gleasons are set free, there will be a period of very little control. If Forg and his men resort to the scree, anyone within its range will be incapacitated. Defenders on the fringes of the scree won’t know where it’s coming from. In fact, we don’t think any of the Rebels have ever experienced the scree.”
“I have never met a Chessori,” Krys said. “May I?”
Mike stepped over to her floater. “They do not know about your talent, Krys, nor do they know what the scree does to you.”
“They will not learn about my talent from me,” she said. “Surely you don’t expect them to sound the scree right now.”
Mike turned to Val. “What do you think?”
“I’ve known Forg for two years. He is as honorable as I am, and he’s been Tested. I have no reservations.”
Val brought Forg over to Krys. “She’s my sister,” he explained. “She is a Knight of the Realm, and she, too, has experienced the scree. In fact, it’s effect on her is much worse than on the rest of us. It’s blinded her.”
Forg went to a knee before her, though she could not see him. When he stood up, he reached out a hand to her. “I am so sorry, My Lady.”
Val guided her hand to Forg and the two touched. Krys’ face lost all expression for the few moments it took to receive a vision, but then her lips firmed and she reached out with her other hand to grasp Forg’s hand with both of her own. “It is my pleasure to meet you, Captain. You have paid a high price to be here.”
“A price that might increase without warning. I willingly pay the price, My Lady.”
“An open-ended exchange from a trader?”
Forg smiled, a rare thing for him. “Your brother’s very words. A small price to pay considering the payoff.”
“I’ve been away. What sort of agreement have you reached with my Queen?”
“For the moment, a private agreement. We might find a more convenient place for conversation later.”
“We will, Captain. Be assured. Welcome to the Queen’s forces. I hope you do not have to betray any of your brothers.”
“The only brothers I have on this planet are here in this corridor, My Lady. The ones to whom you refer have forfeited the honor of calling themselves Chessori.”
She nodded. “I would hear more. Perhaps when we are done here.”
Forg nodded and backed away, sensing his part of the conversation was done.
Mike, Val, and Reba each led a team of Raiders to their assigned targets. Val led Team One all the way back to the military end of the plateau. This team would have the longest retreat, and its target was deep under the military command center. There were significant numbers of K’tiri in the command center, so any delay in their retreat after the attack would make retreat difficult.
Mike led a second team to its target under Palace City. The weapons control center there was situated directly beneath one of the gzeikolts. This team had several options for retreat: they could fight their way directly to the surface and join the expected fighting up on the plateau; they could follow the marked retreat tunnel back to the exit point under the chamber itself; or they could come up through staff offices in the wall separating the chamber from Palace City. Their commander, Major Barnes, would provide a best suggestion if they chose to leave the tunnel system early.
Reba clapped her hands in delight when she saw Stevens and Walters leading their squads. Stevens had been promoted to captain, and Walters was now a lieutenant.
“I fought the promotion,” Walters told her in front of everyone. “I never wanted to be an officer, but I was given no choice. As soon as we’re done fighting out here I’m going back to sergeant . . . Ma’am.”
She grinned. “By then you’ll probably be a general. They don’t let generals be sergeants, Walters.”
“Maybe I’ll join the Imperial Marines. They won’t care, and this is a pretty cool uniform.”
This team had the shortest distance to the target which was located in the center of the park outside the chamber, but it was not through well-traveled tunnels. More, the team would be in position for days, days which the spiders and orths would use to restore their normal balance, and a high speed retreat might be problematic. She briefed them on what to expect, then she and Walters took point position.
She didn’t take a direct route to this team’s assigned position. She first took the men to their primary exit point under the chamber. From there, she clearly marked the route they would follow during their retreat.
“Uh, any other routes we should know about?” Walters asked. “I wouldn’t mind having an alternative or two.”
He handed her his map of the complex and she marked two more exit points. She pointed to the farthest, located near the plateau edge under the staff offices. “This one hasn’t been checked in months. There will definitely be spiders and orths, probably lots of them.”
She set off with Walters by her side. Everyone on the team had a stunner in hand. She gritted her teeth when they came upon the first spider trap. They had not encountered the orth yet, and she had nothing she was willing to part with to activate the trap. Instead, she located the spider and stunned it. The web collapsed on it instantly, and the second gnanth raced along the roof to its partner. She stunned it, then went forward with the burner. She had nearly reached the spiders when her body refused to go any farther no matter how hard she tried.
Her hand trembled when she handed the burner to Walters. She stepped back, unable to make eye contact with anyone. She leaned her back against the tunnel wall, then slid down into a sitting position. At that moment, she would have given almost anything to see sunshine again. Only a few more days, she kept telling herself. She felt like she’d been living in this hellish place for months on end.
When she delivered them to their exit point from the tunnel, she tested them. “How many levels up is the control center.”
Stevens grinned. “Two levels down and 50 meters to the right when we emerge . . . Ma’am.”
She grinned in return. “Okay. I’m out of here. I’ll see you up in the real world, sometime soon I hope.”
Stevens detailed Walters and two other men to escort her back. She fought the decision, but she didn’t fight it very hard.
“How do you feel about this mission?” she asked him. “Are you going to make it out?”
“We’ll make it out. It’s just a matter of when.”
Her light moved in his direction, though she kept it out of his eyes. “I’ve been briefed on the whole plan. Did I miss something?”
“No, Ma’am.”
“Walters, are you going to pull an Orion III on us?” she demanded.
He squirmed. “Maybe. Depends. We won’t know until we’re in there.”
“Your job is to blow it up and get out. That’s all. What if you stay and get overwhelmed? They’ll have access to the guns.”
“Stevens rigged a dead-man’s switch to the explosives. If we stay, it will be activated. One way or another, that control center will be dead when we leave.”
She considered. It was a daring plan and it carried risk, but it also offered rewards. Trexler might not stop every single ship from coming to Struthers’ rescue. One single ship getting through could wreak havoc on Josh’s plan. Or worse yet, what if Struthers was willing to sacrifice himself just to get the Queen? Chandrajuski was taking this very message back to Trexler.
Every level of command had prepared a plan of attack based on its own mission objectives. Each plan consisted of the most likely scenario, several less likely scenarios, and one or two worst case scenarios. Struthers’ willingness to sacrifice himself was the single worst case scenario for the overall operation. It opened doors that would be difficult, if not impossible, to close off. If Josh declared that scenario active, everyone reverted to one single focus: get Ellie out alive. Two primary exits had been planned for that scenario: a quick pick-up on the plateau, or retreat back through the tunnel system. Using the tunnels would take hours and require a major attack against the spaceport serving Crystal City. There would be high losses, including civilians.
Reba liked the possibilities presented by Captain Stevens’ plan. “Would it help if I stayed?”
Walters removed his helmet and rubbed the top of his head. “Hmm. Maybe. Don’t you have other stuff to do?”
“I’m leading Protectors to their posts, but once they’re there, I’m free. Once the fighting starts, I’d just slow them down. Like you, they move fast. Really fast.”
Walters frowned. “Okay, let’s leave it like this: if you’re back by the time we attack, you’re welcome to join us. If you’re not back by then, don’t come.”
“Fair enough. I’ll see if I can get a uniform.”
“That’s a requirement. Don’t come without it, and don’t come without a change of clothes. As Imperial Marines, we’ll be shot on sight by our own guys when we get out of this network of horrors.”
She stared at him in amazement. “You too?”
He shuddered. “This place gives me the willies.”
 
 
 



Chapter 23
 
Three nights before the start of the senate convocation, Josh, Val, Mike, and Reba escorted a dozen scouts to various hiding places throughout the complex, all of them hiding above the ceilings or within empty rooms along corridors. Josh had already scouted out the hide sites and was certain they would work. These men would have plenty of time to place charges in strategic locations that would eliminate some of the gleasons and other defenders as they raced to engage Josh’s men, but most important, they would provide intelligence on enemy movements.
The next night, Josh personally escorted three reconnaissance teams of two men each to locations he had previously picked out in the park in front of the Senate Chamber. These men, extremely talented at hiding, would continuously observe Rebel movements on the senate grounds and would likely be the first to know of Rebel reinforcements approaching from above ground. The men had already modified the Ghilley suits and other materials they would use to create their hide sites. Locations were limited in the open parkland, and Josh had decided they would use trees. The men inched their way through the darkness, their bodies covered in space blankets which almost completely eliminated radiated body heat. Once in place, one-way view nets the same color as the surrounding lawns went up around the bases of trees. Bushes were planted strategically to camouflage the camouflage, allowing these men to literally blend in to their surroundings and retain a relatively unrestricted view through scopes. Messages between these men and Josh’s command staff would be typed. There would be no speaking during their time in the hide sites.
The main body of 600 Protectors, equal numbers of Great Cats and Terrans, made the long march through the tunnel, arriving a full day before the senate convened. They were not given time to rest. Josh, Mike, and Reba led them to predetermined exits from the tunnel system, in most cases directly below their fighting positions.
Val pulled Reba aside before she set out with her first group. “I’m off to get cleaned up.”
She stopped what she was doing and turned off her headlamp, then stepped into his arms. “I wish it was me leaving,” she said, laying her head on his shoulder. “I’m just about at the end of my endurance with this underground living.”
“We all are. It’s been a long road. You’ve made it a lot better than it would have been.”
“Well, Mr. Right Arm, it was never really optional for you. It was for me until I met you. It’s not any longer, so it’s your fault.”
“When we’re done here, I want to take some time to ourselves. We have plans to make.”
She leaned back to look into his eyes. A sprinkling of lights lit the tunnel, though they left pools of darkness here and there. Val’s eyes gleamed back at her from within such pools. A smirk lit her face. “And what plans would those be, Sire?”
“I think you know.”
“We can’t. You haven’t even met my family.”
He shrugged. “I have your Dad’s permission.”
“What!”
“I’ve had it for two years. He asked that we wait until they can attend, but he’ll understand if we don’t.”
She closed her eyes and pressed up against him. He couldn’t see it but a tear fell from her eye in spite of the smile on her face. “This is not the time or the place,” she finally said. “We’ll talk later. Ellie might want to have a say.”
He took a step back. “As you command, My Lady.” He took her face in his hands and pressed his lips to hers. “I love you,” he whispered.
“I love you. We’ll talk two nights from now.”
“That we will.”
He left, but not for Crystal City. Not yet. He had a few more goodbyes to say. He headed back into the tunnel network in search of his sister. She had last reported in about halfway between the Senate Chamber and the military end of the plateau. When he found her, he found Otis as well.
Otis left the side of Krys’ floater and stepped up to Val. “You’re leaving?”
“I am. I have to get cleaned up if I want to make it past security. We’re a pretty smelly group down here.”
Otis sat on his haunches. “We have shared a long road to this place.”
“We have, old friend. A road that began on Hespra III.”
“I didn’t need the Leaf People to convince me you were special.”
Val shook his head. “We didn’t need the Leaf People to know we were a family. By tomorrow night we’ll know success or failure.”
“It’s too soon to discuss the future, but I wonder what it holds for us? I hope we are around to find out. My battle will be the most difficult of my life.”
“A battle you were bred for, Otis. There’s no one I would rather see leading us.”
“Josh leads. I lead only the fight against the gleasons. My vision sees no farther at the moment, nor should it. His does. He and Mike will remain with the Queen.”
“I know how hard it is to give up that place. You’ve been her Protector for all of my adult life.”
“And a lot of mine. No matter. Our plan is good. Say goodbye to your sister and be off.”
Krys held a hand out to him and he took it. Her face looked haggard in the harsh light of his headlamp. “Are you well?” he asked in surprise.
“Physically, yes. These tunnels will be a source of nightmares for the rest of my life. I can’t wait to get out of here.”
“Remember your answer when Mother asked you what you most enjoyed at the orphanage?”
The hint of a smile flitted across her face, and she nodded. “Stories of Queens and Knights and princesses. Adventure. I wish this was just a story.”
“It will be one day. Your story will brighten the nights of many a young maiden.”
Her grip on his hand tightened. He thought it was because of what he’d said, but he quickly realized she sought more. He waited until her eyes opened. “Anything?”
She shook her head. “No. I’m checking for visions with as many as I can. So far, only Forg, and his does not apply to this battle.”
“Maybe that’s a good sign.”
“That we don’t need any help?”
“Our plan is good, Krys, and your presence here, no matter how hard it’s been, is making it even better. I have to go.” He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it, then leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. She put her arms around him, but only briefly. No more words were needed. He turned to Tarn and shook his hand, then left for the long trek back to Crystal City.
When he emerged from the corridor entrance into the warehouse, Ellie was there dressed in a brown hooded cloak and surrounded by a crowd of Protectors, both Great Cats and Terrans. She spotted him and left the crowd to join him.
He apologized for his appearance, but she waved him off. “No matter. I’ll be smelling like that by tomorrow, as well. You’re no worse than you were on the day I met you.” She smiled fondly at the memory. “My one-legged beggar is a man now, and a Knight. I couldn’t be more proud of you, Val.”
He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “I remember you walking down that aisle between all the well-wishers on Hespra III. You were Daughter then, so beautiful and so proud. And now you’re Queen. Tomorrow your Empire will see you at your finest, and there will no longer be any doubt that we have a Queen. Finally. It’s your day, and I get to be there to watch. I know you’ll be grand.”
“You’ll be watching weaponless.”
He shrugged. “Otis taught me that as long as we have a mind we are not without a weapon. I’ll be fine.
 
* * * * *
 
The two Queens walked side by side through the tunnel wearing plain brown cloaks, taking only short breaks until they’d reached the upward sloping spiral at the end of the first twenty miles. There they took a long break before continuing. Each of them sat against the tile wall doing their best to focus on anything except what lay ahead. Both failed miserably.
Nancy Shaw kept having to stop herself from making inane conversation. She had been fully briefed on the gleasons, and the fact that she’d be their target was doing its best to control her every thought. She refused to let it, but then again, our minds have ways of getting what they want. She suddenly felt herself hyperventilating and had to stand up and move. When Ellie touched her arm, she shrieked. Instantly remorseful, she turned and apologized.
“No, it was my fault. I should have known better,” Ellie said. “I know what’s going through your mind. I would trade places with you if I could.”
Nancy shook her head. “What matters is that without me you’d be their target. I’ll deal with the gleasons, but you have to deal with everyone else. We have a saying where I come from: divide and conquer. I think that’s exactly what we’re doing tomorrow, all of us.”
Ellie’s lips thinned. “You have the worst of it. I, on the other hand, have the consequences of my own vision to deal with.”
Nancy’s brow furrowed. “I don’t think I heard about this.”
Ellie shook her head, not wanting to even think about it, but Nancy deserved to know she wasn’t the only one fighting demons. She looked into Nancy’s eyes. “Michael will carry me from the chamber in his arms. I am completely limp.”
Nancy’s eyebrows rose in a question, though she did not voice her question. She didn’t have to.
“That’s all we know. We don’t know if I am dead or alive.”
“Oh, Your Majesty!” She tried to take Ellie in her arms, but Ellie would have none of it.
“I’ve been living with it for over a year, almost two years now. It will be a relief to finally know. Whatever happens, I’m determined on one account. A Queen will stand before the senate tomorrow, and they will acknowledge me.”
“But you’ve been Queen for a long time.”
Ellie’s eyes rose to the ceiling, then lowered to take in the multitude of soldiers moving past her, soldiers going to do battle in her name. She had addressed as many of them as she could during the past few days, creating logistical nightmares for her Protectors, but it had been a high priority for her.
She focused once again on Nancy. “I have been Queen, yes. Great battles have been fought under my banner. I have encouraged and ordered and manipulated, but in truth I have been Queen only in name. Tomorrow, my Empire meets its new Queen and it will acknowledge me. I will finally be Queen, and I will be a Queen the likes of which no one has ever seen. It is my way of giving all that I am. For everyone else, that giving will cease with the end of this war. For me, it will end only after I have taken my last breath.”
“You’ll have Mike by your side.”
Ellie’s eyes crinkled as a smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “A King like no other, I suspect.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what his Empire will say when they learn he’s from an emerging world, but that’s never been an issue to me. I love him. What else matters?”
“I hope I’m alive to see what his Empire thinks. I really, really want to see what they think.”
“You have 600 of the most lethal warriors in the galaxy between you and the gleasons. I think you’ll see it, and I hope it’s with Raymond Trexler at your side. Come on. Let’s get this over with.”
 
* * * * *
 
Out in space, Chandrajuski knew the Rebels expected the Queen to come to the meeting, but they could not predict how she would get there which meant they had a lot of bases to cover. The gleasons were there in case she came in on the ground. A huge number of ships were positioned to handle a standard, long, hard drive toward the planet, and more ships were positioned to thwart an attack by fast ships near the planet. Nearly a thousand additional squadrons had been positioned in a close orbit about Triton, creating a nearly impenetrable shield. These ships, Chandrajuski knew, were his real opponents. He could ignore the ships farther out in the system since he only needed to provide support to the ground operation for a couple of hours - three hours at the most. If things went badly down there and the Queen had to retreat through the tunnel system, his strategy would have to change, but any Rebel ship positioned more than a few hours away from the planet would likely never reach the battle. Any Rebel ship positioned farther out than a day would definitely never reach the battle. 
Chandrajuski had been in position for two weeks with his beacon off studying Rebel deployments. The Rebel shield went up a full day before the senate convocation began.
“They’re getting smarter,” he said to Trexler and M’Coda, both of whom stood around the display studying the Rebel dispositions.
M’Coda’s upper hands preened busily while his mind sorted through options. “They are learning. Perhaps we can use that to our advantage.”
“I like the sound of that,” Chandrajuski said. “How?”
“I don’t know yet.”
Trexler had the details in his mind now. He turned his back on the display and considered. Options were always limited in an attack and they were generally fairly clear, especially when the attacker had an excellent view of the battlefield as he did now. However, in this particular case, though he was the attacker, he was also the defender. He had to attack through the Rebel shield, but once through that shield he became the defender. He had to prevent the Rebels from reaching the plateau with a single ship. 
Added to the mix were two other things: he had to deliver Waverly’s Raiders, and he had to do it without transgressing a 100 mile wide no-fly zone set up by the Rebels. That zone, cylindrical in shape, extended from ground level to the edge of space. Anything in the zone not cleared by the Rebels would be shot down by the ground defenses.
He turned back to Chandrajuski. “Any ideas?”
Chandrajuski looked across the display at Trexler. “I have a few thoughts, but let’s be realistic here - you’re our idea man. You have been since the very beginning. What do you think?”
Trexler turned to M’Coda. “How about you?”
Hands busily preened away. “We need to draw the shield away from the planet. A diversion of some kind, or maybe a quick, hard attack, then retreat, pulling them after us.”
“That might work, I agree. Let focus our thoughts in a different direction for a few minutes. We’re getting pretty good with space battles, but this feels like a new kind of battle to me, something for which we have not trained. It’s a battle not in space but in atmosphere. We start out as attackers, but our true purpose is to defend. We have to defend the plateau against every single Rebel ship.”
He gave them time to consider the idea. M’Coda’s preening stopped, then started, then stopped again. Trexler felt that amazing mind focused on him even if those amazing eyes were not.
“I wonder if we can race through their shield and create our own shield inside theirs,” he said to M’Coda. “I’m talking about a cylinder or sphere centered on the plateau with a diameter of several hundred miles. I don’t have a lot of experience with battles in the atmosphere. Can it be done?”
M’Coda’s hands stilled for a moment, then they resumed a feverish preening, this time working on just one antenna. His many legs sort of drifted him into a corner where he stood with his head toward the wall for a long time. Trexler watched him for a while, but he had learned over the years not to disturb his mentor at such times.
He turned back to Chandrajuski. “How would you defend against us if you were a Rebel commander?”
“Don’t we need to figure out how we’re going to attack first?”
“Maybe. If we can figure out their defensive plan, it might affect how we form the attack. Once we’ve made it through their shield and gone on the defensive, we have to figure out how they’ll attack us.”
Chandrajuski’s body froze as he considered. When a Gamordian’s body froze, it really froze. Trexler was left with just himself and a few other senior officers for a while.
M’Coda turned away from the corner. Trexler knew the Schect didn’t have to turn, his multifaceted eyes saw in all directions, but after spending so much time around humans he had grown accustomed to facing the person to whom he spoke. At the moment, he faced Trexler.
“We will give up some of our advantages if we fight in atmosphere. We can fast-ship to the edge of the atmosphere but not into it. From a maneuverability standpoint, we will be on a par with our Rebel adversaries.”
Chandrajuski nodded that great head. “We retain the advantage of our stronger weapons and shields. They have approximately 1,000 squadrons forming their shield. We can match them ship for ship if we don’t use too many ships to create diversions.”
Trexler looked back and forth between the two of them. “I don’t like those odds,” he said. “Out in space our fast ships are ten times more effective than theirs, but most of this battle won’t be fought in space. They won’t be able to just jump away. I want better than even odds, at least two-to-one, maybe even more.”
“I’m running out of ships,” M’Coda said, his upper hands busy as usual.
“Not necessarily. Two things: how long will it take for the Rebel ships orbiting on the far side of the planet to get to the plateau? About an hour? Heck, we might be done by then.”
M’Coda’s preening stopped. “I see where you’re going with this. If we can entice them into attacking us as quickly as they can get there, we stretch out the attack. Some will get there quickly, some will take an hour.” He stopped preening and went back to his place in the corner, but this time he did not stay there long. When he turned back to them, he bustled over to Trexler. “A feint within a feint, just like the shield within the shield.”
Trexler nodded, but he couldn’t keep the grin from his face. “Precisely.”
M’Coda resumed preening as he mumbled. “I might want to create a larger shield, a shield we can shrink if necessary.” He lifted his head to Chandrajuski. “We punch through their shield, possibly without firing a shot. Or, better yet,” he said, reconsidering, “we turn on half of our beacons in plenty of time to let them know we’re coming. It might draw them to us. If it does, we fight in space where we have clear superiority. If they don’t come to us, we continue inbound and set our shield. But half of our ships hold well inside our shield with their beacons off. The visible ships are our diversion, but the diversion is the very battle itself. The ships with beacons off are our true shield. It’s possible that no one will get through even the first shield layer, let alone the second.”
Chandrajuski and M’Coda went to work handing out assignments to battle group commanders. Those commanders would, in turn, form their own plans for their area of responsibility and hand out assignments to individual ships. Chandrajuski didn’t know it until later, but there were no Chessori aboard the closest-in ships. This would prove to be a battle of Rebel against Empire.
 
 



Chapter 24
 
Val, posing as a reporter, spoke into the small recorder held in his hand. Unlike most recorders, this one was also a transmitter linking him to Josh and Otis. His description of the insides of the chamber, supposedly for the news channels, gave them a clear picture of everything happening within the chamber. Struthers held center stage on the dais, flanked on both sides by other senior members of his staff. The back row of seats, the ones reserved for the Queen or her First Knight, remained empty. Val guessed they would remain empty until the senate confirmed Struthers as Emperor.
Twelve Chessori sat as a group among the senators on the right front side of the room, right up against the dais. No gleasons were in evidence. Five Rebel guards stood at rest along each side of the vast room, their weapons resting butt first on the floor. Rebel troops had been thick in the corridors outside the chamber as Val entered.
He recognized several of the senators on the Queen’s list of favorites, including Senator Truax. All of them sat or stood together near the left front of the hall. He wondered if Struthers had put them together for some reason, perhaps to arrest them?
The hours dragged on inside the chamber as various people spoke. By mid-afternoon, Val detected an odor. Several others seemed to have noticed it as well, glancing at people sitting beside themselves and sniffing the air. Val felt fairly certain that gleasons occupied the very chamber he sat within, and his skin crawled as he searched the room surreptitiously, but he found no visual evidence of them. He notified Josh, but there was little more he could do.
 
* * * * *
 
Josh received a message relayed from Chandrajuski: “We are in position.”
He queried each of his commands. Otis reported ready, Major Barnes reported his sapper teams ready, and the two demolitions teams reported ready. Borg queried Krys and reported that the gleasons were congregated in two locations: half of them in their original positions beneath Fleet headquarters and the rest of them scattered between there and the chamber.
The mission was on. He gave the command that would literally set thousands of people in motion: “One minute.”
One minute later three teams moved against the gun control centers. These control centers were critical, and Josh was giving them a two minute head start, hoping they would reach their targets before alarms sounded. 
Two minutes after those teams moved out, three things happened simultaneously. Otis and a team of Great Cats moved out of the tunnels, fighting their way up to the main corridor on the Palace side of the chamber, their purpose a feint. Two Terran Protectors escorted Nancy Shaw, dressed in the Queen’s finest and a crown. Directly behind this team and slightly behind Nancy, Krys’ escort physically carried Krys. The floater would have drawn too much attention. They hit Rebel guards hard until reaching the upper corridor, then slacked off a little, giving them time to gather their forces. Nancy Shaw came forward, opposition became harder, and the team began a slow retreat back into the lower corridors acting as if the Rebel forces were too great for them.
Krys remained focused on the gleasons, but as of yet she sensed no movement.
The success of Otis’ plan rested on confining his battle to the interior corridors. If large numbers of gleasons made it outdoors, finding them would be impossible. He retreated to the third level below ground and continued pulling back, drawing Rebel soldiers with him and keeping Nancy in plain view.
Otis had a long way to go before reaching his main forces. While he conducted his retreat, that main force of Protectors was busy installing slender, four-foot tall cylinders to walls on each side of a corridor, creating a killing zone approximately 150 feet long. A cylinder was attached to one wall, then another was positioned against the opposite wall until a green light indicated it was lined up correctly with the first cylinder. It was then set firmly in place, the sticky sealant solidifying quickly.
 
* * * * *
 
At the same time Otis deployed, Chandrajuski’s ships closed in on the planet, fast shipping with their beacons off until the appropriate time. 
Two demolition teams on the far end of the plateau left hiding and raced toward the gleason holding pens. They encountered only light resistance and that was no surprise. It could not have been easy for the Rebels to find soldiers willing to guard the gleasons. Stunners took out the guards silently. The teams placed massive charges and hurried back toward the tunnel system.
Pressure was the first sign of the explosions. Anyone moving within any corridor anywhere on the plateau was knocked flat. Within the tunnels, Josh’s men were already laying down. Outside, dust and debris exploded out of air vents on the west end of the plateau sending heavy grills flying through the air.
Then the sound hit. For most it was just a heavy ‘whump,’ but for anyone at all close, the sound deafened hearing for a while. For the gleasons in the holding pens, most of them simply ceased to exist. A few lived for a while, their brains separated from their sculls by the pressure of the explosions.
The number of gleasons had been cut in half. Only one hundred or so remained.
 
* * * * *
 
Rebel soldiers gaped in amazement as Imperial Marines exploded seemingly from nowhere into a corridor. Lieutenant Walters and his men stunned them, then formed up in two columns of nine with himself at the head, the manner used by Imperial Marines to move their troops around. Forg and one of his brothers fell in behind them.
They quick-marched down two levels and along 50 meters of corridor, bursting through a set of double doors leading to a large administrative area outside the gun control center. A senior officer was immediately called from his office and approached Stevens.
“What’s the meaning of this, soldier?”
“Just reinforcements, sir. Something is up. I don’t know what it is.” 
A distant blast sounded, then another. The officer paled. “What was that?”
“I can’t say, sir. I was just told to hurry. I’ll keep my men out of your way.”
The officer eyed the two Chessori and was almost convinced, but he wasn’t completely convinced. “Remain where you are. I’m going to check on those orders.”
“Sorry, sir, but I can’t. My first order of business is to get one squad into the control center. We can sort everything out after that.”
Walters moved toward the control center door with his squad right behind him.
“The door is locked, and I’m not going to let you in without clarification of your orders,” the commander insisted.
“Yes, sir, I understand. We’ll let ourselves in. Go ahead, Lieutenant,” he said to Walters. The commander, nearly apoplectic, ordered his guards to stop the attempt, but they were too slow. A dozen flash-bang grenades rolled across the floor, Stevens yelled, “Light!” and he and his men turned away from the blasts, their hands over their ears and their mouths open.
Intense white light preceded a numbing blast of sound, stunning everyone who was not prepared. Stunners came out and all 19 men stormed across the room sending staff to sleep. Walters lined his men up on the door to the control center while Stevens entered the command override code supplied by Bruston. Heavy blast doors swung aside. A strong scree sounded, but only for the few seconds it took for Walters and his men to secure the room.
Walters came out of the room and his gaze found Stevens. “Too easy,” he said. Stevens nodded, and Walters broached the subject on both of their minds. “Are we going to stay?”
Stevens’ stared hard at him, his lips pursed. “It means no getting out of here if they come in force.”
“I’m willing to try. So are the rest of the guys.”
Stevens made his decision. “You and three others go into the net. I’ll secure this space and see to securing the corridor.”
“Reba only had access to civilian corridors and tunnels,” Walters mused. “I wonder if the Rebels had another way out, an easier way than going back the way we came?”
They stared at each other, then Stevens nodded, his lips set in a thin, firm line. “I’ll check it out.” Walters turned back to the control center, knowing that Stevens would be wiring up the dead-man’s switch.
Unknown to them, the team under the gzeikolt got in and out without any losses. The team under Rebel headquarters made it in and destroyed the control center, but none of them were never heard from again.
 
* * * * *
 
Otis continued a rehearsed retreat in the corridor beneath the chamber, drawing the defenders with him. Rebel troops came out of adjacent rooms and stairwells to reinforce those already pushing his team. More Rebel reinforcements appeared in front of him, attempting to block his retreat, and Krys’ team became fully engaged. Reba and Tarn took responsibility for moving Krys, freeing up two additional Protectors. Otis increased the pace of the retreat, and Nancy began struggling beneath two sets of full body armor. It wasn’t long before her two Terran Protectors were forced to pick her up and carry her.
 
* * * * *
 
Up on the balcony, Val heard a thud behind himself and turned quickly, catching a glimpse of an indefinite form racing out the door of the balcony compartment. Where had it come from? The thud meant it must have dropped from above. He stood up and jostled his way to the back corner of the compartment, stretching as he walked. He stood in the darkened corner, leaning against the wall as if he had tired of sitting. Using the corners of his eyes, he looked up and searched the darkness, but he saw nothing unusual. Were other gleasons up there watching him at this very moment?
He spoke softly into his comm unit, informing Josh that one gleason had left on the run but that others might still remain within the balcony sections. There was some likelihood the gleasons were hiding directly above the doors, prepared to drop on any unsuspecting attackers.
 
* * * * *
 
Very soon, Otis’ team was not just faking a retreat, they were fighting for their lives. Krys called to him that gleasons were on the move.
Otis raced back to her. “Are they coming this way?”
“I cannot tell distances accurately, but I believe they are getting closer. My sense is that they are stretched out in several corridors leading to us.”
Two cats fell, and Nancy was hit by a glancing shot that knocked her over, but her Protectors had her up in an instant. Great Cat reinforcements from his main attack group raced up behind Otis and cleared his retreat route, then moved past Otis and fought their way into the Rebel pursuers, pushing them back. Two more cats fell, but suddenly Rebel soldiers began flying aside, hitting corridor walls in bloody messes. The first gleasons, essentially invisible, bowled their way through the now panicked Rebels. Stunners came out among the Great Cats, wide-angle stunners that had limited range. They took down any Rebel they touched, and several gleasons materialized, their invisibility gone, but they were still deadly. They attacked at a full run.
Blasters came into heavy use, and the pace of the retreat quickened. Otis directed his men to move aside from time to time, making sure that the gleasons clearly saw Nancy Shaw. Since the gleasons were telepathic, he knew that what one gleason knew would soon be known by all of them.
The scouts Josh had placed along various corridors reported suspected gleasons passing, but they couldn’t be certain. Soon, small explosions were heard far down the corridor. Otis growled, but it was a growl of victory. Nancy’s deception appeared to be working. The gleasons were coming to him.
Her job was almost done. He ordered a full squad of Terrans to get her away, but not too far away. She had to remain in distant view of the gleasons. Krys yelled that more gleasons were near. Otis passed the word, and his men were ready when serious numbers of gleasons suddenly appeared. His entire rear guard of Great Cats fell to the onslaught, but they held long enough for more Terrans and Great Cats to race into the breach, the Terrans firing with stunners in one hand and blasters in the other. The Great Cats placed carefully aimed shots while at a full run, taking out several gleasons before flying into the fray with claws extended and mouths gaping.
These Protectors sacrificed themselves, but in doing so they delayed the horde of gleasons long enough for more reinforcements to join Otis. He and what was left of his team reached the long corridor under the staff offices and continued a hasty but controlled retreat deeper into the corridor.
Two wounded gleasons broke through his reinforcements and were on him in a heartbeat. Otis took on one, and two Terrans intercepted the other. Otis fired, then jumped straight up in the air, his great strength raising him to the height of the gleasons chest. They met head on. Vicious claws rent great swaths along Otis’ sides as his four hands sought the gleason’s head. He found it and crushed it between his jaws. Both of them fell to the floor, the gleason dead and Otis wounded. He was up in a heartbeat spitting the taste of the gleason from his mouth.
The two Terrans each got off one shot before the gleason was upon them. Moments later, their bodies fell to the floor, dead and flayed. The gleason rose up but fell to shots from someone else, and the retreat continued.
Otis had to time his retreat so that the majority of gleasons reached him just as he entered the killing zone. He increased the pace, guessing that any gleason that was going to come was already headed his way. Krys warned him that the main group of gleasons was nearly upon them. He kept his retreat moving swiftly, but not too swiftly. He reached the killing zone and wished he had a better view of the gleasons. He had to ensure that most of them were here.
Confusion reigned in the corridor behind him. Bodies of every species littered the retreat path. Smoke and the smell of cooked meat filled his nostrils. Snarls and roars of Great Cats mingled with the screeches of gleasons and the sounds of killing. More cats and Terrans reinforced his retreat from the rear.
He suddenly felt a change in the gleasons, as if they’d gained more energy. The main body had arrived, he was certain of it. The drawing was done. Otis turned a corner and entered the killing zone, ordering a general retreat. It was still a fighting retreat - his men could not turn their backs on the gleasons, but the pace picked up and the character of the retreat changed. The main body of gleasons surged forward, and blasters showed in the hands of several.
Nancy’s Protectors carried her halfway through the killing zone, then turned to fire into the gleasons chasing the main retreat group. Nancy hid behind a statue on the side of the corridor but remained in view.
Gleasons massed in the corridor, pushing hard against Otis’ men. Stunners effectively removed their invisibility, and that was a key step. Blasters damaged many, but single shots rarely killed. When a gleason finally fell, it was instantly replaced by another. The few gleasons with blasters held back, pinpointing their own targets and taking down more of Otis’s men.
The statue Nancy had hidden behind disintegrated. She was forced out into the corridor where at least two blasters caught her full in the chest simultaneously, blowing her backwards. Her defenders returned fire while others picked her up and pulled her farther away down the corridor. Sergeant Jacobs stopped long enough to give her a quick examination. She was unconscious, her body armor destroyed, but he knew it had saved her life for at least a little while.
Suddenly, three gleasons made it past Otis and rushed toward Nancy. Her Protectors met them head on in a frenzy of shooting, knives, and hand to hand fighting. All the defenders died, and so, too, did two of the gleasons, but a third made it through. Jacobs was all the protection remaining to Nancy. He fired, but the gleason was on him in an instant. Knives appeared in Jacob’s hands and flew through the air, both striking the gleason in the head. Several well-placed shots from Terry Washburn, farther down the corridor with Krys, hit at the same time. The gleason went down, finally dead. Jacobs went to each of the three gleasons and made certain they were dead. When he got back to Nancy Shaw, she was already in Washburn’s arms and headed away from the fight.
Grenades began flying in both directions, killing and injuring Otis’ men and gleasons alike. Smoke filled the corridor, making targets hard to see. Otis roared out a command for a general retreat. He threw a handful of flash-bang grenades toward the gleasons and fled with the rest of his men.
He made a brief report to Josh as he leaped down the corridor. “You’re clear.”
 
* * * * *
 
Josh received the message from Otis, but every piece of the puzzle had to be in place before he brought Ellie out. He ordered his radio man to check with Chandrajuski. “Are you in position?”
“Yes, and Waverly is on his way.”
Josh called Major Barnes. “Have the control centers fallen?”
“Yes, sir, all three of them.”
Josh checked in with Val. Struthers was still seated in the center of the first line of tables on the dais speaking calming words to the gathered senators, assuring everyone that the fighting was expected, the attackers were small in number, and that his men would prevail. The evening festivities would take place as planned. Val still believed gleasons remained within his chamber.
Josh gave the signal. Great Cats raced ahead to clear the stairwell leading upward through the levels, stunners and blasters ready. Rebel guards positioned at regular intervals along the stairways, already nervous from the presence of gleasons, didn’t stand a chance against the cats. Indeed, the very sight of the fierce cats stunned most of them into inaction before weapons could be raised in defense. The Great Cats never even slowed, leaving their Terran partners behind as they used stunners on everyone, soldiers and civilians. Silence was a priority during this part of the attack. The Terran Protectors were not far behind the cats, and Mike and the Queen were not far behind them.
Great Cats flowed out of the stairwell on the main level near the entrance of the chamber and split up. Some headed for ramps to the balconies. Others raced through the corridors on both sides of the chamber clearing soldiers and civilians alike. At the sight of Great Cats fully stretched out and on the attack, throngs of people, even the guards, cowered. They had no place to run, and the Protectors silently stunned everyone. There wasn’t a single person standing as the Terran Protectors followed at a more established gait, making certain that every single body was stunned again.
Another group of Terran Protectors reached the main level and went the other way. For the first time, Josh’s men showed themselves outside. These men deployed outside to cover every entrance to the chamber, and a large number of them raced toward the entrance Otis would eventually emerge from. Fighting positions were set up as nervous eyes searched for Rebel reinforcements. Josh’s surveillance teams reported nothing worse than small groups of soldiers exiting the chamber, probably scared out of their wits by Otis’ attack. Josh’s men had no cover on the wide walkway, so anyone who fought back was gunned down. Those that surrendered were stunned and hand-cuffed.
Mike, Ellie, and Josh exited the stairwell, turned left, and raced through the full length of inside corridor. The silent mayhem that greeted them did not surprise Josh, but to Mike and Ellie, the eerie silence was awesome.
When they reached the door leading to the front of the chamber, Josh kept them waiting just long enough to confirm that Protectors assigned to the balcony were in position. Their commander reported ready. Josh checked that stunners had been replaced with blasters in everyone’s hands and gave the go-ahead.
Blaster fire sounded from the balcony at the same time as charges set on the doors on both sides of the dais went off. Josh’s men moved in, taking out a large number of unsuspecting Rebel reserves waiting in the room. These men had been stunned by the explosions, but blasters were the weapon of choice now and all of them fell. Two squads of Protectors on each side of the dais barely even slowed as they moved onto the dais from both sides. Some raced up the isles, taking out the five guards on each side, then spreading out and positioning themselves with weapons pointed toward the senate floor.
Two more squads stepped smartly into the chamber with Mike in their midst, his First Knight’s Medallion prominent on his chest. All of them moved immediately to the center of the dais. Weapons pointed in every direction, including toward Struthers and his followers, though Mike had eyes only for Struthers.
Struthers stood, his attention focused on Mike. “I knew she would come!” he shouted in triumph. He raised a hand. Two invisible gleasons left their perches on the wall behind him, crashing to the tables and instantly leaping into the Protectors. But blasters were ready, fingers already lightly touching the firing studs and needing no delay. The gleasons were hideously injured before leaving the tables. Great Cats fell on them, holding nothing back.
During the intense distraction, Struthers raced behind his fellow conspirators in a crouch, a blaster held in one hand. Mike jumped up on the tables and raced after him. Struthers rose up, his weapon aimed at Mike and a look of utter pleasure on his face. Mike didn’t give him time to get the weapon lined up. He fired, and the arm holding Struthers’ weapon disappeared. Jessie was on Struthers a moment later, hauling him across the tables and throwing him to the floor. She stunned him, then hauled him into the holding room on the far side of the dais and left him to the Protectors there. Someone would take care of his wound, but it wouldn’t be her or Mike.
Struthers’ secret weapon, the gleasons, were dead. Struthers himself had been taken captive. To the senators, everything happened in under a minute. Silence descended on the great chamber as shock set in.
Josh received a report that the balconies were clear. His gaze traveled to the ceiling display he so loved and he studied it briefly, knowing that it had probably experienced a first in its long history. His gaze went to the senators, then to his men standing guard along the walls.
“All clear,” he announced.
He assigned two Terrans to keep an eye on the group of 12 Chessori, then limped over to Mike. “You’re on, Sire.”
He and Mike locked gazes for a long moment. The two of them had traveled a long road to reach this place. Mike put a hand on Josh’s shoulder and nodded, then moved to the center of the dais. He drew his First Knight’s Pendant from under his armor and held it out to the senators. He passed his other hand over the Pendant, and it sprang open. Ellie’s countenance sprang into existence, a hologram of her face looking out toward the senators.
Mike did not speak. It was not his place. It was hers. He turned toward the holding room with the Pendant still held high. Ellie stepped onto the dais escorted by her personal Protectors. Every eye among the senators shifted from Mike to her. An awesome silence gripped the chamber until she reached Mike’s side, then a few senators rose to their feet. Flames briefly shot from the nostrils of a great, yellow dragon whom Mike suspected was Senator Truax. More senators rose, though still only a light shuffling sound could be heard.
Suddenly, shots sounded on the balcony level. A moment of stunned inaction followed, but only a moment. Mike took Ellie’s arm, another Protector took her other arm, and they raced her from the dais. Her feet never even touched the floor. He dumped her into the far holding room and turned back to the dais. Pandemonium had broken out.
More shots sounded from the balcony. Josh had made plans for a serious fight within the chamber even though he had desperately hoped to avoid it, and Mike had a part in that plan. He turned on his microphone and started repeating over and over again, “Get down. Everyone to the floor!”
Two Protectors on each end of the dais took prone firing positions and focused scopes on the balcony. Tables on the dais were tipped onto their sides, and most other Protectors on the dais picked firing positions behind them. More Protectors entered from both sides of the dais and moved out into the chamber.
A crash sounded as a table shattered among the senators near the back of the chamber. Then another and another and another. Snipers wounded one gleason as it jumped from the balcony, its camouflage shimmering as it fell through the air. The rest remained intact.
Josh wasted no time. “Gleasons on the floor,” he announced to his men. “Snipers, remain in place. Squad six, up the center isle to the rear. Squad seven, center left. Squad eight, center right. Squads three and four, front left and right. Squads one and two, remain with the Queen.” Josh raced toward Mike and Jessie, both of them exposed on the stage. “Get behind a table,” he ordered.
Mike felt the blood pounding through his ears as a sudden wave of fear coursed through his body. They might have only seconds before the gleasons were upon them.
An explosion ripped through the waiting room to Mike’s right, the room he and Ellie had used to enter the chamber. When the dust cleared, he saw Rebel soldiers wrestling a heavy weapon from the outside corridor and moving toward the stage. Josh called for external reinforcements as he and two cats fired into the room, taking out at least one Rebel and possibly more. He and the cats raced to either side of the door, turned quickly and fired into the room, then immediately stepped back and hit the floor. Another explosion sounded. Dust and smoke poured from the room, obscuring the dais.
Mike heard occasional shots from among the seated senators. He guessed that Josh’s men were using stunners sparingly, maybe held above the head of senators, to locate the gleasons, then following up with blasters.
As the dust thinned, Mike heard several sharp bangs from Josh’s direction. He and the cats had tossed flash-bang grenades into the room. They immediately rose and attempted to enter the room, but they were forced back by Rebel reinforcements firing wildly from the main hallway. Mike and Jessie chose targets among the Rebel reinforcements, taking out several while Josh and the two cats withdrew.
Josh’s voice came on the command circuit again. “Foxtrot team leader, are you clear?”
“Foxtrot clear,” came the response.
“We need the scree. I want you to take out a Chessori. Just one. Wait a few seconds, then take out another one, but only if necessary. Understood?”
“Understood.”
A blaster sounded from the balcony and a Chessori fell. It’s comrades looked at it, stricken. Another shot sounded, and another Chessori fell. The scree sounded instantly. Anguished screams erupted throughout the chamber as senators writhed on the floor in agony, some even making it to their feet, holding their heads to flounder among their brethren. Josh raced into the holding room, killing everyone in the room. The two cats, struggling against the scree, dragged the heavy guns to the corridor entrance and remained there, manning the guns and looking for anyone else coming in their direction. Josh detailed one of Ellie’s protection squads to guard the corridor on the far side of the chamber.
The shooting dropped to sporadic single shots as Josh’s men sought targets, but if any gleasons remained, they were hidden among the senators. The Great Cats near Mike struggled mightily against the scree to aim weapons, but there were no ready targets.
Suddenly, the scree stopped. Mike and Josh exchanged surprised looks, neither of them knowing why but both of them recognizing the danger. They raced to cover the entrance to the room occupied by Ellie. Josh spoke into his communicator, ordering his men to be alert for gleasons back at full capacity.
Two gleasons, both wounded, fought their way through four Protectors to reach the dais just as Mike and Josh took up their new positions. Mike shot one, and though it fell, he continued shooting at it to make certain it would never rise again. Josh grabbed the leg of the second gleason as it raced by him and tripped it, then instantly fell on it with a knife. The gleason twisted as it went down, landing on its back, and Josh fell into its clutches. He didn’t hesitate. As arms and legs and a vicious mouth tore into him, he pushed a heavy knife into and through the gleason’s head. The two were engulfed by two cats who ripped the gleason from Josh’s grasp and blew it apart with multiple shots from close range.
Josh was down, his body armor shredded by the gleason’s claws, his right thigh sliced along its length. Blood poured down the front of his uniform. The blood flow quickly subsided, probably due to his Rider. Mike and Jessie stood guard over him while a medic, working incredibly fast, placed field dressings over the wound on his thigh, then bound the entire thigh with tape, pants and all. Josh rolled over onto his belly, his blaster aimed at the chamber, looking for more targets.
Occasional shots sounded from the floor of the senate as gleasons made their individual moves, but they did not organize to present a united front. Had they done so, the fighting would have been much more devastating to the innocent senators. As it was, snipers from the gallery picked them off one by one as they moved through the smoke. Once wounded, they were easy prey for the rest of the Great Cats and Josh’s men.
A full minute went by without any shooting, and the fighting appeared to be over. Josh ordered squads to re-secure the outside perimeter of the chamber while others began a systematic search of the chamber itself. Josh took the Chessori into custody and marched them up to the dais.
Mike turned and went to Ellie who was surrounded by her Protectors. He gave her a quick hug, then holding her with one arm, he held the microphone to his mouth with his other hand and began speaking. His voice rang out in the chamber, ordering everyone to remain on the floor until told otherwise. He continued speaking the same words over and over again as the senators gradually recovered from the effects of the scree.
A shout sounded from beside him. When Mike looked up, two cats, Jessie and Ellie’s chief Protector, had already leaped to intercept two wavering shapes. The cats fired on the two gleasons at the same time the gleasons fired on them. All of them fell, but the gleasons rose instantly. Their sharp claws shredded two Terran Protectors who stood in their way, then knives appeared in their hands. Their eyes searched intently, probably looking for the Queen. Mike threw himself across Ellie. Josh, from near the center of the dais, shot one of the gleasons from behind. The knives flew out of its hands as it was blown forward right onto Mike.
The other gleason released its own knives just as the first gleason fell onto Mike, all of them striking its comrade squarely in the back.
More knives appeared as the wavering demon felled Protectors with kicks, claws, and teeth. Ellie, to everyone’s amazement, reached out from below Mike with her own blaster and placed the barrel against the head of the gleason pinning Mike to her and pulled the trigger. She then calmly turned the weapon on the other gleason and shot it in the head. Two Protectors leaped onto its carcass to tear it to shreds, their vicious teeth and claws hacking it apart while others pulled the dead gleason from Mike.
Mike stood up shaking as a Great Cat checked Ellie over, then he pulled her to her feet and into an embrace. She swayed, then just leaned against him.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” she mumbled into his chest.
“No you’re not, Your Majesty,” he said. “You have a speech to make.”
“You’re hurt,” she said.
“It’s not bad, and Jake is on the job. It’s your time, My Lady.”
She forced her eyes open, focused on him, then raised up on her toes to give him a kiss on the lips. “Thank you, My Love. I do have a speech to make, and I’m ready.”
She issued orders to Josh to seal all entrances to the Senate. No one was to leave. Mike collapsed onto the floor shaking uncontrollably while a medic bandaged him up. He hurt, hurt bad, but Jake was definitely doing his job. He had a chunk of flesh missing where the gleason had bit him on the shoulder, and his body armor had been raked by claws. The medic finished up, discovered his First Knight’s pendant lying across the room, and retrieved it for him. Mike put it in a pocket, then crawled to Jessie who lay unmoving on the floor.
He couldn’t find a wound, but she had clearly taken at least one blaster shot on her body armor and probably more. Another cat joined him, checked for a pulse, and found one.
“She’s hurt, Sire, but she’s not dead. Not yet anyway.”
“How’s the Queen’s Protector?”
“Sorry, Sire. He fell to the gleason.”
Mike hung his head. So many to grieve for if they made it out of this. There was nothing any of them could do for Jessie at the moment. She would have to hang on by herself for a while.
Mike stood up and moved to the doorway, his blaster pointed toward the senate in case anyone decided to take a pot shot at Ellie. She stood center stage, ordering the senators to their seats and calling the room to order. Josh and several cats stood a step behind her, their weapons lowered but ready. Mike pulled the pendant from his pocket, tied it around his neck, and after taking a deep breath walked out onto the stage to stand beside his Queen. He and the rest of the Protectors on the stage looked like wrecks, but she gave him a big smile as she proudly introduced him to the senate.
 
* * * * *
 
Trexler stood back from the displays, deep in thought again. He felt like he had missed something, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. He believed he was up against Juster, the Queen’s brother, who was by all accounts a serious, level-headed leader. He would be here personally, and he would have his finger on the pulse of preparations and of the fighting itself. What did he have up his sleeve?
He put himself in Juster’s shoes, his thoughts mulling the situation over from the perspective of the Rebels. They believed they had clear and absolute ownership of the airspace for 50 miles in all directions from the plateau. Josh had said the plateau defenses had no blind spots and they did, in fact, provide a true shield. As Rebel commander, Juster would not concern himself with the plateau itself. That was probably the reason he had chosen to set his shield around the whole planet.
Still, planets are big and ships are small. 1,000 squadrons was a lot of firepower, but it did not provide an impenetrable shield no matter how Juster placed them. He got to wondering why, if the shield was not impenetrable, had it been formed at all? Clearly, from a military perspective it made sense to defend the planet that housed your headquarters. But just as clearly, from a military perspective the planet was not at risk. Juster knew his sister. He knew she would control her military forces with an iron fist. She would not permit them to attack defenseless cities, and she would gain little by attacking military facilities. Her only purpose would be to speak to the assembled senators, then get out.
Juster believed he had the plateau locked up. Between the gleasons and the gun installations, the plateau was impregnable as far as he was concerned. He didn’t need the shield.
If the Rebel shield did not make sense from a military standpoint, did it make sense for some other reason? He kept himself in Juster’s shoes, considering things from his perspective. He was the number two man among the Rebels. Could he want to be number one? Or perhaps a more defining question was how badly did he want to be number one?
Trexler considered the worst case scenario they’d modeled, the scenario in which Struthers ordered the Queen killed even if it cost him his own life. They’d modeled it based on the assumption that the Rebels operated as a cohesive group and that such a command would only be given as a last resort.
What if their model was wrong? What if the whole intent here was to kill both Struthers and the Queen? It might cost the entire Imperial Senate, but the Rebels had proven they had no compulsions against mass killings.
Trexler sucked in his breath, knowing he could right. They were looking at a coup within a coup. Juster wanted to be number one. Juster wanted to be Emperor. The shield was a sham. It was only there to convince Struthers that his military was going all out to protect him.
Juster had opportunity, and he had any number of ways to get the job done: another bomb like the one used during the first coup, or assign a few gleasons to target Struthers rather than the Queen. Maybe the ground defenses could take out the Senate Chamber, or maybe a few smaller ships might be detailed to come in at low altitude with all guns blazing. Maybe even a big ship. He looked over to Chandrajuski and M’Coda busily orchestrating their forces. He suddenly believed they might have an easier time of it than they knew.
But he couldn’t be certain. In fact, he could be very, very wrong. He pulled Steve Brinson away from the planning display. A senior admiral, Brinson normally commanded a fleet, but they had brought in as much of their A team as they could for this operation.
“Hey, Steve, remember how you figured out the Rebel wing formations at Aldebaran I?” Trexler asked him. “I need you to do it again, but with a different flavor this time. Forget the main battle. We’ll take care of that. Your job is to find one particular ship, the command ship. If you can do it, we might be able to end this war right here.”
“Jeez, let’s put a little pressure on a guy,” Brinson said with a grin.
 
* * * * *
 
Otis was in trouble. A swarm of gleasons closed in on his main group. Most of his Great Cats had already fallen, and he was down to mostly Terrans now. He had no idea how many gleasons remained.
The rest of his battle, then, would be fought by Terrans. He raced through the tail end of the killing zone and heard the command from Colonel Lawrence, “Delta, make like the Red Coats!”
A skirmish line formed from one side of the corridor to the other. Two ranks of Terrans knelt behind portable shields. Otis knew that the shield bearers in the front row would probably not survive the assault. The second row might, but it, too, was not likely. They had been asked to give all that they were, and the time had come to deliver.
A mass of Terrans stood behind the shield bearers. Long-barreled blasters and several stunners pointed toward the oncoming horde. Three gleasons made it through the killing zone before Colonel Lawrence activated it. When he did, the green pencil lines of lasers reached from one side of the corridor to the other. Suddenly, gleasons were visible everywhere, writhing in pain and frustration.
The Terrans had not been able to carry lasers strong enough to kill, not unless a gleason stood in its beam for too long. The lasers were, however, capable of injuring and maiming. Their purpose was to slow the gleasons and remove their invisibility. Instinct forced the gleasons to the floor, some of them missing eyes, ears, or limbs. As long as they stayed below the lasers they were okay, but crawling was a slow business even for a gleason. Blasters spoke from behind the shield bearers. Multiple hits took out one gleason after another. Shots from the gleasons pounded against the line of shields, but the men held. If one fell, another moved into position.
Some gleasons turned around, but a similar shield line had formed behind them with the same results. Gleasons panicked, running or crawling every which way. Some had the intelligence to blast the lasers, and lasers began falling one by one, but it was too late for the gleasons.
Otis had expected the skirmish line to conduct a steady retreat, but to his amazement, Colonel Lawrence ordered his men forward. The shield bearers inched their way forward, soon having to work their way through dead bodies. Colonel Lawrence himself shot out the wall-mounted lasers as his men closed on them. The rear line held its position, and Otis suddenly realized they’d planned poorly. The gleasons, if they decided to retreat, would overwhelm the smaller force of Terrans back there.
He forced his way through the fighters to Colonel Lawrence. “Reverse direction,” he ordered. “Have the rear guard move forward if they can. We will hold here.”
Lawrence instantly understood and issued the order. What had become a thinning line of gleasons suddenly thickened, but the gleasons were forced to crawl or crouch. Massive firing continued from the stationary skirmish line. Grenades came their way, but they were quickly thrown back into the gleasons.
Fighting creatures with telepathic abilities always presented problems, and this was no exception. Without warning, all surviving gleasons stood up and rushed the skirmish line. Weapons fired non-stop, and grenades flew into the gleasons steadily. The air became so fouled that it was impossible to see, almost impossible to breathe.
Colonel Lawrence ordered a retreat. No one in command ever discovered if the order was disobeyed or simply not heard, but the skirmish line held. So, too, did the men shooting from behind it. Contrary to Delta ways, shots could no longer be aimed, but even a gleason could not make it through a solid wall of energy. Several gleasons made it to the line of skirmishers, essentially falling lifeless into the shields. None of them penetrated the line.
Colonel Lawrence called a cease fire, and this command was eventually obeyed. Everyone waited for the air to clear. As they waited, their hearing slowly returned. An occasional figure loomed through the thinning smoke, and multiple blasters didn’t hesitate.
When the air finally cleared, Otis questioned his vision. Mountains of gleasons littered the corridor, many of the corpses still cooking in the laser beams. He looked across the corridor to Colonel Lawrence in awe.
Lawrence just shrugged and pushed his way through his men to reach Otis. “Someone needs to make sure they’re dead, but we have another fight to fight, Sire.”
Otis stared at him, for once at a loss for words. This man was ready to start over? They didn’t even need the last trap that had been set up outside for the gleasons.
“I’ll send cats to finish them off,” he finally said. “Prepare to move the rest of your men outside. I’ll find out what we’re up against out there.”
 
* * * * *
 
Trexler was surprised at Juster’s response to the attack from space. He sent every ship in his shield to intercept them. Half of Chandrajuski’s ships raced through the comparatively thin Rebel shield with their beacons off while the other half attacked the shield. Rebel forces would seriously outnumber them, but it was beginning to look like the fighting would take place in space. He smiled. His crews would be able to dart in and out, hit hard, then pull back. Such tactics had the effect of doubling or tripling their numbers. 
So far the scree had not been felt, and it was Empire crews doing the fighting. Trexler was certain, however, that Terrans were in the net providing guidance. They had become the true experts at actual space battles.
Major Barnes called Trexler and reported all three control centers successfully taken. “Sir, one of my teams is still inside their control center. I’ve ordered them to blow it up and retreat, but they’re telling me I have to confirm those orders with Lady Reba. She apparently approved an unofficial operation without informing me.”
Trexler pulled the headset from his head and stared at it. Had he heard right? He put it back on. “Uh, Major, how long have you been out here?”
“I’m new, sir. I reported directly to Brodor for training.”
“Okay. Here’s the deal. Any time a Knight issues instructions, they’re official. Whatever she approved is official. Got it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Okay. What are they up to?”
“They want to go into its net, sir.”
Trexler blinked. The implications staggered him. “Uh, who exactly is in charge, and can I have direct contact with him?”
“Captain Stevens is in charge. Lieutenant Walters is in the net, sir. No, I have the only radio, and I’m still in the trenches if you get my meaning.”
“Would they be the same Stevens and Walters I met on Aldebaran I?”
“Yes, sir. The story is pretty well known among us.”
“Those are small teams. Can you reinforce them?”
“Yes, sir. My other teams will be here shortly.”
“Major, this is important. Reinforce, and bring your radio with you. I might have instructions for them. They are not to make their presence known unless their help is needed urgently, but I want as many of them in the net as possible. Pass the word, and get back to me when you’ve reinforced.”
“Yes, sir.”
Trexler went back into the net. Rebel ships were just now starting to engage his own outer shield. So far their efforts were paltry, though to anyone on the ground it was probably an amazing sight, not unlike dogfights of old on Earth. Some dogfight! These ships were larger than aircraft carriers. It would look like two mountains duking it out.
Twenty minutes went by. Major Barnes reported back in, breathing hard. “We’ve reinforced, sir.”
“Okay, I need to talk to Stevens.”
Stevens came on the radio. “Sir?”
“Listen carefully, Captain. The Rebels designated a no-fly corridor with a radius around the plateau. It extends all the way out into space. Our guys have orders not to enter that corridor, but some Rebel ships might have authorization. Anyone coming into that area will be the enemy. Got it?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Okay. We don’t want the Rebels to know you’re in there. Do not - I repeat - do not show yourselves until you absolutely have to, but do not allow any ship to approach the chamber until I give you the word that it’s ours. I include here any civilian ships. Can your guns see down into the spaceports around Crystal City?”
“I don’t know, sir. I’ve been pulling security. Let me get Walters out here.”
“Never mind. I want as many of you in the net as you can spare without losing the center. If your guns can see down into the spaceports, shoot down any ship that lifts. Any ship. Got it?”
“Uh, yes, sir. Are you sure?”
“If you can find a way to warn them, and you probably have a command override somewhere in there, give them fair warning. But I don’t care if it’s a trader or a cruise ship. If it lifts, shoot it down.”
“Yes, sir. It doesn’t make sense, sir.”
“Fair enough. I hate saying this over the air and I could be wrong, but I suspect the Rebels are going to pull off another coup. They’re going to take out the chamber and everyone in it, including Struthers and the Queen. They might use a nuke.”
“Thank you, sir. It makes complete sense now, and it will help me make better decisions. I expect to have targets of opportunity soon. I won’t act on them until I have to.”
“Use your best judgment, Captain. Try to stay in touch.”
Minutes later Stevens called him back. “Sir, we see a lot of Rebel ships. Our computers are tracking them. I think we have more than a 50 mile range with our guns. Want some help?”
“Hmm. I hadn’t thought of that. Now that you mention it, I’ll bet the 50 mile range was an arbitrary number. No change to your orders for the moment. I have ships there that you can’t see. Understand?”
“I know exactly what you mean sir. Thank you.”
 
* * * * *
 
Otis made his way wearily up through the ranks of Terrans filling the stairwell. Two Terrans carried Nancy Shaw on a stretcher, but she and Krys remained inside the building for safety. Otis did not, nor did most of the men. 
When he reached the outside, he felt as if he’d been delivered from hell. Puffy clouds in a bright blue sky greeted him. He looked to his right and saw the sun lowering. There were a couple of hours of daylight remaining, but no more than that. He hoped his Queen would not be long-winded on this particular day.
He ignored the sounds of fighting for another minute. He felt so invigorated, so free, and he reveled in the feeling.
A lot of men had died today, a lot of good men, and they were not done fighting. But . . . the worst was over. The gleasons were dead, every one of them far as he knew. A cloud passed beneath the sun and he glanced up sharply, a shudder passing through his body. Then he sighed. He would always have his own personal demons to deal with, but he had no time for them today. Future generations counted on his leadership, a consideration he had not lost sight of since the very beginning.
He forced himself to shift his thinking. Gleasons were no longer his task. Now he had a more standard battle to fight. Rebel troops were pouring through the great gates of the Palace. Intermingled with them were scores of stingers. Josh’s reconnaissance teams reported that stingers and troops were also coming from the other direction through the main opening in the Palace City wall, headed toward the main entrance to the Senate Chamber. Sharpshooters were forcing them to move carefully.
Otis looked to the sky. Where was Waverly? He should have been here. He was supposed to have secured the grounds. They needed him and his heavier weapons to counter the stingers.
Reba came up behind him, almost numb with what she had just been a part of. These men had fought with fierce efficiency against overwhelming odds, their composure as a group never failing. She had heard the stories about Special Operations soldiers, but what she had just seen could never be adequately portrayed in words. The battle would live on in their minds forever, but no one who had not seen them in action this day would ever truly comprehend what these men had done.
And they were not finished. Before them lay another force of overwhelming odds. Still, these men did not falter, they did not complain, they just quietly picked new fighting positions and prepared to fight. None of them needed guidance, no one shouted orders to go here or there. Each of them knew what to do.
Otis opened a channel to them. Some Great Cats prowled among the Terrans, but most of the Great Cats were dead. His words were mostly for the Terrans. “The Queen has begun her speech,” he informed them. “You have fought bravely and well. We have succeeded in our mission against the gleasons. Now, we focus on the rest of our mission. Our job is to hold, hold until the Queen is away, hold down to the last man if necessary. Our reinforcements have not come, so once she is gone we will form into squads and retreat, taking our wounded with us whenever possible. We will retreat as fighting units in an orderly fashion. You are all exceptional, and I am proud to have fought with you. Disperse to fighting positions of your choice. I will sound the retreat when the Queen is clear.”
“Hey, not so fast, Otis!” they all heard over their headsets. “We’re on our way. Do you have room for us?”
Otis howled with pleasure into his communicator.
“I take that for a ‘yes,’” Waverly replied. “Are we in time?”
“Barely! What took you so long?”
“Our ships were under attack, and we had to delay. Where do you want us?”
Otis looked up into the sky, but he saw nothing but sky and clouds. “Stingers are coming through both walls. We’re pretty beat up, and we don’t have heavy weapons. Your first men should come to us at the chamber. Plan a flanking action with others. It’s your call about encircling them. I’m inclined to provide them a retreat corridor. I don’t want them feeling like they have to fight to the last man.”
Otis called Chandrajuski for air support. Trexler answered and said he’d be there as soon as he took care of six Rebel cruisers that had broken through and were headed his way. Otis’ eyebrows rose in concern. Were things bad everywhere?
He settled into a prone position, his wounds protesting, and fixed a Rebel soldier in his sight. He squeezed the button, then moved onto another target, then another, never pausing. No stingers had, as yet, zeroed in on him, but not all of his men were so fortunate. These men were all survivors, and fighting positions moved frequently while they continued nonstop fire toward the advancing Rebels.
Reba, prone beside him and taking shots of her own, let out a yell. He looked up and didn’t see anything at first. Then he thought he detected motion. He stopped firing and looked hard. A body suddenly came into view falling through the sky. Its light blue camouflage uniform had made it difficult to find. As the body fell nearer, Otis saw the clear helmet, similar to helmets on a space suit, covering his head. His feet and arms were spread wide, the spaces between his arms and legs fluttering with sail-like webbing.
Suddenly the body split in two. A heavy gun separated from the body and was lowered some ten feet, coming up short on a tether. The duo came over the park, still very high, then its arms and legs came together. It plummeted straight toward the ground.
A streamer flew out of the body, then a rectangular, light blue parachute filled with air. Panels opened on the parachute as it continued down, but it was now moving quickly across the boundary of the park. More panels fluttered, the angle changed, and the horizontal movement stopped just as the body and gun touched down right in front of the chamber.
Light blue shapes suddenly filled the sky, some falling in front of the chamber and others on the flanks of the attacking Rebels. Many came down on the tops of the walls themselves, and others disappeared behind the walls.
Otis didn’t have to pass the word to his men. They’d trained with Waverly’s Raiders, and they recognized them. Fists beat the air in welcome.
 
* * * * *
 
The Raiders made all the difference. Otis shifted from defense to offense until Waverly landed, then he stepped back and let the experts manage the fight. He gathered up Reba and headed toward the main entrance to the chamber, thinking about the jump Waverly’s men had just completed. They had practiced hard - jumping from 50,000 feet was not something easily undertaken. As it turned out, the jump had not been necessary. They could have come in on ships, but the fall took a long time. The decision to jump had been made before confirmation was received that the control centers had been taken. He shook his head. What would these Terrans surprise him with next?
He entered through the outer doors, closed them, then had to settle to the floor for a few minutes. Reba joined him without speaking. When he was ready, he stood, but he did not get the opportunity to go into the chamber. A Great Cat came through the door and motioned to him. He followed the cat outside and stared in horror. The ground was erupting. Round patches of lawn out in the park tore themselves free and pushed upward, then split in half, the grassy panels folding down. Platforms unfolded with ship-sized guns pointing up to the sky. More platforms unfolded from the walls of offices, and more unfolded from the Palace wall. He had thought the gzeikolts were vacant, but platforms folded out from high up on their sides. Even from the Palace, multiple gun platforms folded out of the towers, pointed in every direction.
For the first time ever in his life, Otis tasted absolute defeat. His forces could not combat these guns. He had been certain they’d been taken out, but clearly, his information had been wrong. His thoughts went to Ellie. He had to get her out of here.
He turned toward the chamber doors, but Reba called sharply for him to hold. His head turned toward the nearest gun a hundred meters away in the park. It’s short barrel pointed toward the sky. Why was it not pointed toward his men?
Suddenly, the gun barked. All the big guns from all parts of the plateau barked. Only briefly, but that was enough. Green and yellow beams rose up from the plateau, all of them streaking into the sky.
High above, a ship came hurtling down toward the plateau. Otis recognized a cruiser. Whose was it, he wondered? A frigate came into view, then another, both firing without pause on the cruiser. The green and yellow beams coming from the plateau found the descending cruiser, and all the beams merged. A tremendous flash of light filled the sky. Seemingly minutes later, but really only five or six seconds later, the blast hit, the focused energy of the disintegrating cruiser literally pressing people to the ground. The pursuing frigates raced past the plateau in an eye blink and were gone.
Otis lowered his haunches to the ground, staring about himself in awe. What had just happened?
The stubbly barrels suddenly lowered. The highest guns opened up on targets below the plateau and beyond Otis’ view. Lower guns opened up on stingers, turning them into deathtraps. Some stingers turned around and raced for cover on the far side of the walls, and some were just abandoned, their drivers jumping to the ground and fleeing.
A loud voice came from somewhere, reaching all corners of the plateau, repeating itself several times. “Yo, dingbats! Meet planet Earth. Lay down your weapons and surrender. Line up against the nearest wall with your appendages above your heads. You will not be given a second warning.”
Rebels began dropping their weapons and running for the walls, hands held above the heads of those who could do so and still run. Mixed in with them were quite a few Chessori. Otis wondered why he didn’t feel the scree, but he didn’t wonder for long.
 
* * * * *
 
Trexler watched as a Rebel cruiser broke away from its squadron and headed for the corridor. Two of Chandrajuski’s frigates met it head on, but it blasted through them and continued straight down the center of the corridor with the frigates in pursuit. Trexler knew that the captains on those frigates were acting out of a sense of duty and responsibility, knowing they would probably be shot down by the ground defenses.
He called Stevens. “Do you see the cruiser coming your way?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Take it out. Do not fire on the frigates. They’re ours.”
“Roger, sir. We’re deploying now. Man, is this cool! These things are fast. We also have a trader lifting at the port. Uh, more ships lifting. Gotta go.”
Trexler’s sensors showed the multiple shots on the Rebel cruiser. It died instantly. Another ten ships lifted from the Crystal City Spaceport. There was no way to tell if they were friend or enemy so Stevens took them out, as well. Their carcasses fell back to the ground, severely damaging a number of parked ships.
 
* * * * *
 
Ellie really laid into the senate. She first ordered the exits barred. The senators would not leave until she gave them permission to leave. Even the wounded would have to suffer a little longer. Then she shamed them, shamed them for their willingness to sit on the sidelines and do nothing, for their failure to uphold Empire law. The Rebels had broken many, many laws, but most significantly they had chosen to toss aside the leadership of the Realm, including the Royal Family and this Imperial Senate.
With a hand pointing to the Chessori standing on the dais under guard, she told of their exploits and of the horrible threat to the Empire they represented. The senators now had firsthand experience of the scree. There could be no doubt in their minds that her words were true.
“I have arrested Struthers,” she said, getting ready to close. “He will be treated in accordance with our laws, the laws you, the Imperial Senate, have laid down. As for the rest of the Rebels and their partners, the Chessori, I will root them out one sector at a time if necessary, but I will root them out. I will not stop until it is done. Those of you who do not support me will pay the price. Those of you who do support me will have a place in the future Empire. Think hard on this, because the people you represent will have to decide. I charge all of you with a mission: return to your districts and tell the Rebels they are through. Kick out the Chessori. If you don’t, I will. Know that if you don’t, or can’t, I will.”
At that moment, a strong scree sounded. Ellie went down instantly. So, too, did the senators. Josh stepped over to the captive Chessori, dragging his leg that held his Rider.
“Stop, now.” he commanded.
The one who appeared to be the head Chessori nodded. Josh gave him a minute, then stated the order again. “I know you communicate telepathically. Tell whoever is doing it to stop.”
“They’re panicked. They cannot hear our commands. We’re trying.”
Josh considered. The scree really wasn’t a hindrance to his operation. He turned to Mike. “Ready to leave?”
“Not quite, but close enough. Ellie made her point. Let’s go.” He stunned Ellie on his lowest setting. Her body stopped thrashing and relaxed. He picked her up and stared out at the long walk through the thrashing senators. He turned to Josh. “Open the doors and have someone clear the way for me.”
Ellie’s Protectors surrounded Mike, and he started walking.
“Wait,” Josh commanded. He got on the radio to Otis. “We’re done in here.”
“The plateau is secure, all of it.”
“Uh, say again?”
“We’re secure. Call for pick-up.”
Josh ordered Mike to the main entrance with a tremendous feeling of relief. They would not have to retreat back through the tunnels. He called Trexler. “Can you pick us up? The plateau is secure.”
“Resolve is waiting nearby. I’ll have a cruiser there in five minutes.”
Mike’s escorting Protectors threw open the great double doors of the Chamber and cleared the corridor, though no one was presently moving there besides their own men. They advanced to the outer doors and opened them, and Mike stepped out into sunlight for the first time in days with Ellie in his arms. Otis and Reba joined him, though no words were exchanged. There was no need.
Mike set Ellie gently on the sidewalk just as Washburn came trudging around the outside of the Chamber with Krys in his arms. “She needs away from the scree,” he demanded.
“It will stop shortly,” Mike told him. “Resolve is on the way. They can pick-up Ellie and Krys. The rest of us can wait until everyone is loaded onto a cruiser.”
Just then the scree stopped. Resolve angled down onto the plateau and pulled up right outside the Chamber entrance. Washburn rushed Krys toward her home, and Mike followed a little slower. It was a long walk to the ramp, and he was done in by the time he got to the top. He set Ellie on a waiting floater and she stirred. Resolve needed to leave, but he decided to wait the few extra minutes it would take her to fully come to.
When she was fully awake, a look of horror filled her face. “I can’t leave like this!” she exclaimed, struggling to sit up. “Their last view of me has to be of a strong Queen. They have to know I’m in control.”
He nodded his understanding. “Can you walk?”
“I will walk,” she said, struggling to get off the floater.
She swayed on her feet, but she was able to stand on her own. A few minutes later she and Mike left the ship arm in arm staring around in awe at the battlefield. Inside the chamber, Senators were still milling around, struggling to recover from their own ordeals with the scree. She walked through them, greeting several but continuing without pause up to the dais.
She waited patiently for the room to settle down, though there were cries of pain from injuries here and there. When she spoke, it was in a kinder tone than earlier.
“The doors were locked. Now they are open,” she said. “You are free to leave, but I ask that you endure with me for just another minute or two. I explained the scree earlier. Understand that it is a mind weapon of the Chessori, creatures from outside our Empire who are set on enslaving us. My forces have learned how to defeat the scree. I will drive the Chessori from our Empire.
“You have endured much. We have all endured much, but know this: the Realm lives. Your Realm lives. When you next gather, I will stand before you and demand an accounting. After that, you may choose to relieve yourselves of the burden of the Chosen should you so desire. I would welcome your release. However, know this as well: until that time, I rule. Empire law will be upheld, by me and with force where necessary.”
She turned to Mike with raised eyebrows. He took that as approval for him to speak.
He turned his own microphone on. “The fighting here in your Chamber is regrettable. As Great Ones of the Empire, you deserve better. The Rebels don’t care about you. They knew the Queen would come here today. They called on gleasons and the Chessori to combat her, knowing you would be helpless against them. Despite their best efforts, they did not prevail.
“Your Queen will never condone such treatment of you. When you leave this chamber today, you will leave through a battlefield. Please appreciate that Struthers intended the battle to be fought right here in this room. The Queen chose otherwise. Her Protectors, at great cost to themselves, drew nearly all of the fighting away from this chamber, away from you.
“Struthers is defeated. Were it part of her plan, the Queen’s forces would stay and take back Triton, but she has other commitments. She will be back, and the next convocation of the Senate will be held with the Palace restored. This august body will never meet in fear again.
“The Rebels have lost, but not all of them know it yet,” he said. “There will be more fighting. Some of you have risked everything to help restore the throne. He looked to the great yellow dragon standing to his right near the front of the chamber. “One in particular among you, Imperial Senator Truax from Rrestriss, risked his life repeatedly during the past three years.”
He addressed Truax directly. “Your Queen is leaving now, Senator. I invite you to accompany her. I cannot guarantee your safety, but I can guarantee you will be safer than if you remain here. Any other senators who wish to accompany us may, with your approval, join us.”
He turned off his microphone and turned back to Ellie with a nod.
She didn’t delay. “This convocation of the Imperial Senate is dismissed,” she said.
This time she walked out of the Chamber on her own two feet. Mike accompanied her to Resolve.
Stven waited at the top of the ramp. “Welcome back, Your Majesty,” he said with a bow.
“Will the Queen be safe leaving with you, or should we wait for the cruiser?” Mike asked.
“I guarantee her safety, Sire. Provided she accomplished her goals, I would think the sooner she leaves the better. There are a lot of wounded. It will take an hour or two to load the cruiser.”
Mike turned to Ellie and kissed her. “Congratulations, Your Majesty. We’ll join up out in space.”
Alarm filled her eyes. “You’re staying?”
“Of course I’m staying,” he said. “These are my men. I was first in, and I’ll be last out.”
She sighed and nodded. “Very well, First Knight. Be careful.”
He turned and limped back down the ramp. The ramp closed immediately behind him and Resolve lifted, disappearing swiftly. Stven would fast-ship out of the system the moment he cleared atmosphere.
Mike joined Josh in the chamber. “She’s away. Congratulations, my friend. You did it.”
Josh stared back at him grimly. “We’ve paid a high price, Mike. Waverly’s men are running the recovery operation. It’s going to take a while. I just got a report from Team Three, the guys in the control center. The Rebels found them, and they’re under attack. Forg’s weak scree is holding them back for the moment, but I expect they’ll reinforce with K’tiri soon.”
“Can we help?”
“We have a couple of options. We can fight our way to them, but it will take a while and we might be too late. A better option is to put all the Rebels to sleep.”
Mike glanced toward the ten Chessori captives and knew exactly what Josh was saying. “I like that option. There are a lot of Rebels loose out there, and some of them are still armed.”
Josh spoke to the captives. Moments later the scree sounded. The senators were again instantly thrashing around on the floor, but Mike wasn’t particularly concerned about them. He wanted no questions in their minds about what it meant to side with the Chessori.
He made his way to the waiting room where Jessie lay unconscious on the floor. She was still alive, but he had no idea how severe her wounds were. He stunned her, hoping it would remove some of the strain on her body from the scree. He then removed his equipment harness, clipped it to hers, and lay down beside her to squirm back into his harness. He struggled to his feet with her dead weight hanging from his shoulders and back, one huge paw over each shoulder, and stumbled from the room with her legs and lower body dragging on the floor behind him. As he passed Josh who was holding the Chessori at gunpoint, Josh winked at him, then turned his attention back to his prisoners.
Gasping with each step, Mike made his way down the center isle of the chamber and out into the sun once again. The nose of a cruiser was just settling into position in front of the door. Mike stood there waiting, knowing he would never be able to get up if he lay down with his load.
Boarding ramps reached to the ground, and Mike trudged ahead. Reba came panting up behind him, carrying Val in the same way he carried Jessie.
“We’re a fine pair, aren’t we?” she gasped.
Mike couldn’t answer. He was close to the end of his strength.
“Come on, soldier. Just a little farther,” he heard. Suddenly the weight on his back lessened. General Waverly and one of his Raiders had each put a shoulder under the cat and lifted. Mike made it into the ship and over to Reba and Val who lay on the far side of the loading bay. When he reached them, he simply collapsed. By the time he got his equipment harness released, Waverly had disappeared.
Reba lay beside him catching her breath as well. When she stood up she just left, on what errand he had no idea. Mike considered going outside to help, but he knew he was not needed there.
The wounded were brought aboard to lie scattered about the deck. Then the dead were brought aboard, lined up in long lines against a side wall.
Otis limped up to Mike, the straps of his body armor holding a deep cut along his side together. “Everyone is accounted for, Sire. It’s time to leave.”
“Not quite yet. Some of those senators will suffer retribution. We’re bringing Senator Truax and a few others with us. Can you assist Waverly’s men in identifying them?”
Otis blinked. “I can, Sire. I should have thought of that myself.”
He turned and limped from the ship. Soon, a throng of Waverly’s soldiers appeared, carrying or dragging or floating aliens of many species into the loading bay. By the time they were done, bodies of the living and dead lay in heaps everywhere. The soldiers had not been gentle, but they had been quick. The sorting could take place later.
Meanwhile, Reba went in search of Captain Stevens and Lieutenant Walters. She met them as they came out of the ground right at the base of a big gun in the center of the park, now overshadowed by the bulk of the cruiser which had lowered itself until just a foot or two above the gun. They had not taken time to change uniforms, but they weren’t overly concerned. Anyone moving around on this field would either be a friendly or a Chessori.
“Welcome back to the living,” she beamed. “You definitely saved our day.”
The men were exhausted, having spent anxious days in the tunnels followed by holding off a major counter-attack, all the while knowing that a dead-man’s switch lay at the end of their road. She didn’t give them long to adjust to their new freedom.
“Line up,” she ordered.
Stevens looked at her like she was crazy. “Ma’am?”
She held out a camera, her famous grin lighting up their lives. “A lot of us died today. This is in their honor.”
The men and two Chessori lined up beneath the great gun, their weapons and helmets held in their hands, and she took her pictures. When she released them, they trudged off toward the nearest ramp into the cruiser. Their fighting was done.
Josh held the captured Chessori inside the Senate Chamber until the recovery operation was complete. He took a final look around the chamber, then raised his eyes to the ceiling to gaze at the amazing masterpiece there. It had come through the fighting unscathed. A tight grin flashed across his face for a moment, then he marched the Chessori up the center isle and out through the main doors, closing the great doors behind himself. He moved his prisoners outside onto a field littered with bodies and the scorched remains of stingers.
No one moved. The survivors were aboard the cruiser, and dead Rebels lay where they had fallen. All was silent. He called to the Chessori to halt. They turned to face him, the scree still emanating from them though no visible sign showed.
“See what you’ve done?” he said. “And for what? Greed? Well, the days of the Chessori are numbered. The rebellion has failed. You’ve failed. You’re prisoners, and Empire law will deal with you. Call your brothers. If there are any left alive, they can stay here or they can join you provided they come unarmed. I don’t think they’ll be so well-loved here any longer. I don’t care what choice they make.”
Otis joined Josh as Chessori appeared from the buildings to either side. Josh was amazed that they’d found ways to stay alive.
Reba stood half way up one of the ramps of the cruiser with her camera in her hands. She captured Josh and Otis herding their prisoners across a field of smoking stingers scattered among the bodies of dead soldiers of several races, the background filled with the senate building, scorch marks riddling the walls. Josh, a soft camouflage hat tight on his head, his uniform shredded from his fight with the gleason, his equipment belt hanging by a thread, and the massive bandage on his leg soaked with fresh blood, carried his weapon as if born with it. A look into his shadowed eyes left the impression that he would be only too happy to use the weapon. Otis limped beside him, long gashes down his side and flank, an equipment belt holding flaps of skin together, his weapons holstered but ready.
That moment, captured in a digital recording, would become legendary throughout the Empire. On Earth, the photograph would receive a Pulitzer Prize. Among Fortress Earth, it was destined to grace the inside cover of its first official scrap book, appearing even before the title page.
 
* * * * *
 
Trexler joined Steve Brinson in the net. “Any luck finding our man?” he asked.
“Three possibilities. Here they are,” Brinson answered, highlighting the targets. “I’m pretty sure it’s this one, but the other two are possibilities.
“Okay. You found him. Want to go get him?”
“Are you kidding! Get me a ship. I’m on the way to hangar bay,” Brinson said, ripping the helmet from his head and racing off at a full run.
 
* * * * *
 
Brinson went right for the main target with three fast cruisers. Three more cruisers went after each of the other two targets, surrounding them. The Rebel cruisers knew better than to open fire.
Brinson spoke to his target. “Ahoy there. I’d like to speak with Admiral Juster.” He got no response, nor did he expect a response yet. “Okay, you’re surrounded. You know you’re dead if I give the order. Here’s the deal: Give me Juster and you go free. Fail to give me Juster and you’re dead. He’ll be dead in any case, so I don’t care which choice you make. You have one minute.”
A senior admiral came on the line. “He’s not here.”
“Oh. Sorry. Forty-five seconds.” He cut the connection.
The minute ended, and he fired a shot across the bow. The captain came back on. “Standby.”
A new face came on the pickup. “I’m Juster.”
Brinson suddenly realized he didn’t know what Juster looked like. “Standby,” he said. Privately to his own crew, he asked, “Can anyone here verify his identity?”
“It’s him, Steve,” the Empire captain said. “I don’t know him, but I’ve seen his picture.”
“Do we have any way of positively identifying him?”
“Not that I know of. Uh, wait a minute. The Queen will know him.”
“How do we get him over here?”
“He has a shuttle.”
“He might try to get away. Our only option would be to kill him. I want him alive.”
“We could go get him. Or,” the captain said thoughtfully, “they could push him out through the airlock. We could pick him up.”
Brinson got back to Juster. “My offer stands. You come to me and your men go free.”
“No.”
Brinson fired another shot across the bow, and Juster’s visage disappeared from the link. More shots were fired, this time striking the cruiser. He targeted a main battery, and it disappeared in a flash.
The connection opened again. It was the captain. “We’ll send a shuttle.”
“No. Put him in a suit and push him out the door. I’ll pick him up.”
“Sir, that’s no way to treat a flag officer, even your enemy.”
Brinson started to laugh, then his brows came together and his eyes practically shot flames. “Tell that to his mother. Tell that to his brothers and sisters. Tell that to the Queen’s husband. Tell that to my friends. Send him over.”
A nearly incoherent Juster sailed into the hangar bay and landed hard. Brinson was there to meet him. “What the heck is wrong with you?” he demanded.
Juster could only babble. Brinson thought he heard something about “afraid of heights,” but he wasn’t certain.
 
 



Chapter 25
 
Stven escorted Ellie to Resolve’s bridge. “Your brother has been captured,” he told her. “They need verification that it’s him.”
She stared into the pickup at her brother. Her blood. She knew that if she said it was him, she was signing his death warrant. She considered all that had happened as she stared into his eyes, eyes that stared defiantly back at her.
“It almost worked,” he said.
“We have Struthers, you know.”
“He’s a shell of the person he once was. He was not supposed to have survived today.”
“Both of you will survive today. I’m not certain how many more days you have.”
“Between the two of us, we have a lot of followers. We might be able to make an arrangement.”
“You ask for mercy from a Chosen?”
“Never. This is a business deal.”
She closed her eyes and nodded to Stven. His visage disappeared, and she slumped into a nearby seat. Her great day of triumph had come at a high cost. It harbored more than a fair share of sadness and sacrifice.
She felt Stven’s nearness and opened her eyes. The dragon’s two purple eyes stared into hers. Though he was a reptile and often saw things differently than others, she sensed his understanding. She reached a hand out and touched his scales, whispering, “Thank you, Stven.”
“A horrible day, Your Majesty. A great battle has been fought and won, a battle that should never have been. Many have died. Too many have died. I wonder - will they be the last? Can it be over? Can your brother make it over?”
She closed her eyes again, remembering her Mother and brothers and sisters. Her first husband. The other Chosen. The many thousands who had suffered and died since that terrible night. Could it be over?
She opened her eyes to Stven again. “I don’t know. He deserves a fate worse than death.”
“Your Majesty, you’re a Chosen, and you studied on Rrestriss. There are deals, and then there are deals. He doesn’t have to walk away free.”
She reached a hand out to him again. “You are truly a Rress, Captain, and I value your counsel. It’s time you knelt before me. Will you?”
His wings ruffled as they started to unfold. He pulled them back in, but a puff escaped from one nostril, then again from both nostrils. She ignored it, as did he. “This ship already carries two Knights, Your Majesty. Isn’t that enough?”
She frowned, then a smile lit her face. “This is a ship of Knights, all of you.” Her expression hardened. “We dealt a death blow to the Rebels today. Not so the Chessori. For Earth’s sake we have to take the fight to them. I don’t know how, but Resolve will spearhead our efforts just as you have spearheaded our defeat of the Rebels. You, Krys and Tarn, O’Brien and Washburn, M’Sada - all of you will be at the center of whatever comes. You’re all Knights, some just less official than others.”
She stared off into the distance for a while. When she returned, she said, “I like the feel of a ship of Knights . . . well, maybe not all Knights, but certainly Knights and admirals and generals. We’ll wait until Krys feels better.”
 
* * * * *
 
Chandrajuski, when he learned of Juster’s capture, could only stare at Trexler. “Struthers and Juster both?” he asked in disbelief. When Trexler nodded, the great praying mantis stood frozen a little longer. Then with his forces in the midst of disengaging and lots of fighting still going on, he turned away. He did not look back as his delicate steps carried him from the operations center, but his two fists beat continually against each other.
 
 
 



Chapter 26
 
Mike found his way to the brig and had the ensign in charge let him into Struthers’ cell. Looking around at the cell, he decided it was about what he expected. In fact, it was similar to the room in which he’d woken up in Resolve and discovered Jake inside of him.
>Recognize the place, Jake?<
>Indeed I do.”<
>We’ve come a ways since then, haven’t we?<
>All the way, Mike. We’re a good team.<
>That we are. This meeting could get a little dicey.<
>Don’t forget he’s got a Rider.<
>I guess it makes sense. What becomes of his Rider?<
>I don’t know. I’ll have to give that some thought.<
Mike stood by the door as the ensign closed and locked it behind him. Struthers was lying on his bunk, the stub of his right arm encased in a sleeve of nutrients. He rose to a sitting position with his legs hanging over the bed when Mike came in. Mike had instructed the medical staff not to waste their time on repairs, and Mike doubted his Rider would have time to rebuild the arm, but the Rider would keep most of the pain at bay.
“First Knight,” Struthers said bowing his head minutely.
“Mr. Struthers,” Mike said in greeting. “Are you being adequately taken care of?”
“I am.”
“It’s pretty obvious you’re done. Do you have any comments or suggestions you’d like to make to me about why you did what you did?”
“Not really.”
“I’m not recording this or anything. This is just between you and me.”
“I understand. I understood that the moment you walked through the door. It doesn’t matter. My fate is decided.”
“I’m sure it is. I doubt if there’s much room for negotiation - unless you have the means to call off your rebellion.”
Struthers perked up, then slouched back onto his bed. “No. I’m at peace with myself and what will happen. The rest is up to you, my friend.”
“I would prefer you not address me as ‘my friend.’ I never will be, you know.”
“You won’t? Not even First Knight to First Knight?”
“No. I’m just curious why you did it.”
“You’re new to the job. You’ll find out.”
“Find out what?”
“That it’s the end of the line. You’ll never be anything more.”
“I already am. I’m King.”
Struthers jerked his head away. After a time, he stood up and said, “Then it will most likely be you who makes the final decision concerning my fate. The Queen will wash her hands of it.”
“You’d be surprised. She’s a lot tougher than any of you gave her credit for.”
“That one I learned the hard way. I’m at peace with myself.”
“How can you possibly be at peace after all the death and suffering?”
Struthers waved a hand in dismissal. “No one who mattered. What matters is that I’m honest with myself. I tried, First Knight. It’s a pretty amazing feat that I pulled off, don’t you think? The greatest challenge of my life, and I pulled it off.”
“That’s all? You did it for the challenge?”
“No. I had thought it was power I sought, but in the end I realized it wasn’t the power. In my mind I kept coming back to those years of planning. What an incredible rush it was. We had to do everything right under the noses of the Queen and her Protectors: get the new governors ready to assume their positions, all the senior fleet officers, we had to negotiate with the Chessori, and we had to do it all while avoiding the Queen’s Test. I’m proud of what we were able to accomplish. The challenge of running the Empire was not what I thought it would be. These past few years have not been kind to me.”
“How did you keep knowledge of the coup from the Queen?”
Struthers brightened as he relived the excitement. “See, that’s just it. They think they’re so much better than us, but they’re not. She was aging. It was child’s play to divert her attention to other matters. I hate Testings. I managed to avoid them for many years.”
“What kind of arrangement did you make with the Chessori?”
“We agreed to let them join the Empire, and we agreed to give them free access to our markets, to let them trade on an equal basis with our own traders. That’s all it took.”
“And they were going to reciprocate, let you trade in their empire?”
“Not right away, but eventually. Their price was not unreasonable considering what they gave us.”
“Did you ever wonder if they were playing you?”
“Not at all. They did not call the shots. I did.”
Mike winced. It would serve no purpose to disabuse this man. He would let him go to his grave thinking he had been in charge. “Would you be willing to give me the name of the head Chessori with whom you negotiated?”
“I will if you’ll tell me how you defeated the scree.”
“You don’t know?” Mike asked in surprise.
“No. You must have developed some kind of gadget. I’m not a gadget man, I distrust such things even if they do come in handy.”
“Yes, we came up with a gadget,” Mike responded. “We couldn’t find a way to shield ourselves from the scree, but we found a way to alter the alpha, epsilon, and omega waves in our own brains that completely negated the effects of the scree. It’s kind of weird when you first do it, and some people get real confused, but it works if you stick with it.”
Struthers nodded his head. “Yes, it makes complete sense. My scientists were just beginning their work on it. They hadn’t had any success yet. I wonder if they tried that approach?”
“We’ll find out, but it doesn’t matter. We’re comfortable with the unit. It’s just a little pin we wear on our shirts. You can even carry it in your pocket if you want. I suppose someday everyone will have one. You had a name?”
“I have two names. Gibbzm was the senior Chessori representative to the Empire. Forseth is the guy he reported to back home.”
“Did you ever meet this Forseth?”
“Only once. We met on a neutral world. I’ve never been into the Chessori domain.”
“How does their government work there?”
“This Forseth is in charge. I never got a clear answer on his title.”
“I see. Is there anything else you can tell me about the Chessori?”
“They’re secretive and hard to read, but what one of them knows, the rest of them seem to know.” He stared off into space for a time, then shook his head. “No, no way.”
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“It must have been a real challenge to get the gleasons on your side.”
“It was. I refused to meet with them myself. It was pretty scary having them around.”
“So what did it take to get their cooperation?”
“Trantxe.”
“Trantxe?”
“It’s just a small world, completely unimportant. I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of it.”
“You gave it to them?” Mike asked.
“The world, the creatures that inhabit it, and transportation to and from. That’s all it took. It was to be a second homeland for them.”
“And, uh . . . who inhabited it?”
“It was classified as an emerging world. They were so far behind the times that they would never have made it to the Empire.”
“Were?”
“Come, First Knight. The gleasons are there in numbers.”
“I see. Well, that’s all for today. Good bye, Mr. Struthers.”
“I think the least you could do is tell me your name and where you’re from, First Knight. I’m a people person. I thought I knew most of the important people in the Empire.”
“I guess you were wrong,” Mike responded and left.
 
 
 



Chapter 27
 
A vast fleet rendezvoused in deep space, and the laborious process of transferring the wounded to a hospital ship commenced. Ellie’s first concern was for her wounded, but she was told they needed a few days before receiving visitors. She decided to visit the survivors first.
Before leaving Resolve she called the crew together. Tables and chairs were moved aside to create a cleared space in the center of the lounge. With the exception of Tom O’Brien who remained on the bridge, every single person on the ship filed into the lounge and formed a circle. Ellie stood within the circle with Krys and Tarn beside her.
She called Stven. Shiny purple scales reflected the light as the great dragon stepped proudly to her and lowered his head.
“Stand tall, Captain,” she commanded. She looked at Krys thoughtfully, then let her gaze move around the room to each of Krys’ crew. “Your job is not yet done. Krys tells me the Chessori domain calls to her, an empire we know little about. Only time will tell where your new voyages take you, but I believe that everything you have done to date is just a warm-up for what is to come.”
She focused back on Stven. “Here me well, Captain. Since forming this crew you have acted and spoken with the wisdom of the Chosen. You are not only a credit to your people, you are a credit to me and to the Empire. I Name you today for those accomplishments, but more important, I Name you for what is to come. You are going into uncharted territory, a mission that will require wisdom and forward thinking. I do not doubt for a moment that you will find occasion to speak in my name. Such is the demand of a Knight, and I know that whatever words you speak will be spoken wisely.”
“You honor me beyond measure, Your Majesty. In honoring me, you also honor my people and this crew.”
She nodded. “Captain Stven, do you swear fealty to your Queen?”
“I do, Your Majesty.”
“For the power and authority you are certain to need in the coming years, I Name you Sir Stven, Knight of the Realm. Your words are my command on all worlds of the Empire. I task you further with carrying my words beyond the Empire to the Chessori. We - and by we I mean myself and my top commanders - will rely on your wisdom as we attempt to bring the Chessori into the Empire.”
A puff tried its best to escape, but he swallowed it. His attention turned inward for a short time while he dealt with the repercussions, then his gaze returned to the Queen. “Your Majesty? They’re the enemy.”
She reached a hand out to his snout. “For its survival, Earth requires that we defeat the Chessori, and we will. But what then? The Empire has never permitted genocide. This Chosen, your Queen, seeks partnership with the Chessori. That is the mission I assign you, a mission that will tax even the brilliance of the Rress.”
Stven jerked his head toward the ceiling as two small gouts of flame forced themselves from his nostrils. His eyes showed a brief panic, then he called into the room, “George, help!”
“Aye, Captain.” The room quickly cleared as George rerouted fresh air into the room. Everyone was fanning the air except M’Sada. He’d been forced to leave, weaving his way through the multitude of bodies with his upper hands hard at work. 
“Well!” Ellie said, staring at Stven in amazement. “That’s a first for me. Probably a first for every Knight ever Named.”
“I’m so sorry, Your Majesty,” Stven spoke softly. Then his head came back down to her level. “We’re going to invite the Chessori into the Empire?”
“Or force them,” she answered. “What do you think?”
He stared at her. “Your reputation speaks of creativity. Now I see why.”
Her lips formed into a thin line. “You will not be alone on this mission, and I cannot say who will be in command, but whomever it is will need the wisdom of the Rress. Never forget: winning the war is not the goal. We seek more. We seek a permanent solution.”
“It will take more than the wisdom of the Rress to achieve that, Your Majesty.”
“It will. It will take all of you continuing to give everything that you are. Now, which hand works best for you?”
Without speaking, he lifted his wings and spread them out above everyone’s head, then folded them back against his body with the hand on each wing coming together to form a cup before Ellie. She placed a Pin into those rough hands and closed her own hands over them with her eyes closed. When she opened her eyes, she removed her hands.
“Open the Pin, Sir Stven.”
He did so. She took the Pin from him, then frowned. “I usually pin this to clothing, but the Rress do not wear clothing.”
He reached a hand out and she placed the Pin in that hand. Scales opened on the great dragon’s belly, and he slipped the Pin into a pouch, clanking against a few other items including a blaster as it settled. He bowed once more to Ellie, then stepped around her and stood behind Tarn and Krys, his head towering above everyone.
“Commander M’Sada,” he called.
M’Sada scurried back into the room, his upper hands still busily cleaning smells from his antennae. “Captain?”
“Front and center,” Stven commanded.
Stven approached Ellie and lowered himself to the floor.
“Stand, Commander,” she said. She lifted her gaze to the rest of the room, her eyes sparkling. “You have achieved miracles,” she said to them. “I need more miracles. I charged you before with protecting my daughter as she delivered her messages. Little did I know then that it was not just her you were protecting. It was our whole Empire. You are a team, a team who knows no limitations. Does anyone here wish to leave the team?”
No one spoke up, and she nodded. “I didn’t think so. I said earlier that you were a ship of leaders, all of you. Standard staffing aboard a ship of this size poses limits on the number of senior officers, but there is nothing standard about this ship. None of you have had the opportunity to attend command schools, and that shortcoming will be addressed, but not until this war is ended. Until then, I need gifted warriors like you to lead the rest of us.”
She looked down at M’Sada. “Krys tells me that during your interview you made it clear that you hoped to achieve the rank of admiral during your career. Despite that, you agreed to forfeit all rank for a time. That time is over. Commander M’Sada, I hereby promote you to the rank of admiral.”
The preening stopped. “But Your Majesty, I’m just the pilot.”
She looked kindly toward him. “Just a pilot? I happen to know that’s not the case. It takes different kinds of admirals to fight a war. Everyone sees the squadron commanders, the fleet commanders, but look at Admiral Jons. Where would we be without his expert guidance on engineering and production. You are an expert at small ship tactics, maybe our best expert. Your choices of tactics have led directly to everyone’s survival here. You advise fleet admirals, and you even devised a method of defeating the gleasons, a tactic which helped lead to my own survival. I am the Last of the Chosen. What higher calling could one of my officers have than to play such a part in my survival? The rank of admiral is earned and deserved. The day might come when you lead fleets, but you might instead find yourself leading a new class of Empire warrior. Smaller ships will play important roles in our future, more so than in our past. They will need a creative leader.”
She held out a hand. Within that hand rested an admiral’s insignia, but it was more. M’Sada’s multifaceted eyes took in the tiny star attached to the insignia, and his head lifted to her, the usually busy hands still.
She nodded. “I not only name you admiral, I name you admiral in the Queen’s Own.” She lifted her eyes to the rest of the Empire crewmembers. The same applies to each of you. Each of you is promoted two grades, and I name all of you to the Queen’s Own.” Her gaze traveled around the assembly. “You’re the first of our new Empire I have so named. I hope you will wear the star as proudly as I bestow it.”
She leaned down and attached the emblem to a sash M’Sada wore around his neck. When she was done, her gaze went to Krys’ Protectors. “Promotions within the Protector ranks are Otis’ responsibility. Know that he knows what you have done.”
Tom O’Brien was on the bridge, but she knew he was listening. “Captain O’Brien, I am not at liberty to promote you either, but your exploits are known. Admiral Trexler will be paying you a visit soon.”
She shifted her gaze around the room once more. “This is a ship of Knights, admirals, and senior crew. It’s unorthodox, but your mission calls for it. You deserve it. Each of you has my personal thanks.”
She looked up at the ceiling. “Resolve is a ship like no other. It is first and foremost an Imperial ship, always been in service to the Royal Family. It is also home to whomever resides here. George, are you listening?”
“Of course, Your Majesty.”
“I think everyone here knows your story, but it’s possible they do not. You carried me from one side of the Empire to the other for many years. We’ve been through a lot, you and I. Those were wonderful years, and it was under your care that my family came together. You were a silent partner to many, many discussions during those years. You probably know as much about what’s going on in the Empire as anyone alive.”
George picked up on the one word that meant the most to him. “Alive?”
“Yes, alive. Not by the standards used by some, but you are very much alive, George.”
“But I was created by people.”
“Mike once said you were built, not created, and I think he was right. You’ve done the creating yourself.”
“He gave me my name.”
She nodded. “He gave you a name. I only wish I’d had the wisdom to do that. He was right, George. You took the name and never looked back. I include here the fact that you made the ultimate sacrifice for your Queen: you accepted death so that I would live. Few can lay claim to that honor.”
“I have to disagree, Ellie. Many have given their lives for you,” George’s diaphanous voice said into the room.
Her lips thinned as she thought about the past few years, all the dying. “You speak true, George,” she said softly. “I was the first Chosen to enter a net. You skillfully brought me in, a gift I shall forever cherish. Do you remember how you first introduced yourself to me?”
“Of course.”
Ellie’s eyes looked around the room. “Not everyone else here does, and they deserve to know. Will you tell them?”
“The Chosen have historically not adapted well to the net. We were afraid the net would drive you insane, possibly even kill you. We brought you in one small piece at a time. You first met Mike and Jake on the net, but your people skills are legendary and we weren’t too worried about your meeting people. Meeting me, on the other hand, a machine, was risky. I presented myself to you as a person, as a knight dressed in shining armor riding a black stallion.”
“And how did you introduce yourself to me?”
“As Sir George,” the room heard softly.
“Will you accept a new name?”
“I like the name Mike gave me. I don’t wish to change.”
“I’ll ask you the same question he asked you. Will it impair your function?”
“No.”
“Do you swear fealty to my Crown?”
There was a long pause, a very long pause. “I do. In my heart I so swore long ago, Your Majesty.”
“George, I hereby Name you Sir George, Knight of the Realm. I can’t Pin you, but your name will be entered into the official records. I’m certain you are the first ship to ever be so named.”
“Sir George,” he said. “I cannot taste, but I like the flavor.”
 
* * * * *
 
Stven had to wait until the wounded completed their transfer to a hospital ship before reuniting the Queen with her troops. As Resolve settled into position on the hangar deck he alerted her. “Your Majesty, this is not what you expected. You have a welcoming committee.”
“A formal welcome? I need to dress up?”
“I’m afraid so.”
She hastened back to her quarters and changed. When she returned to the ramp, most of Resolve’s crew was waiting. She started lining them up, but Krys objected.
“They’re not here to see us, Mother. They’re here to see the Queen.”
Ellie considered, but not for long. “You’re right.” She gave Krys a kiss on the forehead, then went to the ramp and started down.
As more of the hangar came into view, she stopped. The vast space was literally filled to overflowing with people. When she looked more carefully, she saw that they had been arranged. Mike stood at attention in front of everyone. Directly behind him stood her Knights: Otis, Reba, Val, Chandrajuski, and Waverly formed a short semicircle. Behind them in a larger semicircle were her senior commanders. Behind them were the surviving Great Cats and Terran Protectors, most of them wounded and organized haphazardly. Behind them Waverly’s Raiders stood in ranks, many of them bearing wounds as well. To the left of these mostly Terran forces, a group of her own Empire crewmembers stood in neat ranks. She was about to continue down the ramp when she saw movement to her right. She stopped and waited while some 100 Imperial Senators filed into place to the right side of the troops. Their senatorial attire added color to an otherwise austere setting.
While the senators filed in, several crewmembers pushed an elevated platform into position. When Mike announced, “Ten-hut!” Ellie proceeded the rest of the way down the ramp and up the few steps to the platform. She surveyed the crowd, then changed her mind. She stepped back down from the platform and walked around to its front. There, she knelt with her head bowed deeply.
When she looked up, she saw Mike’s eyes watering, and she nearly followed his example, but she could not: she was Queen and she was on display. These men and women deserved her very best.
She went back to the platform and stepped up. She surveyed them briefly, then said, “Three of my Knights are missing. Please join us.”
Tarn led Krys down the ramp and toward the line of Knights. When Stven, the newest Knight, came down the ramp, a gout of flames shot up from within the senators. She turned and bowed briefly to Senator Truax who was busy making excuses to everyone around him.
“Stand at ease,” she ordered. She waited until the shuffling died down before continuing. “Hmm. Fighting gleasons, parachuting from near the edge of space, taking over a control center and turning their own guns on the defenders, holding off hordes of defending ships - is there anything you can’t do?”

In a softer voice, she said, “History will judge what you just accomplished, what we accomplished. Those histories are usually written by the winners, so we’d better start writing.”
When she paused, some of them took that as permission to cheer. She let them. When she spoke again, she said, “Together we have set the stage for a return to Empire, the Empire that was. More important, we have learned from our mistakes and we have discovered new friends in the process. Together we are going to build a better Empire.”
She hung her head for a moment. When she looked back up, she said, “Many have fallen. We will honor them over the next few days, and we will honor the wounded as well. Their sacrifices have paved the way for their children’s futures, and it is up to us to make certain those sacrifices were not in vain.
“Today I honor you. Words cannot describe your ordeals. Words cannot describe the sacrifices you made. Anyone who was not there will likely never appreciate what you did, but I do.” She looked to her left, to her Empire crews. “I have manned the guns, I have stood my watches, I have suffered the scree, and I know how hard it is to let others do your fighting for you.” She looked to her Protectors. “I have held against gleasons, but no one has held against them like you did.” She looked toward the back of the room. “I have not fallen from 50,000 feet into a major battle, and I hope I never will. The Empire is forever in your debt. So, too, am I.
“We have taken giant strides on the road to victory, and we’ll stand down for a few days, but we are not done yet. The Rebels have lost. It will take months for word to reach all corners of the Empire, and when it does, some will fail to grasp its significance. We will have to prove it to them, and we will.
“I have not forgotten about the Chessori, nor I am certain have you. Earth remains in peril. You are going to take this war to the Chessori, and I will be with you.”
She stared into them, her eyes moving from one side of the hangar to the other: the senators, her Knights, her Protectors, the Raiders, and her Empire crews. “The Empire lives. It lives because of you. The Chessori could still bring us down, but we have proven our mettle against them, and we will prove it again.” 
She paused when fists rose into the air and catcalls sounded. When the hangar quieted, she said, “History will record that the Last of the Chosen stood before nine Knights today. I tell you that in my heart I stand before a thousand knights. We stand together, and we will prevail.”
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