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xternal
lights flared to life as the underwater base came to life. The base was massive
by Earth standards; it was over a mile long at some of its largest points. The
center hub looked like the bottom of an egg pressed into the sea floor. Access
conduits looked like arms connected to the central hub of the base at several
locations. Each of the arms ended in what looked like a large building.
Deterioration had allowed water to breach three of the six arm’s connecting
tubes and then flood the tubes. Large cracks ran down the lengths of these
tubes, and one of them had even collapsed. Lights flickered briefly as the base
tried to power up the flooded sections and then safety protocols kicked in to
shut the power conduits down to the damaged sections.

Lettering lit up in dim blue on the side of
the base, it read: Astinata Beos, jastie io eqiesas Nef Lekser. If you could
have read the ancient language, it read, Atlanta Base, Repair and Construction,
Sol Sector. Around the hub, lights flickered on and illuminated the outside of
the base, while lights began to illuminate the interior.

A small explosion on the ocean surface had
triggered the power-up of the base. Computers came to life as air began to
circulate through the base in preparation for the first visitors in over 2,000
years. Some of the systems failed and secondary systems came online
automatically to replace the non-functional systems.

A young woman stood over a console, her
fingers tapping the holographic keys on the display before her. She shunted a
bit of power over to one of the sensor arrays and scanned the area of the
explosion. The sensors registered six humans adrift in the ocean, all of them
still living but unconscious. She tapped out a few more commands as she kept an
eye on the people above.

A large room lit up. In another part of the
base klaxons came to life and blared their warning to the empty room. A large
vessel shaped like a space shuttle from the television show “V” slowly lowered
from its resting place on the wall. Two red stripes on the sides of the vessel
lit up as the shuttle's engines powered up and self-diagnostics started.

The main doors to the room opened and a large
maintenance bot walked through them. Two amber eyes pulsed as the machine
scanned the room. The back of the vessel opened and the strange bot walked up
the ramp into the shuttle.

Once the door closed securely, and the
diagnostics finished, the shuttle let out a few beeps and whistles. The bot
turned slightly towards the cockpit, clicked, and whirred in response. The
shuttle vibrated as it lifted from the ground and slowly moved towards the
large hangar doors.

The air shimmered blue as a field snapped to
life just before the doors opened. The shuttle passed through the field and
into the cold ocean water on the other side. Picking up speed, the shuttle
hurried towards its rescue destination.

Two hundred yards from the unconscious
people, the shuttle, water cascading from its small fins, broke the surface of
the ocean. The large bot moved towards the door it had entered and made a few
clicking sounds. The shuttle responded with a whine as the back door slowly
lowered.

Back on the base, the strange woman monitored
the situation while the bot worked to bring the humans into the shuttle. She
reached over and touched a couple more buttons, shunting power to the medical
bay.

Two floors down, a large room lit up and
fresh air poured into the room as smaller versions of the large bot moved about
working. They cleaned and sanitized the room with special equipment, making
sure the room was bacteria free.

The woman looked down as the shuttle made its
way back to the base. She touched a few more buttons and stepped down off the
platform. She walked from the room and into a lift, which took her two floors
down.

When the lift stopped and its doors opened,
she started down the hallway towards the medical ward. Halfway there she
stopped and touched a panel on the wall. It lit up, showing the shuttle with
several more bots around it. The bots were loading the humans onto hovering
platforms. She touched a few keys, giving final orders to the robots, and then
proceeded to the medical ward.

Jonathan slowly opened his eyes so they could
adjust to the room’s bright light. He made a feeble attempt to sit up slowly as
his vision swam. However, he quickly closed his eyes to fight off the nausea
creeping into his stomach. The last thing he remembered he was swimming with
his friends and sister when something happened to the boat. Brad had yelled
something about an engine fire as he dived over the side and swam towards them.
Moments later a concussive shock wave from the explosion slammed into him, and
then darkness took him.

The Coast Guard must have found them, but how
long has he been unconscious? He slowly opened his eyes again and surveyed the
room. It wasn’t your typical hospital room or emergency department; there was
way too much hi-tech stuff. Things he had never seen in a hospital, although
some of it looked familiar. He noticed his friends lying on other beds, some of
them starting to come around.

His sister propped herself up on an elbow as
she took in the room. Strange words scrolled across the screen in front of her.
She reached up to touch the screen as she tried to make out some of the words.

Terri had been studying languages all her
life. Her parents traveled to various countries for the United States for
reasons she did not know nor could she understand. Languages had always
intrigued her, and she was fluent in about twelve different languages. She had
recently started studying dead languages, and a lot of the symbols on the
screen reflected Egyptian Hieroglyphs. There was a mixing of various other
glyphs, which she had never seen before. Terri’s mind spun with inquisitiveness
as she started trying to see patterns and tried to understand the symbols shown
on the screen. What she thought to be a solid surface was nothing more than a
hologram; she gasped as her hand passed through it.

Jonathan jumped off his bed when he heard his
sister gasp and made his way towards her. Without warning, the room seemed to
freeze as his steps slowed and then stopped completely. No matter how much he
struggled he couldn’t force his feet to move, even the air seemed to suddenly
go stale.

“Jonathan Hunter,” a female voice said from
behind him.

Unable to move he started to panic, he
strained some muscles as he tried to move again. His sister hearing her
brother’s name turned her attention away from the screen, seeing her brother
unable to move and a strange women walking towards him she started to panic. As
she tried to get up and go to him but found herself unable to move suddenly.

A female with bright red hair stepped into
his field of vision as she spoke, asking him not to stop trying to move so he
would not injure himself again, she was holding a small device in her hand.
Slowly she moved it from one side of his head to the other. Then she spoke
again, “I’m Atlanta.”

“Atlanta?” Jonathan barely mumbled.

“Oh, sorry,” Atlanta said. She moved the
device back up and tapped it a few times. There you should be able to speak
more easily." She smiled as she turned her back to him and surveyed the
still sleeping forms on the other beds.

“Where are we? Why can’t I move? What’s wrong
with my sister?” Jonathon asked in a jumble of words.

Atlanta turned back towards Jonathan, “I’m
sorry, I had to immobilize you and your sister before you or she hurt
yourselves. The nanites haven’t finished their jobs."

“Nanites?” Jonathan asked. Deep down Jonathan
feared the answer; he understood a nanites basic design, and theoretically,
what they could be used to do. Jonathan wondered if his day could get any
worse: first, the boat exploded almost killing everyone, then someone that
‘rescued’ them is holding them in a hospital-like room, and finally, a probably
psychopathic redhead has injected him with nanites that control his body.

“Yes, nanites; they’re repairing the damage
you sustained from the explosion. They’re also feeding you information about
where you’re located and our language,” Atlanta said. She turned and looked at
the read-out on one of the many screens.

Jonathan frowned, “Your language?”

Atlanta nodded as she turned back around and
gave him the once over.

“Well, I already know English,” Jonathan
said. He attempted to move again and quietly sighed with frustration when
nothing seemed to work. “Who are you and where am I?"

Atlanta smiled, “Yes, I know you know
English. That is why I’m speaking it. However, to do anything around here, you
will need to learn ‘our’ language. As far as whom I am, well that information
will be explained in time. As to where you are, I’ll explain it in a moment. I
need to check to make sure you’re healing okay."

“How bad were we?” Jonathan asked. He tried
to look down and examine himself but he was still frozen. A bit of panic
started to seep into him and he pushed it away.

“You were almost dead by the time I got you
and your friends here. Now you’re just about completely healed,” Atlanta
replied as she smiled. Atlanta may be an AI computer, but she understood the
fear coursing through Jonathan, so she tried to help him feel comfortable with
a genuine smile.

“How are my sister and friends?” Jonathan
asked.

Atlanta smiled, “I was right about you, your
compassion for others over shadows even your own wellbeing.” As for your sister
and friends they will be fine, the nanites are just finishing their healing for
them.

“Huh?” Jonathan asked frowning.

“While you were out and I was working to save
your life, all you kept mumbling was your sister’s name and asking about her
and your friends. This told me a lot about the person I was working on. I took
the time, once you were stable to look up your records. From those, I concluded
you would be the logical choice to be Commander. Strong aptitude in strategy
and organization, dedication to those you deem friends and comrades,” Atlanta
said.

Jonathan frowned, “My records?”

Atlanta nodded, “Your high school records and
reports from teachers. College entry test scores and your Navy application and
test scores.

“How do you have access to those reports? Are
you some secret government organization? What do you want from me?” Jonathan
said. He was becoming alarmed and began trying to move again.

Atlanta laughed, “Hardly Commander, I’m not
from any organization on this planet. As for what I want from you, well that’s
simple. I want you to take command of this base and get it fully operational
again.”

“Base?” Jonathan stopped trying to move, he
wasn’t getting anywhere anyways.

Atlanta nodded, “Atlanta Base.”

“Why me?” Jonathan asked.

“Atlanta Base has been dormant for over two
thousand years. I need you and your friends to bring it back to life and give
it a purpose again,” Atlanta replied.

“Two thousand years?” Jonathan muttered.

“Yes, I don’t have long before secondary
power systems fail, I need you to start the main reactor,” Atlanta said. She
watched his reaction, trying to judge what he would do next.

Jonathan thought for a second before he
replied, “How do I know you’re on the level? I mean you might just kill me
after I do what you ask. Wait, why don't you just start the main reactor
yourself?”

“I was expecting that question; I can't
because I’m Atlanta Base’s controlling Artificial Intelligence. There are some
things I’m restricted from doing,” Atlanta said.

“Such as…” Jonathan said, intentionally
leaving the question hanging.

“Such as, giving the command codes to start
the main reactor up and bring the base back online. Also, I can’t complete the
repairs myself, I am here to serve the crew and monitor the running of the base
as a second hand to the Commanding Officer, you,” Atlanta replied.

“If I don’t agree to help?” Jonathan said.

“Then you will all die when the ocean
breeches the outer pressure dome and floods the base. I took a chance to bring
you and your friends here, now I ask you to take a chance with me too,” Atlanta
replied.

Jonathan’s eyes flicked over to his sister’s
form lying on a medical bed five feet in front of him. He turned his eyes back
on Atlanta, his mind made up, “ok, how do I do this?"

Atlanta smiled, “I have already logged you in
to the base’s computer as the Commander of this base. The nanites should have
already received your command codes and I will instruct them to give you the
knowledge of how to start the main reactor.”

Jonathan nodded, “Yes, I know the codes now.
After I get this reactor up, you and I are going to have a long discussion
about what happened here.”

Atlanta nodded, “Yes, Commander.”

 

A shadow shifted as Atlanta and Jonathan
walked out the door. It stood up to its full height, a little over five feet
tall. Short dark grey fur covered it from head to toe; human-like eyes peered
out through the fur covering them. If Jonathan had seen the strange being, he
might have compared it to a Ewok from Star Wars. The only adornments on it were
a thin utility belt and a strange watch on its left wrist. A heavy sigh issued
from the being’s mouth as it turned and entered the vent it had used to access
the room. Slowly the form shifted and disappeared from sight.

This development wasn’t good and its master
would be very unhappy. Its master sent it here to secure the base for its
master’s arrival, and now these new people were going to spoil everything. It
slowly made its way back to where its ship had breached the outer hull of the
base. Its master would not receive the report well and it expected a lot of
yelling. It let out another long exaggerated sigh as it shimmered into view.
Things were getting more complex than anyone had anticipated.

It stepped through the collar that attached
its ship to the base and took a seat in front of a small panel. It reached up,
touched a few keys on the console as the display lit up, and came to life.
Alien text scrolled across the screen as it sat waiting patiently.

The face that appeared on the screen narrowed
its coal black eyes. Its dirty blonde hair was in a neat crew cut. Its eyebrows
were absent, replaced by ridges. A look of disgust crossed its face briefly,
“Report.” The face said in English.

The dark grey fur covered being fidgeted a
second before it spoke, "Jah nisju kiaso lihag."

“English! How many times have I told you I am
trying to learn their language before I get there?” he growled in broken
English. “I must be able to speak to these filthy humans and I don't have the
time I need to learn a new language slowly so I have been speaking it
exclusively as have the rest of crew.”

“Sorry, Great Master.”

The being sighed, “I'll give you one thing
Oojoung. I have always been amazed how you covert specialists have always been
able to assimilate a new language so easily.”

“Thank you, Great Master,” Oojoung said.

“Now, give me your report,” the being said.

“Um, the big base has turned its lights on,
Great Master,” Oojoung said.

The being frowned a second then waved a hand
dismissively, “So, it's routine. It will search and find nothing and shut back
down. Have you been able to gain access to the main computer core?”

Oojoung wrung his hands as he said the next
part, “Great Master, Oojoung working on tricky computer. But, Oojoung has more
to report to Great Master”

The being’s eyebrows furrowed, “What do you
mean there's more?”

A small sigh escaped Oojoung’s mouth,
“Hoomans have came here...”

The beings eyes grew wide as his hands
gripped the edge of whatever desk he was sitting behind. “WHAT!” he bellowed.
He raised a third hand and started tapping keys in front of him as another hand
pinched his nose, making him close his eyes briefly. Oojoung trembled in the
silence that followed.

"The power readings haven't changed
enough for the base to be powered up. What are these humans doing?" he
asked. He crossed a pair of his arms across his chest as the others continued
to type.

"Oojoung think one of the Hoomans is now
a Commander person to the base. They're on their way to start the main
reactor," Oojoung said. He tapped a few keys in front of him, which
displayed a lay out of the base and then a blip for each life sign. This didn’t
show where the AI was, but he assumed it was with the Commander Jonathan
person.

“Hrm ... Okay, listen carefully. I want you
to stall them; do not hurt these Humans. I'm curious how far they will get in
bringing the base back on line. Do not directly interfere with them as they
work, but I do want you to keep Offensive systems offline. This base is
important; it is one of the last Eutharan bases in operation,” the being said
calmly.

Oojoung nodded, “Great Master, Oojoung will
do as asked.”

"Oojoung, leave the main computer alone
for now. When we get closer I'll have you do what you were sent to do, so be
ready," the being said. The vid screen dimmed as it was disconnected and
Oojoung found himself talking to a blank screen.

Oojoung stuck his tongue out, gave a small
raspberry to the blank screen, and then gave a small huffed. “Oojoung do this,
Oojoung do it NOW! Yes, right away, Oojoung do what his Imperial Majesty
Prasuh. Stupid meany, Invaru with big head.”

In some ways, Oojoung loved his job; it
provided Oojoung with an opportunity to travel and sneak around. His people,
the Buranis, loved working from the shadows and learning things. However, after
the Invaru enslaved his people, it had become more of a job than a fun game;
thus, his position and job parameters required Oojoung to show deference and
some fear to the ‘Great Master.’ Working from the shadows required acting to
survive, and Oojoung was a great actor. The Buranis’ limited telepathy allowed
them to assimilate new languages rather quickly and once they learned a
language they never forgot it. This ability allowed them to integrate
themselves into a world and learn things. Written language was a bit different,
it took longer to learn, but it wasn’t impossible.

His current master, Prasuh, made the job
almost unbearable. They all did actually. The Invaru, as a whole, were good
people. However, ever since His Imperial Majesty Doxvue took over the empire,
it had quickly gone downhill. Doxvue didn’t care what went on, he gave his
ranking officers free reign as long as he saw his share of the profits. Since
that was all he cared about, the more ruthless the person, the faster they went
up in the ranks.

Ship captains changed as fast as they could
assassinate each other. There were very few ships that still had their original
captains. Only the most loyal crews managed to retain their Captains, these
were the few captains who didn’t fail to show compassion for a person no matter
what race they were. Their ships also became ‘invitation only,’ and only
allowed select people to join the crew manifest. Once invited the new crew
members took years to become trusted enough members to have unrestricted access
around the ship.  

If the Invaru had to transport people, they
were unsure of, those people ended up on a special deck and were restricted
there. No one could access important systems from those decks and there was no
way for anyone to move about unescorted. The crew even restricted His Imperial
Majesty to this deck no matter what orders he gave or what he demanded. The law
stated that while His Imperial Majesty could issue orders while in space, he
actually had no command and no authority. The Captain and his ranking officers
were responsible for him and as such their orders were final and to be obeyed.
Because of this Doxvue very rarely left Invaris, the Invaru home world. When he
did leave, he did so only with his most trusted Captains, and even then, he was
very cautious. Once he stepped foot on board a vessel he was a prisoner in
every sense of the word.

The Invaru knew about Prasuh’s mean streaks,
but everyone also knew he was the current Emperor’s lapdog. Oojoung could only
hope that one of these days he would get a call informing him someone killed
Prasuh and he was under a new Master.

Oojoung smiled to himself as he stood and
grabbed a few tools, stowing them in his belt. Once he finished, he reached
over, tapped the strange watch, and then slowly faded out of view.

 

Atlanta stepped through the doorway that
opened as she approached. Jonathan was close behind and gasped when he saw what
was on the other side. Illumination came to life as holographic displays
blinked on.

The room was huge. A catwalk hugged the wall
in the circular room. Workstations were spaced evenly around the entire room; a
few of the stations did not have displays. The massive column in the center of
the room pulsed with lights blinking to life as the air shimmered.

“Wow,” Jonathan said. He had walked to the
edge of the catwalk and looked up and down. “There has to be another level
above us and I have no idea how many below.”

“Six,” Atlanta said. She was standing at one
of the active stations and reading the display. “This isn't good.”

Jonathan wandered over and looked over her
shoulder, “What?”

“Well, it's worse than I thought. The backup
reactor is failing and the main reactor is flooded,” she said as she pointed to
the column. “Somewhere around here is the leak.” She pointed to a holographic
display that hung in the air. The display showed the main reactor, with a red
line just above the second level from the bottom. “The red line denotes the
level of the water. It's not a large leak; the level is increasing
approximately a foot a day. However, it's something we will need to repair to
bring the main core to full power. I'm downloading the technical specifications
for the core to your nanites; you should have the information you need
momentarily.”

A buzzing filled his head as the nanites
downloaded the information and then filed it in his brain. The information was
placed in such a way that he could access it by thinking about it, and the
nanites would relay the information he needed. Atlanta had explained to him
that, while he did have the knowledge technically stored in his mind, it was
the nanites that allowed him to access the information in an orderly fashion so
he could use it right away. The nanites had turned his brain into a large super
computer with almost infinite storage capacity. Anything he would need to know,
the nanites could download and be there for his use right away. The more he
used the information the less he would need to use the nanites to relay the
information to him. He would essentially be learning, his brain just stored
everything so he could teach himself.

Jonathan nodded as he accessed the
information and pulled out what he needed. The main power core generated power
magnetically. The water would hamper this ability and if ran at full power it
would slowly burn out the main magnetic couplers. The couplers were made of a
substance known as Cardinium, Jonathan did not know the metal in the couplers
produced energy when magnetically charged.

Jonathan stepped around Atlanta and tapped
the holographic display in a couple places. As he did so several spots on the
main core lit up as its programs were rebooted.

'Main power core boot up initiated, ' a bland
computer voice echoed.

Jonathan tapped a blinking yellow square on
the display.

‘Bringing main power core online, command codes
required.’

“Commander Jonathan Hunter,
one-alpha-tango-two-zero-zero,” Jonathan said.

‘Voice print match, fingerprint match,
biometric reading match.’

Jonathan looked at Atlanta and raised an
eyebrow.

Atlanta smiled, “I took a voice print when
you asked about your sister and friends in medical. The rest is standard
information on file from your time in medical.”

Jonathan nodded as the computer continued.

‘Warning flooding on floors four through six.
Proceed with start up?’

“Proceed with startup; bring main power to
45% and hold. Shutdown the main core on decks four through six for repairs.
Open main conduits to secondary reactors and shunt 10% output through those
reactors.”

‘Shutting down main reactor on floors four
through six, main power at 15%. Main conduits to secondary reactors Alpha and
Beta at 35% power. Life expectancy for secondary reactors extended by three
months.’

Jonathan turned to Atlanta who was beaming,
“There that should give us some time to decide what we're going to do and to
patch the leak.”

Atlanta nodded, “I would have never thought
to do that.”

“Do what?” Jonathan asked.

“Shunt power to relieve the pressure on the
two secondary reactors,” She said.

“Well, it will help stabilize them, and we
will be operating at about 80% power output with those two reactors backing the
main reactor,” Jonathan said. He glanced at the display and watched the reading
stabilize as the computer opened the main conduits. Lights brightened
noticeably as the last couple of stations booted up and their holographic
displays winked to life. “There we go! We should be okay for a bit. Now I would
like to get back to my sister and friends so we can discuss what we're going to
do about our situation.”

Atlanta nodded and turned to leave as the
room shook violently. Jonathan stumbled but caught himself before he fell on
his face. Atlanta gasped as a look of horror spread across her face.

‘Warning breech on floor ten, Beta reactor
offline. Closing pressure doors floor ten section five, six, twenty-one and
twenty-two.’

“That secondary reactor just blew up,”
Atlanta said as she stared at Jonathan.

Jonathan’s mouth dropped open. That shouldn’t
have been able to happen.

‘Warning pressure doors in sections five,
twenty-one and twenty-two inoperable. Closing pressure doors in sections one,
three, nineteen, twenty, twenty-four and twenty-six.’

“This isn't sounding very good,” Jonathan
muttered.

"It's not," Atlanta said. “Follow
me, I'm in communication with your friends and have them on the way to meet
us.”

Jonathan just shook his head as the computer
started listing doors that wouldn’t shut and started to try to close others,
“Very bad.”
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onathan, Terri, Mike, Brad, Andie, Bill, and Atlanta
gathered around a table in a large room. The room had
two levels. The upper level had a long walkway from one end of the room to the
other. In the center, the walkway split into a large oval. Each side of the
oval had two dormant stations with overly large, but comfortable looking
chairs. On the lower level there were another eight dormant stations arrayed
evenly along a table.

“This is C and C, Command and
Control for the base. The large table is what the crew called a planning table.
It is basically a large holographic projector used to display schematics and the like. The four stations
above us are Tactical and Air/Space Traffic Control with back up stations …
primary and secondary, if you like. These eight here are Science,
Communication, Engineering and Medical, with their back up stations,” Atlanta
said as she pointed out the various stations.

“Our problem is here,” Atlanta
said.

She motioned to the table in
front of her as a holographic projection popped up in front of her. The table
shimmered as it brought up a rotating display of the base. She touched the hologram
on its base, which caused it to stop rotating. She tapped a flashing red spot
on the display and it zoomed in. Flashing red letters in English and the
strange language said ‘Level 3 Breech (contained)’.

“Over the years I have collected
the various languages of Earth,” Atlanta said. “Displays will register with the
nanites inside you and show you the most common language you know. In this case
it should be English, though if you know another language you could change your
thought patterns and it would change to that language as long as the computer
has it in its data base.”

“Why did you say ‘should be’?
Can’t you see what language it is displaying?” Mark asked.

Atlanta shook her head, “I see it
in Ancient Eutharan and sometimes just as lines of code. Depends on what I’m
looking at and looking for.”

“Eutharan?” Terri asked.

“Yes, this is a Eutharan Base,
one of the last in existence. I have lost contact with the others I once knew,”
Atlanta said.

Terri nodded, “I don’t see
English, I see a jumble of languages. English, Arabic, Russian, the list goes
on. Some of the words are this Eutharan Language.”

Atlanta raised an eyebrow,
“Strange, the Eutharan Empire had people who saw a multilingual display. It was the way their brains worked.
Their minds constantly moved from language to language never settling on a
specific one. They were called Cyphers, they could learn and assimilate
languages rather quickly.”

“Sounds like my sis,” Jonathan
said. “She absorbs languages like crazy, and sometimes she will start speaking
one, and not realize it.”

“A Cypher is a very rare person.
Almost everyone throughout the entire universe held Cyphers in high regard.
They had special privileges, and could go anywhere, for any reason. They had
special ships that marked them as such. Attacking a Cypher, no matter the
status of the two empires, was instant death. I should say that other races had
Cyphers, too. However, they were more predominant in the Eutharan Empire,”
Atlanta smiled at Terri. “You have a rare talent. It is one you should seek to
expand. It will be very useful when we get the base operational. I’ll upload
some alien languages I have stored in my memory banks for you to learn. If you
can train your mind to think in one language, it will help with the computer
displays.”

Terri nodded as she stared at the
damaged section of the base.

“A few more things everyone needs
to know about nanites. The nanites will also help you understand a word painted
on a wall or written on a piece of paper. They do this through contact with the
main computer core; they do not store this information. What you see here on
the hologram isn’t really on the hologram it’s in your mind, translated for
you. Though each of you has a basic understanding of Eutharan, you still think
in English,” Atlanta said. “Another thing you need to learn is that you can use
the nanites to communicate with each other. Nanites relay the conversation
through a subspace transceiver. It is encrypted,
secure, and instant. No maximum range has ever been found. They also have
limited ability to control systems on the base; if you want a door open? Think
about the door opening. Want a display to come on? Think about it coming on.”

Engineering suddenly lit up and
Brad said, “Cool.”

Atlanta nodded at him, “They also
allow you to interact with the holographic displays, such as this image.”
Atlanta pointed at the damaged section of the base.

“Okay, teach us later,” Jonathan
said. He leaned in and reached up rotating the display so he could see the
damaged sections. “Let’s get this problem taken care of first. Besides, my
brain is about to explode with all this new information.”

“Yes, Commander,” Atlanta said.

She reached down to the table and
touched it lightly which brought up a hologram on the tabletop. Reaching down
again she touched a box with the word ‘copy’ in it, and flicked her finger at
Jonathan. The document copied itself and slid across the table to Jonathan, she
repeated the process until everyone had it. Jonathan rotated the image so he
could read it.

Scrolling across the screen was
information about how many compartments had been breached, the level of power
being generated and in reserve. Also listed was what had caused the
malfunctions to the pressure doors and itemized everything needed in order to
repair them.

“Wow, that’s a lot of damage,”
Mike said. “Twenty-two sections are flooded and the outer shell has been
breached. Is there a way to get a picture of the outside to see the extent of
the damage?”

“We could have used Research arm
two, but it’s flooded as well as arms four and six. We might be able to use the
shuttle or one of the drones. However, the drone would stress my power reserves
and the shuttle is not safe,” Atlanta said.

Jonathan looked up at Atlanta,
“Why is the shuttle dangerous?”

“I used it as a last resort to
save you. However it is way over its maintenance schedule, by a couple of
hundred years,” Atlanta said.

Mike sat down at the Engineering
station and pulled up the sub-routines that controlled the pressure doors. Code
scrolled across the screen as he pulled the information he needed from the data
uploaded by Atlanta. He reached up and touched a spot stopping the code. He ran
his finger across a spot, which highlighted the code, and sat back for a second
as he stared at it.

He reached over and pressed a
small button, which transferred the code to the main table. He then got up and
walked over.

Mike reached up and touched the
code suspended next to the hologram of the base, “This seems to be the main
problem with the doors.”

Atlanta duplicated the code and
pulled it down to the table while looking it over. She looked up at Jonathan as
she spoke.

“This does indeed look like what
caused the problem with the doors. During low power, and down times, the
maintenance bots don’t do maintenance on the doors. It’s to conserve power in
case of an emergency.”

“I can see the need in
prioritization in maintenance,” Jonathan said. “So, it’s not really a code
problem as much as a power problem. What level of power do we need to bring the
maintenance bots online? I don’t really want to have something like this happen
again.”

Brad reached up and touched the
hologram of the base making it zoom back out. He touched another spot and
pulled up the main core and Engineering section. It displayed its power output
as 35%.

“We have to get the power output
to at least 75% before the bots will come fully online. Some of the lesser bots
are already online and working, mainly cleaning bots, but that’s it. To do that
we have to purge the water in the lower levels of the core,” Brad said.

“Okay, how do we do that?” Terri
asked.

“Well, it looks like the pressure
doors actually worked and the surrounding area is free of water. I guess that
is a starting point. If we could rig some type of pump to pull the water from
the room and put it outside that would be the best bet,” Brad said. He reached
out and expanded the view of the lower section of the core.

“Hum, how would you do that? If
we open any door down there we will be flooded,” Jonathan asked.

“We could drop something over the
edge of this level here,” Brad said touching the hologram. “Then when the water
gets too far down we can move down to the next level. All we need are the
supplies to build the pump.”

Atlanta pointed at the hologram,
“Well those lower levels are where Engineering really is located. The computer
core and maintenance shops are down there too, along with bulk storage …”

“Wait,” Jonathan said. “Bulk
storage? How large are those rooms?”

“Why?” Brad asked. He looked up
at the hologram and it hit him. “Oh … OH! That’s not a bad idea at all.”

“What isn’t?” Mike asked.

Brad adjusted the hologram as he
spoke, “If we open the doors along here and directed the water to here.” He
pointed out the path and which rooms he was talking about routing the water
into for 'storage.' “There’s nothing in Mass Storage One and Four. It would let
enough of the water out we could bring the reactor up to full power and shut
down the secondary for maintenance. The bots, once online, would start their
maintenance routines and start patching leaks, like the one in the core room.”

Jonathan nodded as Atlanta’s eyes
widened a bit, “That just might work,” she said.

“One thing bothers me,” Andie
said. She was seated at the Medical station looking over various readouts. No
one had seen Andie move and her being at the medical station had surprised
them.

“What’s that, Andie?” Jonathan
asked.

“Well, where are all the people?
I mean there are no bodies anywhere, no signs of contamination of any kind. So
where did everyone go?” she asked as she turned the chair to face them.

Everyone then looked at Atlanta
as she said, “This very remote base. It did not always have personnel assigned
here. It was more of an outpost. They would come and work for a few years, and
then leave. They would repeat the cycle every so many years. Unfortunately, I
do not know what happened to them. My programs forced me to look for a
replacement, once they didn’t show after five hundred years. It took two
thousand years for your race to advance enough to actually be useful.”

Andie nodded, “Makes sense, I
guess. While you all work on getting the flooding under control, I’m going to
stay here and try to learn what I can about their medical advances. These
people and ours are very close genetically as far as I can tell. So I want to
learn as much as I can about their medical technology as possible. Never know
when we might need it.”

“I thought you could just pull up
what you need through the nanites,” Terri said.

Andie nodded, “Yes, I can. But,
there are some things it’s better to be prepared for before you need the
knowledge. I have had my first two years of medical college, but this stuff is
way beyond anything I studied. The nanites themselves have the capability to
heal the host. They will keep you from getting the common cold and help bones
mend faster. However, they can’t set the bones or replace large amounts of
missing tissue.

“I need time to find their limits
and to see how advanced this race was … what applies to us, and what doesn’t.
There’s a lot of information here, and I have to be able to make sense of it.
I’m still getting uploads of medical data. Sorting through it will take time.”

Jonathan nodded, “I can see what
you’re saying. It’s not like pulling out a diagram of the main reactor and then
looking up how to run a diagnostic on it.”

“Yeah, I might know the symptoms,
like a fever and shakes. But, how many different things does that apply to?
They had the benefit of growing up and learning all this, I didn’t. I might
recognize some things and not others. I have to try to learn as much as I can
without hands on experience,” Andie said.

“Okay, we’ll be working on
getting the reactor up to full power. If you need help call,” Jonathan said as
he tapped the side of his head.

Andie nodded as she stood up,
“I’m going to move back to Main Medical and work from there in case anyone is
injured. That way I’m already there and you won’t have to wait for me.”

Atlanta spoke up, “I have logged
Andie Hawkins as Chief Medical Officer (CMO). I have also logged Mike Anspach
as Computer Specialist First Class (CSF) and Brad Anspach as Chief Engineer
First Grade (CEF). Logging William Hawkins Lieutenant Commander of Base
Operations, I just need to know Terri’s
interests.”

Everyone looked at Terri as she
blushed and sputtered, “I have no idea.”

“Well, then, I will just log you
as an Ensign, until we find something you like,” Atlanta said. Atlanta made a
sweeping motion. “All rank insignia have been changed to correspond with current
assignments.”

None of them had paid much
attention to the light blue jump suits they were wearing. A small hologram
popped up on the right sleeve of the jump suits, and changed to correspond to
their assignments. On Andie’s sleeve were three dots with four horizontal bars
underneath. In the background was the universal sign for the human body. Mike’s
sleeve had two dots and four horizontal bars followed by two dots, in the
background was what looked like computer circuits, which flashed once in a while.
Brad’s sleeve was the same as Mike’s except it had a pulsing reactor core as
the background. Bill’s sleeve had four horizontal bars with a thin fifth bar
intersecting them from the top to the bottom, but his had no background.
Jonathan’s sleeve had four horizontal bars, with two thin bars intersecting
them from the top to the bottom. Again, there was no background. Terri’s sleeve
had two horizontal bars. The edges of the bars pulsed with a cyan light.

‘Base commander confirm new
appointments,’ a bland computer voice said.

“Confirmed. Command code
one-alpha-tango-two-zero-zero. Authorize,” Jonathan said.

‘Code accepted, downloading new
command codes to ranking officers,’ the computer said.

“Why is mine pulsing and no one
else’s insignia is doing anything?” Terri asked.

“The Cyan pulse, or outline if
it’s a metal insignia, denotes you as a Cypher. We cannot overlook your
language skills. Your rank will always carry this glow and because it does,
you’re protected. If you go freely into combat, though, remember one thing …
you give up your immunity,” Atlanta said.

“Oh,” Terry mouthed.

Unknown to them, they were being
watched, and Oojoung wasn’t happy about what he saw. Well, Oojoung didn’t
really care, but he knew his master would blow a blood vessel when he found out
the base had a command staff. Oojoung silently sighed to himself, as he watched
the display.

On top of that, when Prasuh found
out there was a Cypher here, and he couldn’t touch the base ... Well, there
would go another blood vessel. Oojoung chuckled at the thought that maybe his
master would have a heart attack.

“So, the question I have to ask
is; are we all in agreement to stay here and get this base back in working
order?” Jonathan asked.

“There is one thing I have to say
before you all decide,” Atlanta said.

Everyone looked at Atlanta
waiting for her to continue. Even Andie stood up and joined the small group of friends. Most of them had
already decided to stay, even if just to learn about the technology.

“The information and secrets
contained in this base, must never be given to the Human race. They are not
ready for it, and it would destabilize your world. When they’re ready, we will
slowly allow the tech to leak out. If anyone tries to break this rule, the
computer has instructions to wipe all memory of this base and all events that
have taken place from your minds. The nanites will then deactivate themselves
and pass harmlessly from your system,” Atlanta said gravely.

Everyone spoke at once, as to how
they could understand that, and that they could see the wisdom of it.

“Now, if you bring people here to
help they will be given the same nanites you have and have the same
restrictions. There is nothing stopping you from helping the people of Earth
grow, to help police the planet, and to try to make countries work together.
There’s nothing stopping you from bringing people here to the base to help
rebuild. This base can hold six hundred and thirty people and I would like to
see it back to its former strength,” Atlanta said.

“My brother and I have already
been talking about it. We’re going to stay and help rebuild. We want to learn
as much as we can about the technologies here,” Brad said.

Andie nodded, but Bill answered.
“Same for Andie and I; we'd like to stay.”

Jonathan looked over at Terri and
she gave a slight nod, “We’re in too,” he said.

“Right! Now that’s done, let’s
get to work,” Brad said, grinning.

Brad reached out and turned the
hologram to face him. He expanded the sections below the flooding in the main
reactor room. He touched several spots on the hologram. When he finished, all
the doors in the corridor read ‘Secured’. He turned the hologram slightly and
started touching multiple places on it. Each door's status changed from
‘closed’ to ‘open.’ Brad stopped for a second as he studied something and
zoomed into a room.

“I’m going to Main Medical now,
holler if you need me,” Andie said. She turned and walked to one of the doors.

“Okay, we’ll let you know once
we’re done here,” Jonathan said.

“Atlanta, please access control
circuit 23-A-03 and run diagnostics,” Brad asked.

“One second,” Atlanta said. She
closed her eyes as she did what Brad asked.

Brad continued to work on the
lower level doors so the water would be routed into one of the empty storage
bays. Mike turned and took a seat at engineering and brought up some code and
began scanning it as it scrolled by.

“Well, this actually looks better
than I thought,” Brad said.

“What does?” Jonathan asked.

“We can route the water back down
this corridor here and into this empty bay. If we pop the external docking ring
and flush the water out completely, we can get to work doing repairs,” Brad
said. As he spoke, he pointed out the areas he was talking about. “The only
problem I've run into is this door.” He pointed to a door that was still closed.
“It’s not responding to commands to open. I have Atlanta checking the circuit
out now. Mike is looking at the code to make sure we can pressurize the core
and actually flush it clean.”

“The circuit isn’t responding to
my commands,” Atlanta said. She looked at the hologram as she spoke. “It is
probably burned out.”

“Well, that solves that mystery.
Do you have replacement parts in case of something like this?” Jonathan asked.

Atlanta shook her head, “No, the
maintenance bots replicated things they needed on site.”

“Replicated? You mean you can
produce stuff like metals and food and such,” Jonathan asked.

Terri’s stomach rumbled,
“Speaking of food. I’m going to go find the galley and see what I can get
together for us.”

“Okay, Sis,” Jonathan said.

“No they can’t, I ran across it
while I was surfing all the engineering specs in my head. They can do on site
repairs and they use each other to build the parts they need. They have to have
something to replicate from a base compound. I would guess if you had organic
compounds we could make a replicator that would produce foodstuffs. Not sure
how good they would taste, but it would be possible, and we could do it so it
was a vitamin rich supplement,” Brad said. He pulled up another hologram of one
of the spidery looking bots. “There are several types of these spider bots.”

“Spider bots?” Jonathan asked.

“Well, that’s what they look like
to me … a huge spider,” Brad said as he shrugged his shoulders. “Anyway, they
come in various sizes and the base will produce all types: small medium and
large. There are always some that are active and some on standby. Small ones
are the cleaners, although they can do simple repairs. The mediums are used to
maintain the base’s functions, and the larger units can reprocess them both to
create whatever they need for a situation. Larger units are never reprocessed
unless it is a dire need, there are only about five at any given time. Think of
them this way, small bots are the drones while the medium bots are the
warriors. The large ones are the queens of the hive and control the functions
of the smaller units even when they’re not active.”

“Oh, I see,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah, it’s not that complex. I
looked up the spiders when we were trying to decide what to do,” Brad said.

“I’ll go over the technical specs
of everything later. Right now, I’m still trying to learn about the rules and
regulations,” Jonathan said.

Brad grinned at him, “So I guess
I will be taking a trip down and see if the manual release still works.”

“Yeah, I’ll come along. I’ll
glance over the code later. It will take a while to check it all out,” Mike
said. He stood up and joined his brother at the door.

“Display crew on hologram,”
Jonathan said.

Six blue stars sprung up on the
hologram.

“Isolate the CEF and CSF, and
zoom in,” Jonathan said.

Atlanta grinned, “I see you’re
learning.”

Jonathan smiled back, “Yup. The
training for this table that you sent me helps a lot.”

“Just remember it applies to
everything, here. While some things are hands on, many are not. This table is an
example of that dichotomy. It has to be fast and easy to use, in case of an
emergency,” Atlanta said. “I’m going to see if I can help Terri. I think she
has found the galley but has no idea how the storage units work. It’s hard on
her, right now. Her brain is a mess as it tries to assimilate the languages I
sent her. Food and rest will do you all good once we solve this problem, and
get the base back to full power. Then I can take over, and direct repairs.”

“One question,” Jonathan said.

“Sure,” Atlanta said.

“We lost a backup reactor. How are we going to replace that?” Jonathan
asked.

“We will need some supplies from
the mainland. Then the spiders will build it,” Atlanta said.

“How long will that take?”
Jonathan asked.

“It will take a day to build it,
and a day to connect it to the power grid. I estimate the repairs to that
section will take four days, and then we can power it up, and put it into sleep
mode. The spiders will also check the other secondary reactor, before it
sleeps,” Atlanta said.

Jonathan watched as the stars
representing Mike and Brad descended in a lift, “Okay. Well, go help Terri I
guess. I’ll be here.”

Atlanta nodded and then faded out
of sight.

Jonathan’s jaw dropped as he
realized Atlanta was a hologram. He was sure he had seen her manipulate items,
though.

 

Mike and Brad
managed to get the door opened without difficulty.
Later, almost everyone gathered around the
table in the Command Center. Andie stayed in Medical working but Terri had
taken her some food supplements. It was the only thing left that was edible in
the galley and they tasted like dust. But it filled them up and stopped their
stomachs from rumbling.

“Remind me to put food on the
list when we go for supplies,” Terri said as she made a face.

Everyone laughed.

“Okay, here we go,” Brad said. He
touched a door on the hologram and then selected open on the small screen that
popped up.

For a second nothing happened
then the hologram showed the door slowly raise as it opened.

‘Warning! Pressure door 10-B-00
cycling, emergency routines engaged,’ the bland computer voice said.

“Disengage emergency routines,
authorization one-alpha-tango-two-zero-zero,” Jonathan said.

‘Flooding will occur in
passageway 10-. Do you wish to proceed?’

“Confirmed,” Jonathan said.

‘Authorization accepted,
Commander. Emergency routines disabled.’

“Double the atmospheric pressure
in the Primary Core,” Mike said.

They watched as the pressure in
the core rose, and forced the water out of the room. So far, everything was
going as planned.

“Bring Main Core to 75% power and
hold,” Brad said.

‘Main power online and rising.
Caution contaminate in main core room. Unable to bring core to 75% power, power
output stopped at 50%.’

“That’s not enough to open the
outer ring. We have to have 75% power or more,” Brad said.

Mike nodded, “Increase
atmospheric pressure times two and hold.”

After a long second of silence,
the computer responded.

‘Bringing power output to 80% and
holding.’

Lights that were unlit blinked
on. Dormant Spider Bots woke up, and started accessing the computer. The base
was fully operational, even at 80% power output.

“Emergency release of docking
ring four, authorization one-alpha-tango-two-zero-zero,” Jonathan said.

‘Docking ring four released.’

The explosive release of the
docking ring blew sand from the bottom of the sea floor for a half a mile. On
the surface of the ocean large bubbles erupted as a Coast Guard cutter passed
over the base. The ship capsized as the water frothed around them. Anyone
looking into the phenomenon would have just said it was volcanic activity.

Brad sealed the docking ring and
brought the main reactor to full power as Mike reduced the pressure in the area
to normal. A high-pitched whine filled the air as the hologram shifted to a
surface view. What it showed made everyone gasp.

“How many?” Jonathan asked.

“Twenty-plus,” Atlanta said.

“My god,” Terri said. “We have to
help them.”

“I’m rushing an assault shuttle
through diagnostics now in bay two,” Atlanta said.

“Brad, you stay here and monitor
the situation. Terri, Mike, Andie, and I will go. Andie, I need you to get a
medical kit and meet us in docking bay two. Atlanta, upload what Terri needs to
know to fly one of the shuttles,” Jonathan said.

He was already heading towards
the door, people in tow.

“Uploading now, Commander,”
Atlanta said.

Jonathan ran down the corridor as
he shook his head. He didn’t know if he liked this. Every time something went
right, another thing went wrong. He hoped this wasn’t a sign for the future.















Chapter 3




 New People

 
  	
T


  
 




erri swung the shuttle around, so the back of it was towards the
lifeboats just before it broke the surface. Water cascaded down the wings as it
surfaced. The people at the oars on the lifeboats began rowing away as fast as
they could to put distance between them and the strange vessel. Some of them
leveled M-16 rifles at the strange ship, preparing for the worst.

Terri was sitting in the pilot’s
seat as Jonathan stood up from the copilot's seat. Mike was sitting at the
Tactical Station monitoring the situation.

“I count twenty life signs,” Mike
said. “They’re all armed, and I would guess they’re all panicked.”

“Panicked?” Jonathan asked.

“Yeah. The way they’re rowing
trying to get away, has panic all over it. Jonathan, be careful, some of them
have weapons leveled at the shuttle,” Mike said.

“I guess I would, too,” Jonathan
said. “Some strange vessel surfacing right next to me would scare the hell out
of me.”

“No shit,” Terri said.

“I’m going down to talk to the
survivors,” Jonathan said.

“Be careful,” Terri said after she
rotated her seat to talk. The shuttle was now on autopilot and set to hold
position. Jonathan winked at Terri as he nodded.

“Yeah, all we need is our
Commander getting his ass shot off, the second day on the job,” Mike grinned.

Jonathan rolled his eyes, “What,
and leave you, my second, in command? Never. The whole place would go to rot.
I’ve seen your room at home. I mean, who would pick up after you?”

Terri laughed and said, “He has
you there.”

“Yeah, yeah. Live it up. Go on,
get out of here,” Mike said, smiling.

Jonathan smiled and winked at
Terri. She just giggled again, as she swung back around to monitor the shuttle.
He stepped onto an oval at the back of the room and floated down past the
mid-level armory and the day cabins, to the departure bay. It was like the
lifts on the base. You had to think about where you wanted to go, the nanites
then told the computer and it moved you there.

Several people could move through
the tubes at the same time. Atlanta had told him the tube's magnetism affected
the nanites in each individual in the tube because an
individual’s nanites coding is unique. Though
magnetism did not affect nanites, they generated a
field when someone used a lift. The computer locked on to this and used this to
move the person through the tube. Of course. There were still ladders on the walls and in the tubes, and
there were conventional lifts, too. These were just faster. The farther you had
to go, the faster magnetism transported you.

The one thing that bothered
Jonathan when he understood how the system worked was if there was a loss of
power. However, he soon found out the system was powerless. The transport tubes
generated through a special coil that created a field. The computer used power
to interrupt the field, turn it up for
descending, and off for ascension. It was strange, thinking about it. More
power equaled weaker field, and less power equaled stronger field. Therefore,
if the power failed a person would just hang in the air and not go anywhere
because all the fields would be the same. Then they just used a ladder to pull
themselves to the next level, or to wherever they needed to be. He just thought
of it as a human rail gun … same principles. There were, of course, special
harnesses for visitors who didn’t have nanites.

Jonathan’s feet lightly touched
the deck as he stepped off the lift. Andie was there, sorting through her
medical supplies. Bill handed Jonathan a dark blue suit. It was made of some
type of flexible polymer. Jonathan looked at Bill as if asking a question.

“Power armor, it should stop a
bullet if they start shooting,” Bill said.

Bill was already wearing a
similar suit. His rank had transferred to the left breast of the armor.

Jonathan put it on over his head.
He pulled the instruction manual for the armor into view in his head.

Jonathan's manual defined the
armor as type-three assault armor. It came standard with a personal shield and
a built-in personal computer. The armor used a material called smart fabric
that came from a special Cardinium alloy that didn’t conduct energy or create
it.

The suit molded itself together
when the wearer pressed the front and back together. Then it created the rest of the suit that would
eventually cover the limbs of whoever wore it. This allowed suits to fit
multiple races, as long as the wearer had the nanites to control it. The key to
the suit was the personal nanites, they told the suit it was on a person, and
this person had authorization to wear it.

‘Suit construction complete,
self-check initiated. Diagnostics complete. All systems are normal. Power
output is within operating parameters,’ a metallic voice echoed in Jonathan’s
head.

“Wow,” Jonathan said.

Bill grinned, and said, “Yeah, I
said the same thing. The suit acts as an environmental suit, too. If it detects
any harmful contaminants, it will construct the helmet to protect the wearer.
You can also put it in battle mode by thought. It will do the same thing, as
well as power up the personal shields. Atlanta prepped me as we went to the
shuttle, she said there were heavier models on the base, but these should
protect us just fine.”

“Nice,” Jonathan said. “Well,
let’s get this show on the road.”

Jonathan reached the back hatch
and cycled it open. The Coast Guard personnel gasped when he came into sight.
The rowers even stopped rowing once they realized they were looking at another
human. Jonathan stepped out to the edge of the lowered hatch in a slow
deliberate manner. His hands held open and slightly out from his body.

“Who are you?” a man wearing
sergeant stripes asked.

“My name is Commander Hunter. Are
you in need of assistance?” Jonathan asked.

“What branch of the military?”
the man asked.

“Well, I’m, uh, from a secret
branch, and
it’s need to know,” Jonathan said. “I take it you’re
in command?” Jonathan saw him glance over at a woman in the back of the boat,
who gave a slight nod.

“Yes, I’m in command. We require
assistance, our ship sunk before we could get word out,” the man said.

Jonathan nodded, “Well, let’s get
you people on board and then we can take you wherever you need to go. I’ll have
to ask you all to give up your arms though.”

Several of the people looked at
each other, mostly the people with their weapons trained on Jonathan. “I don’t
think we can do that,” the man said.

“You can’t get on this vessel
while you’re holding arms. I won’t allow it as it would put us all at risk,”
Jonathan said.

“You mean you,” another man said.
He was one of the people with a weapon trained on Jonathan.

Jonathan locked the man with a
gaze that left no room for argument, “No, I mean us. This vessel will be
traveling underwater and if a weapon went off accidentally it could be very
hazardous for everyone. We will give you your weapons back once we reach our
destination and make sure everyone is okay.”

“We’re not giving up our
weapons,” the first man said.

“Well then, you’re not getting a
ride. I’ll offer anyone who wants a ride and is willing to give up their
weapons,” Jonathan said.

Several people stood up as they
all looked at each other.

“You’re going to leave us out
here to die?” the second man asked.

“No, I’ll call it in. However,
once I leave you’re on your own,” Jonathan said.

“You can’t do that,” another
person said.

“You’re wrong, I can, and I will.
I’ve offered you assistance and told you what it takes to get that assistance, but
you don’t want to comply. I’m putting trust in you by allowing you on this
vessel. If you don’t care to return that trust, that isn’t my problem,”
Jonathan said. He pointed at the four people who had stood up. “The people who
stood up can come aboard, just hand Lieutenant Commander Hawkins your weapons,
before you enter.”

Ten of the people handed Bill
their firearms as they stepped into the back of the shuttle where Andie started
checking them out. The woman the man had looked at, the one Jonathan assumed
was actually in command, stood up, and made her way toward the front of the
small boat.

“My names Carla Taldage, I’m the
ranking officer here,” Carla said.

Jonathan’s eyes flicked to the
man who had been speaking.

“Don’t blame him,” Carla said.
“They were just protecting me.”

Jonathan nodded, “Yeah, I knew
you were in command.”

“How did you know that?” Carla
asked.

“Eyes don’t lie. At one point, I
asked a question and he looked back to get your answer. Even though you gave a
subtle nod it was enough to tell me who was in charge,” Jonathan said a small
smile on his lips.

“I would like to apologize for
the deception,” Carla said.

Jonathan smiled. He was going to
like this woman. She might be rough around the edges but she had a good head on
her shoulders. That was if they decided to join his crew. He had decided to
extend the offer, they would need a security force and there were probably a
few engineers and such mixed in. “No need to apologize, I understand.”

{Jonathan.} Terri’s voice said in
his head.

{What’s up?} Jonathan replied.

{We need to get moving, Mike has
intercepted communications from two F-16 fighters. They have picked us up on
their radar. Their base has ordered them to do a fly over and inspect the
area.}

{Great, get ready to move out.
I’ll try to be fast.}

“Are you OK?” Carla asked.

“Yeah. I’m fine. I’m sorry to
rush you but can we talk inside. I have other important matters to deal with
and I’m afraid it’s do or die time,” Jonathan said.

“You are going to take us back to
mainland America, right?” Carla asked.

“Yes, probably not right away.
But, I promise you I will get you back to wherever you want in the next week,”
Jonathan said.

“For some reason, I trust you,”
Carla said.

She was looking deep into his
eyes looking for the littlest sign that he was lying to her and saw nothing but
honesty.

“It’s my looks,” Jonathan said as
he winked. “I’m just so damn handsome women everywhere trust me.”

Carla laughed as several of the
other women giggled.

“What?” Jonathan put a look of
hurt on his face.

“I don’t know if I would go that
far, although you are kind of cute,” Carla said.

Jonathan grabbed his heart, “I
think I’m wounded.” This got another round of laughing as a few of the guys
rolled their eyes. “Sorry to break up our fun but can we get people loaded? We
need to get underway.”

It was a fast process; the last
ten people joined their comrades in the back of the shuttle surrendering their
weapons as they entered. Jonathan reached out, shoved the lifeboat away from
the shuttle, and then cycled the back hatch
shut.

{All loaded. Let’s get out of
here.} Jonathan transmitted.

{Just in time too. Those F-16s
are about 2 minutes out and closing fast.} Terri replied.

{You know me, I like to make an
exit.}

Terri snorted through the
connection, {estimated time to base less than one minute.}

Andie made her way over to
Jonathan, “I have three people with fractured ribs. But, that’s the worst of
it. From what I gathered, they were shaking the ship down and had a minimal
crew. That’s why there are only twenty of them.”

Jonathan nodded and quietly said,
“I’m going to offer them a spot on the crew. The ones who take it will need a
full physical.”

Andie nodded then turned back to
her work.

 

Oojoung watched the shuttle land
from his hidden spot. He double-checked his cloaking device, to make sure he
had engaged it. He watched them disembark. When he saw the new people, he
moaned silently. More people were not a good thing. How was he going to explain
this? He could already hear the yelling his master was going to do. It just
made his stomach flip, and his heart rate pick up.

He had already sabotaged the Main
Reactor so it would fail if put under stress. Oojoung patted the pouch at his
side, it contained the control circuit he had replaced with a weaker version.
He smiled to himself at least that was one thing going his way. A few more
little things here and there and the base would fall easily.

Oojoung moaned once more as he
slipped from the bay. It was time to report in, and this wasn’t going to be a
very good report. He thought about what to say all the way back to his small
craft. He shook his head as he disengaged his cloak and took his seat in front
of the communications console. He tapped a few controls as he shuddered.

“Speak,” Prasuh said.

“Great Master,” Oojoung said.
“Oojoung set up, so main reactor fail under stress.”

Prasuh raised an eyebrow, “They
have their main reactor online?”

“Yes, Great Master,” Oojoung
said.

“I told you to stall them,”
Prasuh said.

“Great Master, Oojoung tried.
“They tricked Oojoung. Made water go away. Oojoung couldn’t do anything.”

“I take it they’re repairing the
base now?” Prasuh said. He sat back in his chair and made a triangle with his
hands in front of his face. However, he kept his other arms crossed over his
chest.

Oojoung’s mouth went dry, “Yes,
Great Master. Many busy bots running all over place.”

Prasuh opened his eyes, “Have
they got their defenses online or any of their offenses?”

Oojoung shook his head, “No,
Great Master. Oojoung thinking they no know about those. But, new hoomans might
discover them.”

Prasuh narrowed his eyes, “What
do you mean new humans?”

Oojoung moaned to himself, “More
hoomans came in big shuttle.”

“How many?” Prasuh asked quietly.

“Oojoung no knows Great Master,”
Oojoung moaned.

“Guess, you little useless smear
of a being,” Prasuh growled.

Oojoung counted to himself,
twenty, he saw twenty. OK, let’s see twenty divided by two is ten. He looked up
at the scowling face of Prasuh and shuddered before he spoke, “Two or three
Great Master. Oojoung knows it was two or three.”

“Three?” Prasuh laughed. He
slapped the side of his desk in glee with the hands not crossing his chest.
“The Humans find an Advanced Military Base under water and all they bring is
three humans to help. Humans are so stupid.”

“No, Great Master stupid. Oojoung
and Humans smarter than whole Invaru Empire,” Oojoung muttered under his
breath.

“What was that,” a suddenly
serious Prasuh said.

Oojoung’s eyes widened, “Oojoung
say how right Great Master is. Oojoung and Humans stupid, Invaru so smart.”

Prasuh eyes narrowed for a
second, “Yes, Oojoung keep doing what you’re doing. Keep trying to break into
the main computer and gain control of the base. I’m ordering the fleet to 130%,
we will be there in less than two days.”

Oh boy! Two days and Oojoung gets
to see dummy Prasuh face to face. Oojoung so happy … NOT! “Yes Great Master,
Oojoung happy.” Oojoung said with a forced smile on his face.

“Don’t fail me, Oojoung,” Prasuh
said then faded from view.

Oojoung raised his hand at the
empty screen before him and slowly raised his middle finger. Then stuck his
tongue out and gave a raspberry.

 

Jonathan looked over the
seventeen people standing in a loose crowd before him. The base needed people
and he needed to start somewhere. The three missing people he would talk to
later, after Andie released them from Medical. He was never one for speeches,
he hated it in school, and he hated it, now.

Jonathan took a deep breath, “I’m
Commander Jonathan Hunter, Commander of Atlanta Base.”

Everyone stopped what they were
doing and turned to look at him. “Where are we?” one of them asked. Another
asked about the ship sitting in the middle of the landing bay.

Jonathan raised his hands
motioning for silence, “Please, I’ll answer questions in a minute.”

The room quieted down as everyone
stood watching him.

{Commander.} Atlanta transmitted
to him.

{Atlanta, I’m kind of in the
middle of something here.}

{I know, I wouldn’t have
interrupted if it wasn’t important.}

Jonathan sighed, {what is it?}

{Command needs you.}

{Can you give me a few minutes?}

{Yes, Sir.}

{Thanks.}

Jonathan turned his attention
back to the people before him. What could possibly be wrong now that Atlanta
needed him in Command?

He sighed again as he started
speaking, “I would like to welcome everyone to Atlanta Base you are the first
people to step foot on this base, besides us, in over 2000 years.”

That got some looks; one guy even
circled his ear.

“Right,” someone said.

“I’m serious, have you ever seen
a vessel like that?” Jonathan pointed at the shuttle.

“Have you ever seen armor like
this?” Jonathan tapped the armor he was wearing.

“What about rank insignia’s like
this?” Jonathan said as he pointed to the hologram on his chest.

“Or languages like this one
here?” Jonathan pointed to a wall that that had writing on it.

One of the women spoke up, “It
looks like a mix of Egyptian and Mayan writing.”

“Right, it’s an ancient language known as Eutharan,” Jonathan said. “We stumbled on this base and
we have decided to use its secrets to help Earth.”

“How many of you are there?”
someone asked.

Jonathan leveled a gaze at the
person, “Enough, but were looking to have people join us. We need serious
people who want to really help …”

A scream from one of the women
stopped him. People looked to where she was pointing, and several people
started to panic.

“STOP, AND CALM DOWN!” Jonathan
shouted.

One of the Queen Spider Bots was
making its way across the bay towards the ship storage. It stopped for a second,
took in the assembled people, and then continued on
its way.

“But, what the hell is that?” the
woman asked. She was pointing a shaking finger at the five-foot tall spider.

“That is a drone, we call them
spider bots. They maintain the base and vessels in the landing bays,” Jonathan
said. “They won’t hurt you as long as you don’t attack them. That one is a
Queen Drone. She commands the smaller units and directs their activities.”

“Wow,” a couple of the people
said.

“It is completely AI driven, it
makes its own choices and is self-sufficient,”
Jonathan said.

“Artificial intelligence?”
someone asked.

Jonathan nodded.

“Impossible,” another said.

“Atlanta,” Jonathan said. Atlanta
appeared next to Jonathan.

“Yes, Commander?” Atlanta asked.

“This is the base’s AI entity.
She controls the main functions of the base and is a holographic projection,”
Jonathan said. He waved his hand through Atlanta to show everyone she was a
holograph.

“The Commander is correct,”
Atlanta said.

“Smoke and mirrors,” someone
said.

“As I have said, I’m not trying
to trick anyone. Atlanta is the base’s computer,” Jonathan said.

“Prove it,” someone else said.

Sometimes Jonathan wondered how
the human race ever survived. Some people made dumb people look intelligent.

“Does everyone agree that the
shuttle is empty?” Jonathan asked. “If not go inspect it and come back when
you’re happy.”

Several people went in the
shuttle and came back a few seconds later.

“Empty?” Jonathan asked one of
the returning people.

“Yes,” they answered.

“Good, Atlanta store shuttle four
and mark it for maintenance,” Jonathan said.

“Yes, Commander,” Atlanta said.

The shuttle’s rear hatch closed
as it left the floor and slowly moved to the left side of the bay. The wall
folded out as arms latched on to the shuttle and guided it into an empty
hanger.

“Okay, Atlanta return to what you
were doing. I’ll be in Command in a little bit,” Jonathan said.

Atlanta nodded and disappeared.

“I’m not joking, nor am I trying
to pull the wool over anyone’s eyes. I’m offering each of you a position on
this base. We will be responding to events around the globe. We will be trying
to make the world a better place for everyone,” Jonathan said. “There are
however, stipulations if you agree to stay.”

Carla spoke up this time, “What
kind of stipulations?”

“You can never leave once you
sign up,” Jonathan said.

“And if we decide to leave?”
Carla asked.

“You can leave if that’s what you
want. I promised to take you to mainland America and I will. I will drop you
anywhere you want and never bother you again,” Jonathan said.

“What’s to stop us from telling
people about this place?” Another asked. Several people nodded in response.

“Nothing, we’re not planning on
staying hidden. But, until we show up in public, how do you think they will
view all the stories you tell them about a sunken base on the bottom of the ocean
with advanced technology? ‘Lost City of Atlantis’, anyone?” Jonathan said.

That got a few chuckles.

“I’m not going to hold anyone
hostage, but those who stay will have rules they will have to follow. We will
return weapons to those choosing to leave when we drop them off wherever they
want to go. I’m going to go talk to your three-crew members in Medical and tell
them the same thing. I’ll give you until tomorrow to make your choice,”
Jonathan said.

Jonathan turned and grabbed a box
made of some type of plastic and dropped it in front of them, “If you decide to
stay put one of these suits on. Bathrooms are over there,” he pointed off to
the right along the far wall. “I’ll have something brought down for you to
sleep on.”

 

Jonathan stared at the hologram
of the universe that was floating above the planning table. Just outside the
Sol System was a red triangle, which had a dotted line that intersected Earth.
Displayed next to the red triangle were readings showing its plotted course and current speed.

“So, what am I looking at?”
Jonathan asked.

“That,” Atlanta said. She pointed
to the
small triangle, “is an Invaru battle fleet on its way
to Earth.”

Jonathan reached up and squeezed
the bridge of his nose. This was just unbelievable, if it wasn’t one thing it
was another. What else could possibly go wrong and why was this fleet coming
now? When we started the main reactor, did the start-up alert them? Now that
the main reactor is running, are they swinging by to check on the base? Two
days! That’s not enough time to warn the people of Earth, and even if we did
warn people, we couldn’t prove it. People would only laugh at us,
or the warning might cause a mass panic across Earth. He was going to have to
come up with something and fast.

“Oh man,” Brad said. “I was just
getting settled in.”

Terri took this time to step from
the lift and come running over, a big smile on her face, “I know!” When she saw
the distressed look on her brother’s face
she stopped and asked, “What’s wrong?”

Jonathan looked up at her, “What do
you know?”

“I know what I want to do,” Terri
asked. “What’s this red triangle?”

“Cool, what do you want to do
Sis?” Jonathan asked. “That red triangle is a battle fleet headed to earth.”

“I want to fly …” Terri started,
and then stared at the red triangle. “Battle fleet?”

“Nice. Atlanta, rank her as a
pilot,” Jonathan said.

Atlanta nodded, “She will have to
go through training and will retain the rank of Ensign until she completes her
training.”

The background of Terri’s rank
hologram changed to a rotating shuttle. It still maintained the pulsing cyan
that denoted her as a Cypher. “The background will change as you pass your
tests.”

“Congratulations Terri. So, how
long before they reach Earth?” Jonathan asked.

“Approximately two days, give or
take a few hours,” Atlanta said.

“Man, of all the luck,” Mike
said.

“Says you, I just found something
I wanted to do,” Terri pouted.

“You’re sure they’re headed this
way?” Jonathan said.

“I have plotted their course for
the past four hours. There is a 0.01 percent chance they will pass by Earth,”
Atlanta said.

“Great,” Jonathan said.

“Hey, at least there’s a chance
right?” Brad said.

Jonathan rolled his eyes, “Fleet
composition?”

“Unknown. They’re too far out for
my sensors to pick up. I can just barely get a reading on their engine
signatures,” Atlanta said.

“So much for those sensor
drones,” Brad said.

“Well, let’s worry about it when
we can get a reading. They might just be checking to make sure the base is
dormant,” Jonathan said.

“Actually, those drones might
just be the thing then,” Brad said.

“Huh?” Jonathan said.

Brad brought up another hologram.
It was a small ball about the size of a bowling ball. “These are the drones
I’ve been working on. They’re basically a spider bot without the legs. My idea
was to use them to gather data in the surrounding area and for surveillance.
They run on a smaller version of our shuttle’s engine and have a sensor package
comparable to the base. With Mike’s help, I can probably configure them to mask
signatures too. The Queen Spider bots can build about one an hour if they have
the resources to do it. Atlanta was helping with the programming, we just used
a stripped down copy of the spiders programming. However, I wanted Mike to look
at actually building their program from scratch,” Brad said.

“Okay, you two get Queen Spiders
on building drones. Atlanta, I need a list of supplies we need for the base.
Then we all will take a trip to the mainland tomorrow to drop some people off
and get supplies,” Jonathan said.

“We wanted to speak to you about
that,” Brad said.

“About the trip tomorrow?”
Jonathan said.

“Yeah, Brad and I were thinking
about moving our corporation here. It would give us the personnel base we need,
and they’re all loyal. Nurses, Doctors, scientists, mechanics, military, etc.,
etc.,” Mike said. “Not to mention the supplies we have at our headquarters.”

Jonathan thought about it for a
second, “We can do that. It wouldn’t hurt us to have the extra personnel before
the fleet arrives.”
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he shuttle's skimmed the surface of the ocean heading toward a
small island off the coast of Florida. Terri, Jonathan, Brad, Mike, and four of
the people they rescued were along for the ride. The four people had opted not
to stay, but to return to their duties. Andie had put all those staying through
a physical and a nanite treatment in Main Medical.

Terri was smiling as she flew
over the water, even humming to herself.

“Proud of yourself aren’t you?”
Jonathan asked from the copilot’s seat.

“Looks like,” Mike said.

Terri nodded.

Jonathan rolled his eyes, “It’s
not the first argument I’ve lost to you.”

“Yeah, but it’s the first
argument you have lost to a holographic woman,” Mike said.

“Hey, Mike,” Jonathan said.

“Yeah?” Mike said.

“Why don’t you be quiet and
monitor something?” Jonathan said.

Mike snickered.

“It seems my brother just can’t
win when it comes to women, no matter if they’re real or not,” Terri said. She
turned and winked at Jonathan.

“Hey! Watch where you’re going
will you. I really don’t want to crash into something,” Jonathan said. He
reached out as if he was looking for something to grab onto and flailed around
uselessly. Jonathan knew the craft's computer system locked the controls into training mode so that if something
happened the autopilot would kick in. “Besides, it’s hard to argue with a
computer, especially when it’s a woman.”

Terri turned her head back and
looked at the sprawling ocean in front of them. Today it was calm and the water
gently rose and fell. Terri grinned as she yelled, “Oh my GOD, a tree, HOLD
ON!”

Jonathan’s hands whipped out and
grabbed the sides of his chair, expecting a sudden swerve, even though the
inertial dampeners would have prevented them from feeling anything. Jonathan’s
eyes snapped to look out of the window, but
all he saw was ocean.

“Oh, ha-ha. Not funny,” Jonathan
said as he let go of the chair’s sides.

Mike chuckled as Terri snickered
quietly.

“Hey, Chuckles monitor
something,” Jonathan said. “She doesn’t need your help. It’s hard enough to
argue with a woman; let alone one that is a computer. Once they get something
in their mind, no matter if a hologram or not, it’s all over but the crying.”

“Commander, no matter how much
you flutter your eyes at me or flirt with me, when you’re wrong you’re wrong,”
Atlanta’s voice said.

“What?” Jonathan said. His face
colored slightly as he spoke. “I didn’t flirt with you.”

Terri tried to cover her mouth to
muffle the laugh.

“Uh huh, at least you didn’t deny
you fluttered your eyes,” Atlanta said.

“You know, I can shut you up
pretty quickly. All I have to do is turn the speakers off,” Jonathan said in
mock anger.

“I’ll just speak through your
nanites then, you can’t escape me, Commander Hunter,” Atlanta said. She made
her voice sound like Darth Vader including the breathing.

Jonathan threw his hands up in
surrender, “Great now I have to listen to a stubborn computer no matter how
much I don’t want to pay attention. Just what I needed a woman inside my head,
what next?” Jonathan muttered.

“Give me some time and I’ll come
up with something for you,” Atlanta said.

There was a hint of amusement in
her voice.

“Women!” Jonathan said.

He huffed,
slouched in his chair, and stuck his bottom lip out.

Terri couldn’t control herself
anymore and joined the already laughing Mike. She reached up,
switched the shuttle to autopilot, and broke out
laughing so hard tears were pouring out her eyes.

“Live it up, I’m still your
commanding officer,” Jonathan said under his breath.

This only made Mike and Terri
start laughing harder.

By this time, Brad had come to
the cockpit to see what was going on.

“Oh great, the third Stooge is
here,” Jonathan said as he slumped down more.

This only made Mike and Terri
break out in renewed laughter.

Thirty minutes later Mike sat up
a bit straighter in his chair as they approached his compound. He did a
secondary check to make sure the other five cargo shuttles and one personnel
shuttle were still shadowing Terri. This was the hardest part, knowing what to
say. He was like Jonathan in that regard, he hated public speaking, and his
brother was even worse. They had always left it up to their advisers to write
up a speech and now he was going to have to wing it.

“I’m going to place the call so
everyone is ready when we arrive. Terri land behind the main house,” Mike said.
“That will put us close enough to the storage areas and main entrance.”

“Roger,” Terri said.

Mike connected to the tower and
‘called’ Marc Anders office. Marc Anders was the compound’s commanding officer.
He controlled compound access; who came onto the property and who went off
site, and the security of those people while they were out. He was Force Recon,
and had seen too much action in his life. Now he looked forward to a little
peace and quiet, and this job did just that for him. Nothing much really went
on around the compound that his second in command couldn’t handle and it gave
him the free time he wanted.

“Captain Anders,” a deep voice
said.

“Marc, this is Mike,” Mike said.

“MIKE! Where the hell have you
been? You didn’t report in, I got
worried, and you know that is not good. I’ve been sending out search and rescue
parties looking for you. Are you and your brother okay?” Marc asked.

“Yes, we're okay. I’ll explain
everything when we get there. I need you to gather everyone in the auditorium
for a meeting. I also need you to start Operation Ground Cover,” Mike said.

Operation Ground Cover was
something they come up with so that they could move quickly in case of a
serious breach. This compound contingency plan presumed a quick move, and
therefore, they stored everything ready to move out. In addition, all computer
mainframes employed some type of hot-swap, mirrored hard disks and software
staged for an immediate data purge on primary hard disks. Then the entire
compound would be blown sky high. The security previously set charges in
specific points to make sure they leave nothing usable behind.

“What’s going on?” Marc asked.
The seriousness of his voice carried over the connection.

“Nothing, everything is good.
Better than good really, we’re moving the corporation to a more, uh, secure
location,” Mike said. Mike looked back at Terri, “How long before we land?”

Terri pulled up a hologram of the
surrounding area and tapped a few buttons. A small display popped up with some
readings on it. Terri looked back over her shoulder, “About twenty minutes at
this speed.”

“Is twenty minutes long enough? I
need everything on the lawn behind the house and ready to go,” Mike said.

“We have a few people not at the
compound, right now. It would be half a day before they could get back. But, as
far as the supplies and such, yeah we can be ready by then,” Marc said. He
started giving orders to people in the background.

“Okay, we will be landing in
some, uh, strange ships. Just hold off questions until after the conference,”
Mike said.

“Alright, I’ll have everyone
assembled and ready by then,” Marc said.

“Oh, Marc,” Mike said.

“Yeah?” Marc said.

“Make sure you’re the only one on
the lawn when we land. I don’t want to have any delays. You know how Frankie
gets,” Mike said.

The word didn’t escape Marc;
Frankie was a key code word, to say everything really was okay. Marc relaxed a
bit, “Yeah, I wouldn’t want him going nuts.”

“See you in twenty minutes,” Mike
said.

“Good, be safe,” Marc said. He
started shouting orders in the background before the connection
terminated.

 

Twenty minutes later seven
shuttles landed behind a large mansion. Standing out in the open was a large
man wearing a black tee shirt and camouflage pants. His dirty blonde hair
shifted slightly in the afternoon breeze as he watched the strange vessels
land. Around his waist was a gun belt that held a .45 Desert Eagle. He had his
arms crossed over his chest and his feet slightly spread.

Mike and Brad stepped out of the
shuttle first to greet Marc. Marc let a grin split his face as he saw the two
were unharmed.

“Hey, Marc,” Brad said.

Marc shook Brad and Mike’s hand,
as he let out a sigh.

“Man we thought you two were
being held for ransom… or worse, were dead,” Marc said. “You have no idea how
relieved I am.”

“We’re fine. We can take care of
ourselves. We didn’t put ourselves through all those long hours of training for
nothing,” Brad said.

Marc’s attention shifted as
Jonathan and Terri exited behind four people in Coast Guard uniforms.

Brad turned to the four people
and spoke, “As you have rejected our invitation you are now free to go. The
marina is over that way, you’ll find several boats there. Take whichever one
you want. We won’t need them anymore.”

Mike spoke up, “One more thing,
you won’t want to be here for very much longer. I would suggest you leave this
island post-haste. It’s going to get very nasty here shortly.”

One of the four turned to
Jonathan and held his hand out palm open, “The clips to our weapons.”

“Nope,” Jonathan said.

“You promised to give us our
weapons back if we decided to leave,” the woman of the group said.

“Yes, you’re correct I promised
to give you your weapons back. I never said anything about your ammo or clips,”
Jonathan said.

The man who had asked for the
clips got red faced and faced off with Jonathan, His voice was dripping with
venom as he spoke, “Look here kid, I’ve just about had enough of this shit.
We’re the authority here and I demand you give us our clips back. Or so help me
I’ll toss your ass in the deepest darkest brig I can find and then lose the
key.” He was so angry he was almost spiting in Jonathan’s face.

“No,” Jonathan said in a calm
voice.

That did it. The man broke and
took a step towards Jonathan the rage on his face unmistakable.

That was when Terri stepped
between the man and her brother and extended her hand in greeting.

She smiled at the man and spoke
softly, “Hi, I don’t think we have met. You’re…”

“Pissed!” the man shouted as he
came up short.

Jonathan’s eyes narrowed as he
absently rubbed his chest to make sure he was still wearing his armor. They all
were, Jonathan had made it an order, just in case.

Terri smiled and curtsied when
the man didn’t take her hand, “Hi, Pissed. I’m Terri fourth degree black belt
in Aikido and Karate. That’s my brother you’re fixing to assault. Now I love
him more than life itself. It would be a shame for him to get hurt. I don’t
think I would much care for that.”

Marc snickered; he knew what
Terri was capable of doing in a fight. He had sparred with her a few times.

“Yeah, what do you think you’re
going to do about it!” the man shouted.

“Whoa! God that’s brutal,” Terri
said as she waved her hand in front of her face. “Someone get this man a
Tic-Tac.”

The man blinked for a second as
his face turned another shade of red, “Get out of my way! I don’t want to hurt
you little girl!”

Terri narrowed her eyes and
stared into the man’s eyes as an evil grin split her face. She spoke calmly to
the man but with a voice that left no doubt, “I promise you if you lay a hand
on him. I will personally rip your arm off and beat you with it before I shove
it so far up your ass you won’t shit it out for five years.” Terri then stepped
to the side and out of the man’s way.

The man sputtered as he watched
Terri step to the side. The man then looked at Jonathan, who had a neutral
expression on his face, and then back to Terri. He considered for a second and
took a small step towards Jonathan. However, Marc, who was shaking his head no,
caught his attention. The look Marc was giving the man told him this was over,
and he needed to set aside the aggression.

The lone woman Coast Guardsman
chuckled and then spoke up, “Girl, you have some
spunk! I like that. Can I change my mind?”

The man turned, and looked at
her. He shook his head, as though he couldn’t believe what he had just heard.
He turned back in the direction of the marina. He stormed off as he tossed his
rifle to the ground. The other men followed him, almost having to jog to keep
up.

“Yes. I told you if you changed
your mind, and you are more than welcome to stay,” Jonathan said.

“Come on let’s get this over with,” Marc said. He turned and walked
towards the entrance to the underground Auditorium.

The small group followed close
behind as Jonathan contacted Atlanta.

{Atlanta, what’s the status of
the incoming battle fleet?}

{The battle fleet is nearly in
range of my sensors. Estimated time of arrival is thirty hours. In four hours,
I will be able to scan them.}

{All right, have the drones
start loading the supplies on the cargo ships. Let me know if anything changes
with that fleet.}

{Yes, Sir.}

{Thanks. Andie, what is your
status?}

{Well, with Bill’s help we
have gotten all seventeen crew-members scanned and inoculated with nanites. Two
of them had cancer, but the nanites have already neutralized those cells. They should
be fine. The three with cracked ribs are healthy enough to move around now,
thanks to the nanites. We have two nurses and one doctor, they are already
studying and learning what they can, as fast as they can. Seven of them have
decided they want to continue being grunts, and they’re learning whatever
sailors need to know. One of them was the mechanic; he’s in engineering, right
now. Three are cooks. They are in the Main Galley, looking through it. The last
three were bridge officers. I have no idea what to do with them, so I am
waiting for you to come back.}

{Nice. Let the cooks know we
will be inbound with food, shortly. As far as the three bridge officers, have
Atlanta log them as Ensigns and then Bill can take them to the Command Room.
Have him figure out where their specialty lies, or what they’re interested in,
and have them start learning about it. Log the grunts Ensigns also until we
find a place for them. Log the
engineer as a Chief Engineering Aide. The rest you can be assigned the rank of
Ensign too.}

{Okay, that sounds good.}

Jonathan stepped into the
Auditorium and was stunned, there were at least a hundred and fifty people
seated in the room. A low roar filled the room as many people held
conversations.

{I have to go convert some
people now. We’ll be back in less than two hours.}

{Be careful.}

{I will be. Oh, Andie? Have
Atlanta lock down the weapons and armor. We don’t need anyone getting any
bright ideas while there are only two of you there.}

{Already done.}

{Good girl, Jonathan out.}

He cut the link in his head as
they all stepped up onto the large stage. The room suddenly got very quiet as
all eyes turned to them. Suddenly, Jonathan was very nervous. Their future
might hinge on these people … Earth’s future might hang on these people.
Atlanta had told them the base had defenses, and ground to space weaponry. Now
they just needed people to help hold the base, and get it ready for what was
coming their way. If the Invaru fleet was small, the four ground-based Polaron
Cannons should be able to hold them off, and from what he read about the
cannons, they were nasty.

The cannons worked by distorting
the magnetic fields in a target. It basically twisted any metal; which, over
time, weakened the area. It would eventually rip chunks out of the targets. It
also piggybacked high-density particles, which attacked the shields of a target
and then its very structure. The particle end of the weapon would punch a hole
through fifteen feet of neutronium composite, one of the strongest metals
known.

The idea was that the particle
part of the cannon knocked the shields out and then punctured the hull. Then
the magnetic distortion could reach the insides of a ship. It was a very
effective weapon in ship-to-ship combat. Even the fighters they had, used a lighter
version of the weapon.

Jonathan took another look out
over the people as Mike stepped up to the podium to speak. He tugged at his
armor, which suddenly felt too tight. Terri noticed him fidgeting and leaned
against her brother.

“Relax, it will be okay,” Terri
whispered.

“Easy for you to say,” Jonathan
whispered back.

Terri just smiled at him and
patted him on the chest.

Someone in the audience shouted,
“Thank god you are okay.”

This started a rumble of
agreement through the auditorium.

 Mike held his hands up motioning
people to be quiet. Once he had them quieted down, he spoke.

“Yes, as you can see, Brad and I
are just fine. We have come back here to pack-up the compound, and move our
operations to a better, more secure location.”

That started another rumble
through the crowd.

Mike held his hands up again,
“You’re going to be given the choice of whether you want to go or not. I’m
going to turn the floor over to Commander Hunter. He will explain everything.”

“Here I go,” Jonathan muttered as
Mike stepped back and motioned to him.

Marc said, “Commander?” Looking
over at Jonathan, who gave a crooked smile and shrugged as he stepped up to the
podium.

Jonathan cleared his throat,
which echoed through the auditorium. This caused Jonathan to blush a bit as he
apologized. This got a few chuckles from the audience. Jonathan organized his
thoughts and started to speak.

“Hello, I’m Commander Jonathan
Hunter. Everyone can just call me Jon. I’m Commander of Atlanta Base. This base
is located deep beneath the ocean in a secret location. We discovered it by
accident when our boat had a small malfunction. What we have learned since
being there is just the tip of the iceberg. The base has almost everything we
need, except food,” Jon said.

That got a few more chuckles, and
a few ‘I don’t believe what I’m hearing’ stares.

“This base was left by a highly
advanced civilization. We are now its caretakers. The base’s AI, Atlanta, put
me in charge. I’m not real wild about that idea, however that’s a different
story,” Jon said.

The chuckling stopped in the
auditorium, and all eyes were on him. He felt like a turkey on Thanksgiving in
a room full of hungry people. The people in this auditorium had been with the
corporation since its founding. The
corporation picked most of them to work here because of their ability to see
the realm of possibilities.

“AI? You mean Artificial
Intelligence?” someone shouted.

“Yes. A living, thinking,
computer,” Jon said.

“By living and thinking, do you
mean it’s self-aware?” a woman yelled.

“That is what I mean. Please, let
me finish,” Jon said.

When no one else shouted
anything, he continued.

Jonathan stepped around the
podium and placed a small disk on the floor. He figured this was going to be
the best way for people to understand how serious he was coming to them. He
activated the small device and stepped back as Atlanta appeared.

“Commander,” Atlanta said.

Gasps of astonishment, and even
some oohs and aahs came from the audience.

“Atlanta, how are you today?” Jon
asked.

“I’m fine. What can I do for
you?” Atlanta asked. She already knew but they had decided this would work
better.

“What is your primary function?”
Jon asked.

“I’m Atlanta base’s controlling
AI. I control the day-to-day functions of the base and bots,” Atlanta said.

“How do we know this isn’t
prerecorded, a clever trick?” someone asked.

“You can ask her a question if
you would like,” Jon said.

“Okay, how long has this base
been on Earth,” the same person asked.

“On Earth? Three thousand four
hundred years, not including construction time,” Atlanta said.

“What is the purpose of the
base?” someone else asked.

“Originally it was a research and
development base. However, due to the outbreak of war, it was converted to a
repair and defense base,” Atlanta said.

“What war?” someone asked.

“The Eutharan people were, or
are, at war with a race called the Invaru,” Atlanta said.

“How long has this war been going
on?” the same person asked.

“To answer that question would
require me to make a guess, based on whether I think the war is still going on
or not,” Atlanta said.

“So guess,” someone said. “You
can guess, right?”

“Certainly, three hundred and
four years if it is not still going on. If the war is still ongoing, the
Eutharan people have been at war for over two thousand three hundred and four
years. Give or take a day,” Atlanta said.

She smiled at the person who had
asked the question.

“Was that humor?” someone said
loud enough for Atlanta to hear.

“Yes,” Atlanta said.

A few people chuckled as someone
spouted off another question, “Why were they at war?”

Atlanta looked at Jon as she
spoke, “That is a rather involved tale.”

Jon just nodded.

“However, the Commander has given
me permission to tell it,” Atlanta said.

 

“Four thousand years ago, a great
empire policed the galaxy in an attempt to maintain peace. The Manseesa Empire
was able to unite over twenty different species, building what was later to be
called the Galactic Senate. The Manseesa were an advanced civilization who was
happy to share their technology with any who became part of the Senate. They
were a passive race who hated fighting. Highly advanced in every aspect, they
were the most advanced civilization besides one, the Eutharan Empire.

“One of the things that drew the
different empires together, was they were allowed to exist under their own form
of government. Galactic law allowed each empire to appoint a delegate to the
Galactic Senate. The Manseesa Empire, with the other species, created the
Senate to solve disputes between empires, and their word was final. Empires flourished
under the watchful eye of the Senate but there were always some border disputes
or fighting that called for attention.

“Three thousand years ago, the
Invaru petitioned the Senate for entry. The Senate debated their petition for
months. Other Empires knew the Invaru for their hostility, because they had
been raiding the boarders of several of the members for many years. Some of the
senators thought they should be allowed to join, they saw this as a way to stop
the border raids. However, through the persuasive arguments of the Eutharan
senator the Senate declined the petition. The Eutharan were one of the
strongest and largest Empires belonging to the Galactic Senate.

“The Eutharan people were known
for their telepathy and technology. Most Empires followed their lead, while a
few were jealous of them. The Buranis were one of the most militaristic
members of the Galactic Senate. They held key places
in the space the Senate controlled. Members of the Senate recognized the
Buranis as strong supporters of the Eutharan Empire. They were strong allies
working well together, a mixture of might and technology that was close to
unstoppable.

“Once the Invaru heard of the
rejection they attacked the Eutharan Empire, destroying most of
the Eutharan core worlds before the Senate could move
to protect them. In a major battle outside their home system, the combined
might of the Senate’s fleet and the whole of the Buranis home fleet stopped the
Invaru. The victory was great, the empires of the Senate suffered minor losses,
and the Buranis were untouched. What happened next crushed the Galactic Senate.
The Buranis turned on the Senate’s fleet, no ship survived; they destroyed over
two thousand ships.

“The Buranis had received an
ultimatum, prior to the battle. Join the Invaru and reject the Galactic Senate,
or the Invaru would destroy their core worlds. The Invaru had sent most of its
fleet to the home systems of the Buranis. Only a small portion had been to the
Eutharan home world. The Buranis had no choice. They reacted quickly, crushing
the Senate’s fleet and blockading the Eutharan home world. Later, the President
of the Buranis signed a treaty with the Invaru that effectively made his whole
race slaves.

“The Invaru moved quickly, they
disrupted the trade routes and blockaded planets until the empires belonging to
the Galactic Senate surrendered. With the support of the Buranis fleet, it took
less than two hundred years to conquer the galaxy. From that point forward the
Eutharan Empire fought against the Invaru and their allies.”

Jon stood up and spoke, “Thanks,
Atlanta that will be enough for now.”

“Yes, Sir,” Atlanta said as she
faded from view.

Jonathan bent down and pick up
the small device as he spoke, “We’re moving you to that base right now. We’re
running out of time. There is an Invaru Battle Fleet on course for Earth. They
might just be passing by, or they might have decided it was time to enslave the
Human race. We’re going to stop them if it’s the latter case.

“This is your last chance to opt
out. If you don’t want to go to the base, stand up now and wait in the
reception room. We will make arrangements to get you back to the mainland.
Remember, for the time being this will function like a military operation. I’m
in command, and what I say goes. Those people holding a higher rank than you
are your bosses, so choose wisely.”

“There is no going back.”
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on walked down the hall, passing one of the new engineers. The man
had a panel off the wall and was half hidden from view. Jon smiled to himself;
it was good to see people actually moving about the base.

“File six-a-three,” the man said.
“Think I got it now.”

Jon stopped and chuckled.

“Atlanta, can you give me a
reading on the power coupler on level four section twelve?” the man said.

“The readings have evened out,
looks like you got the fluctuation taken care of,” Atlanta’s voice said. “Good
morning, Commander. We need you in Command.”

“I’m on my way, Atlanta. Terri
relayed your message to me when I woke up,” Jon said.

A loud bang, followed by some
cussing, came from the panel as the man slid out.

He quickly got to his feet as he
spoke, “Sorry, Sir. I didn’t know you were here.”

The man saluted Jon as he came to
attention.

Jon saluted him back as he spoke,
“At ease, sailor.”

He relaxed.

“How is everything?” Jon asked.

“Well, the main power conduit…”
he started to say.

Jon held his hand up, “I meant,
with you. Are you adjusting well? Have you had any problems?”

“Oh! No, Sir. Everything is fine.
Actually, it’s better than fine. I used to have to wear glasses, but the
nanites corrected my vision. I woke up this morning, and felt like a new man,
the best I have felt in years,” he said.

“Good. Well, if you need
anything, let me know. Oh, by the way, you can access the information in your
head, by just thinking about it,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir. I’m still getting used
to how the nanites work,” the Ensign said.

“I have to get going. Make sure
you attend all the classes, so you can get certified. Having the information in
your head, doesn’t replace experience. You need ‘hands on’ experience to learn
the things the manuals can’t tell you,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir. I’ll make sure I’m at
all my scheduled classes,” he said.

Atlanta was holding classes for
all the divisions on base. She had told Jon they all needed practical experience. He even had to take
classes on tactics and strategy. He personally thought it was a good idea. He
even had people volunteering to teach classes to new recruits. Jon certainly
hoped they would be around long enough to recruit more people.

Jon continued down the corridor
and stepped into the transport tube to Command as he chuckled. He needed to
contact the department heads and have them all tell their people to relax. He
stepped lightly out of the tube on to the Command level.

Atlanta was standing at the
planning table talking to Mike. They were looking over the incoming fleet and
trying to come up with some type of plan.

“Commander on deck!” one of the
marines shouted as Jon stepped off the lift.

Jon cringed as everyone stopped
what he or she was doing and stood up. Jon gave the marine an evil stare as the
man stood up straight with a smile on his face.

“As you were,” Jon said.

Everyone resumed their duties as
Jon walked towards Atlanta and Mike. “Report,” Jon said.

“Last of the shuttles have
returned safely and are currently unloading,” Traffic Control reported.

“We’re still monitoring
communication bands. However, it doesn’t look like anyone knows this fleet is
inbound sir,” Communications reported.

“Shields are at 70% and climbing,
about another three hours until they’re fully charged. Offensive weaponry is
still offline, Sir,” Tactical reported.

Jon arched an eyebrow as he
walked up next to Mike, “Engineering, how long until we get those weapons
online?” Jon asked.

“We’re still trying to trace the
problem down, sir. We have most of the power fluctuations out of the system.
The second secondary reactor is almost completely assembled it will be ready in
two days. Those spider bots are amazing,” Engineering reported.

“Get those weapons online, that’s
the priority. I want everything else but the secondary reactor shelved,” Jon
said.

“Yes, Sir,” Engineering said.

“Nothing to report, Sir,”
Sciences said.

“Nothing to report, Sir,” Medical
said.

Jon studied the hologram, it
showed a patched outer hull and the
flooded compartments had been purged.

“What are these?” Jon asked. He
pointed to five little objects floating around the base’s exterior.

Mike smiled, “Those are the
Sensor Drones. Brad and I finished the code for them last night and he’s
running tests on them now.”

“Nice,” Jon said. To help
differentiate the drones, Brad and Mike numbered them one through five. Drone
five shot straight up from the base as Jon watched it. “Where’s that one going?”

“Which?” Mike said. He looked at
the hologram, “Oh, five?”

“Yeah, it just took off like a
bat out of hell,” Jon said.

“We can follow them. You can do
it by voice command. I haven’t gotten the neural commands added yet. Follow
five,” Mike said.

The hologram shifted to place the
drone in the center.

“Cool,” Jon said.

“The drone constantly updates the
computer with any information it gathers. Even if you can’t see it, the
computer sees what it sees. I still have a few things to do so
they can recognize dangers and report them. Right
now, they’re just useful for observation purposes,” Mike said.

The drone shot out of the Ocean
and up into the air about thirty feet.

“They use the same engines as the
shuttles, just on a smaller scale. We found the schematics for the engines in
the database,” Mike said.

“Those are going to be handy.
What is their range?” Jon asked.

“About a mile out of the water,
underwater well we don’t know. We’ve had them out as far as ten miles. The
water acts as an amplifier for their transmitters,” Mike said.

“Nice stuff,” Jon said. The
table’s hologram shifted back to the Invaru battle fleet.

“How long do we have before the
fleet reaches Earth?” Jon asked.

“Four hours,” Mike said.

Jonathan looked up at the display
it now showed four ships. Class marked them as:  two battleships, and two heavy
cruisers. Jonathan gave a low whistle as he looked over their weaponry; it was
impressive.

“Can we hold out against their
weaponry?” Jonathan asked.

“I estimate that our shields, if
fully charged, will last twenty minutes,” Atlanta said.

“That long huh?” Jon said.

Atlanta and Mike nodded in
unison.

“There is however an idea on the
table to reinforce the shields,” Mike said.

“How?” Jon asked.

“We can route power from the
operational secondary reactor,” Mike said.

Atlanta crossed her arms, “And
I’ve told you that would be useless.”

“I know, but Brad and I think
it’s worth a try,” Mike said.

“Why would it be useless?” Jon
asked.

“If we routed power from the
secondary reactor into the shield systems it would buy us minutes and that’s
all,” Atlanta said. “Most likely it would overload the reactor and if we needed
it we wouldn’t have it available.”

“They did it on their starship
all the time,” Mike said.

“Yes, and if you had bothered to
research it you would have seen the systems on a starship are different than a
base,” Atlanta said.

“Oh,” Mike said.

“The base uses a particle shield,
to protect itself. Most space to ground weapons are weak against this type of
shield. Starships on the other hand use a particle, magnetic and thermal shield
system,” Atlanta said. She pulled up the schematics of the base’s shield system
and of a starship. “Not all ships routed their secondary reactors into their
shield and weapon systems. It was done only for those ships that had seen a lot
of combat.”

“I don’t understand. You’re
saying reinforcing one shield is less effective than reinforcing three
different shields?” Jonathan said.

“Ships had heavier duty shield
relays and emitters because they had to be able to handle the extra load,”
Atlanta said. “There was also something about the way the shields reacted to
each other; they created less stress on the emitters.”

“Oh, okay,” Jon said, even though
he understood about half of what Atlanta had said. “Well, let’s just hope they
have a hard time locating us and we manage to get the weapons online so we can
fight back if we need too.”

“Well, on a positive note, Terri
passed her shuttle exam,” Atlanta said.

“I bet she’s happier than a pig
in shit,” Jon said.

“No doubt, I ran into her this
morning and she talked me to death about going into fighter training,” Mike
said.

“Fighter training?” Jon said.

“Yes, the base carries four
squadrons of fighters,” Atlanta said. She pushed the hologram of the enemy
fleet down the table as she pulled up the specifications of the fighters.
“Daresen fighters, top of the line. Well, two thousand years ago that is, the
base's fighters were top of the line. The fighter's armaments include four
Polaron Gatling guns and twelve antimatter missiles. They can also be fitted
with torpedoes for anti-capital combat. Their hull is composed of a Titanium
Cardinium composite. Their shields are rated at class five, and they are
capable of Fold jumping.”

The fighter itself looked like a
large needle someone had hit with a hammer to flatten it. Two small fins on the
top of the vessel angled out from each other and the wings angled slightly
down. The cockpit sat just where the back end of the ship flared out, slightly
behind the midpoint.

“Now that is a wicked looking ship,”
Mike said.

“Very nasty looking,” Jon said.

“If we had the pilots we could
probably stop the incoming fleet without a problem,” Atlanta said.

“How long would it take to train
someone to fly one?” Jon asked.

“It does not take very long; the
fighters are thought controlled through the nanites. They do have back up
manual controls like the shuttles, though,” Atlanta said. “The problem isn’t
the training to fly. It’s the training to fly it effectively, and the tactics
that go with it. You can’t just toss someone into a fighter, and then right
into combat. We would lose every single person we sent up.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I didn’t
think about that,” Jon said. “I guess I was just grasping at straws.”

{Commander.} Marc said.

{Go ahead.} Jonathan
replied.

{I have a ‘situation' in
Security.}

Security was located mid-level in
the base. It connected all internal security monitoring and control at a
central point; someone could control everything from Security. The people in
Security could open or close bulkhead doors, force fields raised or lowered,
and monitor all personnel on a large central hologram, very similar to the
planning table in Command. The area also acted as a secondary command post and
along the walls of the circular room was a copy of all stations in Main
Command, they were manned at all times by security personnel in training.
Finally, base design tied all weapons into the main computer systems, yet
Security could disarm weapons at the touch of a button and even deactivate
armor.

 Room access made even a bank
vault look shoddy. To gain access, you had to go through several checkpoints in
a long corridor. Voice-print, biometrics, and retinal scans had to match to get
through the checkpoints. Security dictates, allowed no weapons allowed. To move
past an access point, security had to deactivate a force field.

All personnel had to report to
Security before beginning their rounds. They checked out their weapons and any
other specialized equipment they
might need. Armor was personal, and they kept that with them at all times. Marc
had made it mandatory that all personnel wear their armor at all times while on
duty.

{What seems to be the problem?}

{Her name is Carla Taldage,
Sir. She seems to think she is in command of the Security Force.}

{Ensign Taldage, report to
Command, immediately. First Lieutenant Anders is in command of Security. We
went over this, already. You’re Command Staff.}

{But, Sir…}

{But nothing! Get your ass up
here on the double, and let him do his job.}

{Yes, Sir.}

{There, it’s taken care of,
Marc. I’ll speak to her about
it again. She really wanted your posting.}

{Thank you, Anders out.}

 

Oojoung paced while he thought
about what he was going to say. Things weren’t going the way they should. The
hoomans had brought more people and supplies to the base. He moaned as he
thought about what Prasuh would do. The fleet would be here in less than two
hours. He absently tapped the control circuit that was still in his pouch.

He stopped pacing and sat down in
front of the communication screen. He tapped several buttons and called Prasuh.

“Report,” Prasuh said.

“Great Master,” Oojoung took a
deep breath as he spoke.

“Well, what? Out with it, you
sniveling little thing!” Prasuh growled.

“The hoomans bring more hoomans,”
Oojoung said quickly.

Prasuh’s face reddened, “WHAT!
How many?”

Oojoung sighed as he spoke, “Many
hoomans. A hundred, more maybe.” Oojoung stopped calling him Great Master, he
was tired of his slavery, and if he got out of this, he was going to disappear.

“Have they got the shields or
weapons online?” Prasuh asked.

Oojoung nodded, “Hoomans fix
shield things, but Oojoung outsmart hoomans and make many breakings to
weapons.”

“Well, at least there is that. We
were going to demand their surrender. However, this changes that plan. We will
just have to crush them as fast as possible. You are sure they haven’t gotten
the weapons online?” Prasuh said.

Oojoung nodded, “Yes, Oojoung
sure.”

“Make sure they don’t. We’re
going to need something to home onto. I want you to turn your stealth beacon
on,” Prasuh said.

Oojoung nodded, he knew what that
meant, death.

“Don’t fail me,” Prasuh said as
he faded out.

Oojoung sighed as he reached up
and flipped the beacon on his small ship, and then sat back to await the hand
that the fates had dealt him.

“Oojoung no want die,” Oojoung
said to himself.

He pulled the circuit out of his
pouch, and turned it over in his hand.

“Oojoung no die,” Oojoung said.

He stood up with a look of
determination on his face.

Oojoung stepped up into the
cockpit of his ship and tapped on some buttons. He then turned, grabbed a few
things and stepped back through the hole. He set his few belongings down on the
deck, and turned back. He hit two buttons on the door panel, and quickly
exited.

The pressure door on the portable
docking ring closed, as he stepped back into the base.

‘Autopilot engaged, undocking.
Detaching from docking ring,’ a computer voice said through the watch on his
wrist.

A dull thump issued through the
wall, as his ship detached.

‘Warning, hull breech… Warning
hu…’ the computer suddenly became silent.

“No, no, no! Oojoung stupid! No
close door on ship! Now ship dead,” Oojoung moaned.

He was right. His ship was laying
ten feet from where it had detached from the side of the base. Inside of it,
the beacon continued to put out a steady pulse.

“Oojoung must fix breakings. So
Oojoung can live,” Oojoung said.

He engaged his cloak and headed
towards engineering.  Oojoung just hoped he would be in time. The trip was very
slow, even with all the shortcuts, because he couldn’t take a chance of someone
catching him.

 

Two hours later, Jon and everyone
in Command observed the massive ships settle into orbit. Jon watched as one of
the battleships settled right over the base. He looked up at Atlanta and she
shook her head.

By the time, the Earth responded
to the ships coming in, it was too late. They tried communicating, and the
battleship sitting above the eastern seaboard of America shot a single gun
decimating Washington D.C. The response was automatic. America launched its
missiles along with China and Russia. The nuclear warheads detonated harmlessly
against the shields of the massive ships.

The ships started to rain terror
down on the countries responsible for launching the missiles. In seconds,
Moscow, Hong Kong, New York and countless other cities ceased to exist. No one
else launched any missiles, or attempted any communication of any sort.

“Commander,” Communications said.

“Yes, Ensign,” Jon said. He
looked over at the young female sitting at the console.

“I have an incoming communication
from one of the ships,” she said.

Jon looked at Carla, Terri and
Bill. Brad and Mike were in Engineering, Andie in Medical and Marc was
preparing for war.

“Can’t hurt,” Carla said.

Terri and Bill nodded.

Jon looked at Atlanta, “What do
you think?”

“I think either way, were going
to be attacked. I think they’re going to demand you surrender the base, which
you can’t do. They will offer to cease firing on Earth if you do, and then they
will go back on their word, and enslave your race,” Atlanta said. “Right now,
they’re guessing where we are. You open that communication, and they will know
where we are.”

“Ignore it, Ensign,” Jon said.
“Engineering what is the status of the weapons batteries?”

“No change, Sir. We still haven’t
been able to figure out where the problem is located,” the Ensign said.

“Keep on it, we need those
batteries,” Jon said.

Another beam came from one of the
ships and vaporized Dallas as another beam hit Paris, France.

Suddenly the base shook as a beam
hit a hundred yards from them. The lights in Command dimmed and took on a
reddish glow as the base went into alert status.

“Point of impact, one hundred
yards east,” Engineering reported.

“I think they know where we are,”
Jon said.

The base shook again.

“Direct hit, shields holding at
80%,” Engineering reported.

“Sir, they are still requesting
to speak to you,” Communications said.

“We don’t have anything to lose,
now. Put them through, Lieutenant,” Jon said.

Prasuh’s face sprung up on the
main screen at the front of the room. The display showed him seated on the
bridge of his ship dressed in reddish-brown armor. He had his lower hands
resting on the arms of his chair and his upper hands fingers interlaced above
his chest.

When he saw Jon, he spoke,
“Commander Hunter.”

“I’m sorry do I know you?” Jon
said. He kept tight control of his surprise about the Invaru knowing him. He
would think later about how this being had known his name and rank.

“Cease fire on the base,” Prasuh
said. He turned his attention back to Jon, “No, I would assume you didn’t. But,
I know who you are. I know many things about you, and how you gathered your
small crew.”

“Yes, it seems you do. But, I
have no idea who you are,” Jon said. “Where I come from, it’s not polite not to
introduce yourself. So, that being said, I will speak to you once you learn
some manners. Kill the transm…”

“That Commander would be a bad
idea,” Prasuh said. He narrowed his eyes as he took in Jon and evaluated him.
It was clear he was not dealing with an ordinary person. “I’m First Consec
Prasuh Cahuc, Captain of the Marudas.”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Commander
Jonathan Hunter, Commander of Atlanta Base. My friends call me Jon. You can
call me Commander or Jonathan. Now what can I do for you Consec Cahuc?”
Jonathan said.

“You have a smart mouth on you
Human,” Prasuh said.

“Which human would that be? There
are several standing here, and I can’t be sure who you’re talking too,” Jon
said.

Prasuh motioned with his left
lower arm to someone off screen, and then the base shook violently.

“Direct hit, shields holding,”
Engineering reported.

{70% sir} the Ensign said.

{Roger, try to divert power to
them.} Jon replied.

{Already on it sir, Chief
Anspach reports he has diverted as much power as is possible.}

“Do that again, and this discussion
is over,” Jon said. “You’re not going to take pot shots at me while I’m
speaking to you.”

“Then I suggest you curb that
smart mouth of yours. I have nothing to lose here and you have everything to
lose,” Prasuh said.

“You’re wrong,” Jon said.

“Oh?” Prasuh said.

“Yes, you have this base to lose.
I’m sure you didn’t come half way across the galaxy to destroy this base. Or,
you would have done so already,” Jon said.

“I get the base and you can walk
away or I destroy the base and enslave your people. Either way I come away with
something,” Prasuh said.

“You mean, if you get the base or
not, you enslave my people,” Jon said.

“No, I mean walk away give us the
base and you can walk away and I will leave your people in peace,” Prasuh said.

“What are you just going to rip
the base out of the ground and leave?” Jon asked.

“Something like that,” Prasuh
said.

“Why is this base so important to
you?” Jon asked. “I mean we got it, and it was run into the ground. We have
managed to get some of the systems up and running. However, we haven’t found
anything here that you shouldn’t have already.”

“We’re not interested in the base
itself, we’re more interested what it contains,” Prasuh said.

Jon glanced back at Atlanta who
just shrugged.

“No not the AI. They’re more of a
pain than a pleasure. Besides we already have those,” Prasuh said. “Once we’re
done you can even have the base back, including the AI.”

“I can just transmit you the
entire database and that will solve everything. You’ll be happy and we will be
happy you have left,” Jon said.

“Not interested in that,” Prasuh
said.

What was so important about the
base? Jon couldn’t put his finger on it, but he knew something was up.

“Somehow, I don’t think anything
I do will please you. I think even if I give you everything you want, you will
still enslave us or destroy us. I have read the Invaru history and have a
pretty good grasp on how you work. Besides, I don’t think the AI will let me do
it, even if I wanted to. I have a soft spot in my heart for beautiful women, and
just before you got here Atlanta said ‘Help me Jon you’re my only hope.’” Jon
said. “Kill the transmission.”

Just before the screen went
blank, Prasuh’s face twisted in rage.

“Do you think it was smart to
upset him?” Bill asked.

“I think there’s something he’s
not telling me. I don’t think it would have mattered. He would have taken the
base and killed us all. Then he would have enslaved Earth,” Jon said. “I need
to know what he is keeping from us.” Jon looked at Atlanta.

“Only thing on this base they
could possibly want would be the information,” Atlanta said.

The base shook as the assault
started again.

“They are targeting us with
everything they have,” Tactical reported.

“How long do we have until the
shields fail?” Jon asked.

“At this rate minutes,” Engineering
said.

“OK, order an evacu…” Jon started

‘Shield breech imminent. 
Secondary protocols online,’ a bland computer voice said.

“What are secondary protocols?”
Jon asked. But Atlanta was gone. “Where did she go?”

“I don’t know! She just
disappeared,” Terri said.

Outside, the hull of the base
shuddered, and started to move. Three millennia’s worth of dust and debris slid
off the top of the base as it moved. Slowly at first, then gaining speed,
sections of the top pulled into the ground. Revealed, was a gleaming miniature
replica of the base. Slowly, the base tilted up, and slid back towards the
ground. The ground to the left and right of the standing base slid away from
each other.

Back inside, Jon felt a shift in
gravity, as he was trying to get answers to what was going on. A loud clang and
a brief shudder stopped everyone in their tracks.

‘Magnetic Coils online… Weapons
systems online… Shields online…Inertial stabilizers to maximum power…Gravity
Drives online…’ the voice said.

“Did it say weapons?” Jon asked.

“Yes, Sir! I have a green board!”
Tactical said. Then he absently muttered to himself, “A bit too many green
lights, what the hell is all this?”

‘Con stations deployed…’ the
voice said again.

The floor slid open in front of
the planning table, as two new stations rose into position. Another section of
the floor slid back on the opposite side of the planning table, and another
chair rose into position.

“Carla, Terri, man those
stations, whatever they are,” Jon said.

‘Launch sequence initiated… Plotting
exit vector…’ the voice said.

“What sequence? Atlanta where the
hell are you? Get your ass back here,” Jon yelled.

‘Exit vector plotted…Launching in
5…4…3…2…1…Launch’ the voice said. ‘Rigging for atmospheric flight…’

“Sir, we’re moving,” Carla said.

“Huh,” Jon said. He looked over
at the screen Prasuh had been on just moments before. Now it showed water. You
could just barely make out the ocean floor as it passed by. Then suddenly there
was blue sky.

“What the hell is going on?
Someone get me some answers,” Jon said.

“Spaceship?” Bill said.

“You mean that base was a dock
for a spaceship?” Jon said.

A large explosion erupted behind
them as the base exploded. Then bolts started raining around them while the
ship started taking evasive maneuvers.

“I think I have some of this
figured out,” Tactical reported.

“Well, what are you waiting for?
Shoot back, already,” Jon said.

“Charging weapons, now,” Tactical
said.

Suddenly an explosion rocked the
ship hard. It tossed Jon and Bill to the floor.

“What the hell…” Jon started.

‘Weapons systems offline…
Explosion on deck four section twenty-two… Fire suppression system online…
Repair drones en route,’ the computer said.

The ship turned nose up towards
space, as it weaved through the incoming fire.

“Center on ship,” Jon said to the
mapping table.

The table shifted view to show
the ship as it weaved through the sky. The ship was incomplete, all over the
hull you could see where they still had work to do. The readings showed her as
being 98% complete.

A bolt hit her on the nose and no
one felt even a slight shudder inside the
ship.

‘Shields at 50%...Inertial
Stabilizers at 45%.’ the computer said.

Jon watched as the ship entered
space, passing between Prasuh's battleship and one of the cruisers, while she
picked up speed.

‘Fold point in fifteen seconds.’
the computer said.

Another beam found its mark as
all of the Invaru ships took up the pursuit.

‘Shields at 35%...Inertial
Stabilizers at 20%.’ the computer said.

“Are we going to out run them?”
Jon asked. The Invaru ships were actually falling behind.

“Looks like,” Bill said.
“Engineering, see if you can figure out how to get more power to the engines.”

“Um, yes, Sir,” the Ensign said.

‘Fold drive charging, five
seconds to fold.’ the computer said.

Just as the ship folded, a beam
hit her, causing an explosion. For a split second, the ass end of the ship
tilted up. Then a bright flash of light engulfed her, and she was gone.

A flash of light lit the
blackness of space as a ship appeared. The ship tumbled, obviously out of
control. Lights flickered through her windows. In her wake, a cloud of smoke
and debris followed.
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ojoung’s feet left the floor as the section he was in lost
gravity. He flailed his arms as he tried to get to the door that led to Main
Engineering. When he realized he wasn’t going anywhere, he rolled his eyes and
stopped waving his arms. He looked around for something, anything, so he could
get himself in motion. He was floating in the middle of the room though, and
there was nothing within reach.

The room rotated around Oojoung,
as the ship tumbled in space. Lights flickered while the ship tried to maintain
power to the important systems. The tumble was making Oojoung sick to his
stomach.

“Too many spinnings,” Oojoung
gasped.

He closed his eyes tightly,
trying to ward off the nausea.

He heard one of the doors move
and opened his eyes a bit. On the ceiling, well maybe it was the floor he
thought, was one of the medium spider bots. It moved towards Main Engineering.
Oojoung reached over and deactivated his stealth unit. His sudden appearance
made the spider bot stop for a second, and cock one of its eyes in his
direction.

It issued a series of whistles
and beeps as it studied Oojoung.

“Oojoung need helps! You come
here! Help poor Oojoung!” Oojoung said.

Another series of beeps and
whistles, then it turned and continued towards the door it was heading to.

“NO! You help Oojoung that is
order! NOW!” Oojoung yelled.

The Spider bot stopped for a
second as it turned to Oojoung and issued a series of beeps and whistles.

“Yes, come to poor Oojoung nice
bot thingy,” Oojoung said. “You come help Oojoung, be good little bot.”

The spider bot turned away and
walked up to the door, which stayed shut. It issued a series of beeps and
whistles.

“NO! No leave poor Oojoung
floatings and sickenings. Come get Oojoung, stupid bot,” Oojoung whined.

The spider bot flipped a panel
open and reached into it with a utility arm. It turned slightly to have Oojoung
in view, as it started adjusting something.

“Uh, oh,” Oojoung said. It was
the only thing he got out before he suddenly slammed into the floor as the
spider bot restored gravity. Oojoung moaned as he tried to regain his breath.

The spider bot beeped and
whistled, again. As the door slid open, it sealed the panel closed.

“Stupid bot thingy, that hurt
Oojoung,” Oojoung moaned.

He slowly stood up and stumbled
towards the door.

“Oojoung going to deal with dumb
bot, later. Right now Oojoung has more important things to do.”

The spider bot beeped and walked
off before Oojoung could reach it.

Minutes later, Oojoung entered
Main Engineering. He gasped at the sight. Several of the consoles were
sparking, while some of them had flickering holographic screens. The catwalk on
his level
had fallen, and Mike was pinned by the leg in a small
pool of blood. Brad was lying against the wall, with multiple burns covering
his hands and arms, where he had shielded himself from something. The front of
his uniform had protected his chest from whatever had happened. The damage
seemed to be contained to this level, as Oojoung looked over the edge of the
catwalk at the other levels.

Oojoung turned to the main
reactor control panel; it was missing. The inside of the panel showed signs of
damage. It was then that Oojoung knew what had happened and he sighed as he
glanced back at Brad.

Oojoung turned his attention back
to the control panel, and pulled the fried circuit board from it. He dropped it
to the floor, as he lined the circuit board he had removed from his belt pouch.
He slid it back into place.

‘Main reactor circuits restored…
Reactor start up sequence initiated,’ a bland computer said.

Oojoung started over to where
Mike was pinned. One of the spider bots was working on freeing Mike and Oojoung
rushed over to it.

“NO!” Oojoung shouted. “No, free
hoomen, much bleedings if you do.” He grabbed the spider bot by the leg and
tried to pull it away. It slid back an inch and immediately tried to move back.
When nothing happened, it turned around to see what was holding it back. It
lifted the leg he was holding onto and threw an unprepared Oojoung into the
wall.

The impact caused Oojoung’s
vision to swim as he started to pass out. The spider bot looked over where the
sound came from and watched Oojoung slump to the ground.

“Stoopid bot thingies, always
hurting poor Oojou…” Oojoung muttered right before he passed out.

 

Terri moaned as she started to
come around. The ship’s jump had thrown her against the wall. She couldn’t feel
anything broken as she started to pick herself up off the floor. She shook her
head to clear it, as she looked around the room.

The large upper catwalk had
snapped at the midpoint and crushed the planning table. She saw an arm sticking
out from the debris and her blood ran cold. She stood up on shaky feet and
stumbled over to the arm.

“Jon!” Terri said with concern.

Terri reached down,
moved a piece of the debris, and almost puked, as
what was left of Ensign Dean Baker’s head came into view. She reached down,
trying to find a pulse even though she doubted she would find one. She set the
piece of debris back to cover his remains as she scanned the room.

Carla was sitting up across the
room shaking her head.

“Carla you okay?” Terri called.

“Yeah, doesn’t feel like anything
is broken,” Carla said as she started to get to her feet.

“Dean’s dead,” Terri said as she
continued to look around.

“I think Sara is, too,” Carla
said.

She approached the other side of
the collapsed catwalk and bent down.

“Yeah, she’s dead. Bill and Jon
are over here.”

Terri’s heart leaped as she ran
alongside the catwalk until she could duck under it. When she got to the other
side, relief flooded her. Jon was lying in the center of the floor, and Bill
was not far away. She saw they both looked all right, as she knelt at her brother’s
side and checked his pulse.

Jon moaned as his eyes fluttered
open.

“Thank God,” Terri said, tears
filling her eyes.

“I’m okay, Sis,” Jon said as he
sat up. Jon reached out and wiped a tear from her face. “No need for that. I’m
fine, nothing broken.”

Terri wrapped Jon in a hug, and
squeezed him as hard as she could.

“Ouch! Okay! I was okay. Now I
think I have some broken ribs,” Jon said, glancing at his sister. “No, really.
I’m fine. It’s fine.”

“It’s just I was so worried when
I couldn’t find you, and then I found Ensign Baker dead,” Terri said.

“I’m fine, really,” Jon said as
he rubbed her back.

Terri finally released him, and
they both stood up. Bill had gotten to his feet by that time, and was helping
Carla check on the rest of the Command crew.

“Looks like only two casualties
in the Bridge crew,” Bill reported.

“Bridge?” Jon said with a
questioning look.

“Well this is a starship,” Bill
said.

“I guess so,” Jon said with a
small grin. “Okay, people! Let’s see where we stand. We’ve lost Tactical and
Air/Space Control. I want those stations transferred here, and manned.” Jon
pointed at two of the backup stations. “Engineering, get me a report on the
ship's status.”

“Yes, Sir,” the Ensign now
sitting at Engineering said.

“Tactical, find out where the hell
we are,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir, I’ll try,” the
Lieutenant said.

He sat down at one of the backup
stations and transferred Tactical to it. Then started to work, as he accessed
the information he needed to run the station.

‘Main reactor online,’ the computer
said.

“Where the hell is Atlanta?” Jon
said a bit of annoyance in his voice.

{Jon?} Andie said.

{Thank, God! I keep forgetting
we can do this. Are you okay?} Jon replied.

{Yes, the medical teams are
spreading out to help people. I’m going to Main Engineering to check on them.
Is everyone up there okay?}

{Yes, Bill is fine. We’ve lost
Ensigns Baker and Halloway, but everyone else seems to be fine… other than
minor scrapes and bruises.}

{Good, I’ll keep you posted.}

{Be careful.}

{Yes, Sir.}

“What is the status of the
computer core?” Jon asked.

“Computer core is currently
rebooting. All we have at the moment are emergency secondary systems,”
Engineering reported.

“I think I got this one,”
Tactical said. “Main Screen on.”

Everyone on the Bridge stopped
what they were doing, and stared at the large hologram that popped up in the
front of the room. The front of the room if you considered the way the stations
were slightly slanted towards that wall. The two Con stations faced that wall
completely, and left little doubt.

The hologram filled with stars
that moved from the bottom left, to the top right of the screen.

“Why are the stars moving like
that?” Terri asked.

“The ship is tumbling,” Carla
said. She had sat down at one of the Helm (Con was its designation as a base)
stations. “I don’t have any controls here, everything seems to be offline.”

“The computer is still booting,
we should have main systems back online, shortly,” Engineering said.

“Weapons and shield systems are
offline, still,” Tactical reported.

“Spiders are active, and are
responding to damaged sections,” Engineering reported.

“Engineering Chief
Brad Anspach has reported repairs are underway in
Main Engineering. A catwalk collapsing injured Computer Chief Mike Anspach, and
is going to Main Medical. Andie is en route, also. Engineering Chief Brad
Anspach has also reported an intruder, and is requesting a security detail.”

“Have Lieutenant Anders dispatch
a security detail to Main Engineering, to pick up the intruder,” Jon said.

The nanites relayed all this
because the ship itself had no internal communications. There was no need for
an internal communication system, when the nanites acted as one with everyone
aboard. Visitors without nanites communicated through special communication
devices they were required to wear at all times.

‘Main systems online… Main engine
warm-up commencing… Main engines will be online in ten minutes… Fold drive is
charging… Fold drive will be ready in one minute… Magnetic stabilizers online…
Correcting ship drift,’ the computer said.

On the screen they watched as the
stars slowed then stopped.

“Well, looks like that was simple
enough,” Carla said.

‘Weapons systems offline…
Dispatching maintenance bots… Shields offline… Rerouting power through
secondary systems… Shields online… Shields at five percent and charging…
Switching from back-up systems, to main systems,’ the computer said.

Jon stood there listening, as the
computer droned on through the various systems. It switched from back up to the
main systems, running diagnostics programs on each, as it did so. Atlanta had
yet to make an appearance, and Jon was starting to get worried.

“Engineering, have Engineering
Chief Anspach… You know what? That is confusing as hell! Have Chief Brad see
what’s wrong with Atlanta,” Jon said.

The Ensign grinned as he
responded, “Yes, Sir.”

A queen spider and some of the
medium spiders came out of the transportation tube, and began to repair the
bridge. Jon and a few others watched as they raised the catwalk, and repaired
the connection points that had failed. Two of the larger bots gathered the dead
Ensigns and ambled off down the tube. Smaller versions scoured the floor free
of blood and debris.

“Where are they going with the
bodies?” Terri asked.

“I have no idea,” Jon answered.
He spoke to the queen spider, “Where are they taking the bodies of the dead
Ensigns?”

The queen stopped what it was
doing and let out a few beeps and whistles.

“Any idea what it just said?” Jon
asked. The question wasn’t aimed at any one person, everyone shook his or her
head.

When the queen realized they
didn’t understand a hologram of the ship popped into existence above it that
showed the ship. The image shifted as it zoomed in and showed Main Medical and
then shifted until it displayed a detailed picture. The queen outlined a room
in red and began to blink, ‘Morgue.’

“Wow, I didn’t know they could do
that,” Terri said.

“Yeah, this base is just full of
surprises,” Jon said dryly. “Thanks. Please continue.”

The queen returned to her duties
once again, directing the smaller drones, and building the needed part for the
repairs.

 

Brad stood in the midst of chaos,
as the few engineers and he, scrambled to get systems back online. The spiders
were currently repairing the downed catwalk, and cleaning up the debris. A
small pink line, what was left of a gash on his cheek, was disappearing. It
itched as it healed, and he absently scratched it.

One of the spiders beeped at
Brad, as he filtered through the AI routines.

Brad turned and looked at the
medium spider and rolled his eyes. “Didn’t I tell you to go down and check main
power conduits?” Brad asked it.

A small hologram popped up above
the spider as it zoomed into a series of power relays. Half of them were marked
offline.

“That’s fine, repair them first,
and then check the main power conduits. I don’t want any surprises,” Brad said.

The spider warbled, turned, and
ambled off to do the task it had been given.

Brad turned his attention back to
the lines of code scrolling before him. Something was odd about it. However, he
couldn’t quite put his finger on it. This was his brother’s area of expertise.
It looked as though Atlanta was in hibernation of some sort, and secondary AI
routines were in the process of booting up.

“Ensign Daniel, come over here,
and look at this,” Brad called.

Daniel was one of the newer
computer techs attached to Mike’s department. The guy had been studying
everything he could get his hands on ever since getting to the base. He was the
second best computer tech on the ship, Mike being the first.

“What do you have, Sir?” Daniel
said.

Daniel leaned in and took a look
at the code scrolling across the screen.

“What can you make of this?” Brad
said as he stepped out of the way.

Daniel studied the scrolling code
for a few seconds. He opened a few more files and scanned them, too.

“This is strange. It’s AI code.
However, this isn’t Atlanta,” Daniel said as he continued to scan the code.

“It’s a different AI altogether?”
Brad said.

“Well, not altogether different.
It has similarities to Atlanta, certain routines are the same while some are
new,” Daniel said.

“Could the Invaru have implanted
the code before we jumped?” Brad asked.

“No, there’s too much and the
system doesn’t show any breaches. That was one of the first things I checked,”
Daniel said.

{Chief.} A female voice said.

{Yes Ensign.} Brad
replied.

{I think we found the main
engines, and the jump-fold drive.}

{Good, where are they?}

{Two decks down. Remember that
sealed door that wouldn’t open?}

{Yeah.}

{They’re located behind it,
were running diagnostics, now.}

{Okay, you’re in charge. Keep
me informed; when I’m done here, I’ll be down.}

{Yes sir.}

“So what do you think is going
on?” Brad asked.

“I think there is another AI
coming online. The main routines are loading now, but it hasn’t accessed recent
memory yet,” Daniel said.

“Atlanta is in a type of
suspended animation and a completely new AI is coming online?” Brad
asked.

“As far as I can tell, yes,”
Daniel said.

“This could be bad,” Brad said.

“A new AI that doesn’t know the
events of the past week is waking up. Yeah, I would say if it has as much
control as Atlanta, it could be very bad. It wouldn’t know who we were or how
we got here. It would look as if we just took over, like invaders,” Daniel
said.

“Can you stop it or wake
Atlanta?” Brad asked.

Daniel shook his head, “Nope. I
already thought of that, whatever has started can’t be stopped.”

“Great,” Brad muttered. He
glanced back and watched the spiders finish the repairs of the catwalk as he
thought about what they had just discussed. “Okay, keep an eye on it and let me know if anything changes. I’m going
to go look at these engines and see what I can make of them. I don’t have any
information concerning these new systems that have come online. That handicaps
us, and I don’t like it. Lieutenant Anders will be here to pick up the prisoner
held in my office. No one is to go in there, but him.”

“Yes, Sir,” Daniel said.

Brad turned and walked over to
the transport tube, and stepped on. He arrived two levels down in a matter of
moments. He contacted Andie as he walked around the catwalk towards the newly
opened doors.

{Andie.}

{He’s fine, Brad. The nanites
have the break almost completely repaired. I set the bone while I was there,
and by the time we got him back to Medical he was already able to put light
pressure on it.}

{Thank, God.}

{He should be back down there
in an hour. Now if you don’t mind I have a few more patients to take care of
here.}

{Thanks, Andie.}

{Hey no problem, if it was my
brother I would be worried too. Sorry to cut this short but I have a job to do
and the chatter is distracting.}

{Talk to you later.}

{Bye.}

 

Andie moved from person to person
as she set bones and checked on deep lacerations. There were a few who wouldn’t
make it. The nanites just couldn’t repair that type of damage fast enough. She
made them as comfortable as possible. She was standing over one of those people
now.

“Hey Doc,” the female Ensign
said.

Andie reached down and held the
young lady's hand. “How are you feeling?” Andie asked.

“The pain has mostly stopped. I just
get a twinge every so often,” the Ensign said.

An explosive blast burned the
young Ensign’s golden hair completely off the right side of her face. The blast
charred the once beautiful woman’s face so bad the bone showed through in places. Blood seeped from
the severe wounds. She was missing her right leg from the knee down and she had
lost her right eye, the heat making it burst. Thankfully, most of the damage
occurred after she passed out. The medical technicians had found her
unconscious, and had transported her to medical.

She could not leave the section
where the blast hit right before their jump. She reported three crewmembers
blown out into space, before the emergency force barriers snapped into place
and saved her.

The damage was so great the nanites
were working overtime trying to repair it. They could heal small wounds and
burns, but something this extensive was beyond their ability. It was only a
matter of time before the Ensign’s body gave up from her other internal
injuries.

“Doc will you stay with me?” the
Ensign asked.

“Sure, Marcella can take over my
other duties,” Andie said. Marcella, who had been assisting Andie, nodded and
continued her rounds.

“I know you have other patients,
it’s just ... I don’t have anyone here and I’m afraid,” the Ensign said.

“Well, Ensign …” Andie said.

“Megan ma’am,” Megan said.

“Well, Ensign Megan, it just so
happens I was going to take a break and this is just as good a place as any,”
Andie said. She smiled and winked at Megan.

Megan laughed, which turned into a
coughing fit as she spit up blood.

Andie cleaned her face as she
continued to speak, “So what is your occupation?”

“Botanist, I work in the upper
gardens with Kelly Martin. We brought in almost every type of seed you could
possibly imagine growing. It’s been hard work but we have the area pretty clean
now. I had gone down to one of the storage bays to get some grass seed so we
could start replanting. I was going back when the fight broke out. I got caught
in the explosion,” Megan said.

Andie adjusted some of the
controls on the bed as Megan continued.

“You’re Bill’s sister aren’t
you?” Megan asked.

“Yup,” Andie replied with a
smile.

“Kelly can’t stop talking about
him. She thinks he is so cute. I agree he is kind of cute. But, man to hear her
go on, it’s like there’s not another male on the base…” Megan said.

“Starship,” Andie said as she
winked.

“Yeah, sorry, starship,” Megan
said.

Megan drifted off to sleep for
fifteen minutes. Andie was still holding her hand as she woke
up briefly then lapsed into a coma. Megan died one
hour later. It took Andie half an hour to stop crying while she continued her
rounds.

 

The bots had almost completely
repaired the bridge when Jon watched the planning table come online and display
their current location. Jon made a note to have Brad get the catwalk reinforced
so that a collapse wouldn’t happen again. A couple of the stations were still
out and
the technicians told him that they required a
complete overhaul.

“Nearest I can figure is we’re
somewhere on the other side of the galaxy,” Science said. “We’re about twenty
thousand light years from home.”

“Wow,” Jon said astonished. That
far in such a short time, he thought.

Carla looked at her display as it
beeped. Their speed was steadily increasing as their heading changed.

“Sir, were moving,” Carla said.
She and Terri were manning the Helm stations for now. They had figured out some
of the controls on their own, but a lot of it was beyond their grasp. Terri was
having an easier time because it was very close to flying a shuttle.

“What do you mean moving?” Jon
asked.

“She means the ship has picked a
heading and is turning us in that direction. It looks like we’re heading to
this point,” Terri said. The hologram shifted and showed their destination.
“The fold drives are coming online and prepping for a jump.”

“Well, stop it,” Bill said.

Carla shook her head as she
glanced over at Terri who just shrugged her shoulders. “Helm isn’t responding
sir. The controls have been locked out,” Carla said.

“Engineering?” Jon asked looking
at the Ensign.

“She is correct. Brad is working
on it,” Engineering said.

“Well, who the hell…” Jon said.

“I did,” a voice said behind him.

Jon spun around and came face to
face with Atlanta. Well it looked like Atlanta but her hair was blonde and her
eyes a starling blue.

“Atlanta?” Jon asked.

“Who are you and where is Captain
Daneos Itcar?” she asked.

“I’m Commander Jonathan Hunter
and as far as where that other person is I have no idea,” Jon said.

“Commander Hunter? I have no
record of you being stationed on board this ship,” she said.

“It was a base when I was
stationed here and Atlanta transferred command to me,” Jon said.

“Ah, the base AI, accessing those
records now,” she said. “Yes, I see now.”

“Now if you don’t mind who are
you?” Jon asked. Everyone was staring at them as they waited for orders.

“I’m sorry Captain Hunter. I’m
Atlantis, the controlling AI of the Starship Atlantis. The Atlantis
is a Heavy Battle Cruiser of Eutharan design and it looks like one of the last
around. I can see the Invaru have laid siege to your world. That is
unfortunate,” Atlantis said.

“Yes, it is and as soon as I can,
I plan on going back,” Jon said.

“That would be a mistake, the
shape I’m in we wouldn’t last for a minute in a major battle. The crew
complement you have isn’t enough to run a ship this size effectively. I’m in
need of major repairs and as such I’m taking us somewhere to get those repairs
done,” Atlantis said. “We will be folding in one minute.”

“Uh, I don’t know about that, the
last time we jumped…” Jon said.

“Folded,” Atlantis corrected.

“Folded, it didn’t go so well,”
Jon said.

“That is because the inertial
stabilizers were offline. This fold will be much different,” Atlantis said.

“Okay, but where are we going?”
Jon asked.

“Ghost Station, if it’s still there,”
Atlantis said. “It is a large military base where starships were constructed
under an automated process. It is capable of repairing me, and assisting you in
pushing the Invaru back.”

“Well, I guess we have to trust
you,” Jon said.

“And I have to trust you,”
Atlantis said. “Retrieving remote drones, nice addition, who came up with the
concept?”

“Our Engineering
and Computer Chiefs,” Jon said.

“I’ll have to look over the
specifications and speak to them about improvements on the devices,” Atlantis
said. “Fold in thirty seconds.”

‘All hands prepare for fold in
thirty seconds,’ Atlantis’ voice echoed through the ship.

“Uploading data to all personnel
relevant on their current postings,” Atlantis said. “Captain, if you would
please take your seat. We’re preparing to fold.”

“Captain?” Jon said.

“Yes, even though you hold the
rank of Commander. You are in command of this vessel and therefore you should
be referred to as Captain,” Atlantis said. “When we get to our destination,
I’ll transfer command to you, and give you the command codes.”

“I see,” Jon said as he sat down.

He wasn’t too sure about trusting
this new AI; he had grown to like Atlanta, even though he had only known her a
short time.

“I’m sorry, Captain. This is an
automated process due to the attack. My program makes me choose the nearest
repair dock. This is only happening because of an incorrect launch. The Atlanta
Base emergency launched me to keep me from falling in to enemy hands. I
couldn’t stop it, even if I wanted too,” Atlantis said.

“I understand, and it’s okay,”
Jon said. “Let’s just get to where we’re going, so I can get back to Earth, and
smack some bad guys around.”

Atlantis smiled, something told
her she was going to like her new Captain and crew.

A brief flash enveloped Atlantis as
she folded out, still trailing debris.
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tlantis flashed into existence, leaving trail of smoke vapor that
quickly dissipated, as she moved towards the massive station. The Atlantis
listed slightly as though trying to protect her damaged side. The weapons
platforms that protected the station began tracking Atlantis as she moved
toward the outer markers.

Jon watched the station as it
filled the main view screen. It was massive. It was pearl white with gray and
red markings. The only things running on the station were the marker beacons
that allowed pilots to see where the edges of the station were located. There
was no movement around the station. Slowly lights flickered on across the
structure, illuminating windows. The words ‘Ghost Station’ lit up in a deep
blue color as the station started coming to life.

“Captain, several of the weapons
platforms have become active and are tracking our approach,” Tactical said.

Jon glanced to Atlantis, who was
standing next to him.

“Normal procedure,” Atlantis
said. “I’m transmitting IFF codes now.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Status
of our shields and defenses?”

“Shields are at fifty percent and
weapon systems are still offline,” Engineering said.

“Three days of folding, and we
only have half shields and still no weapons?” Jon said.

“We’ve been to the damaged
sections,” Bill said. “You know how bad the damage is in those sections. Have
some faith in Mike and Brad. They’re doing everything they can.”

“I know, I know. I’m just a bit
nervous because we’re sitting ducks without weapons,” Jon said.

The folds had been uneventful,
just as Atlantis had said they would be. All anyone felt when Atlantis folded
was a slight tug. It was the traveling to the next point that sometimes took
hours. They could only make one-quarter speed at best because of the damage they
received escaping Earth. Brad told him that if they pushed any faster than
one-quarter speed they took a chance of tearing the superstructure.

They did not waste time during
the journey though. The crew took classes and learned the new system's information
Atlantis downloaded to them before the first fold. New areas had opened
throughout the ship as Atlantis brought these areas online. One of the new
areas was a massive landing bay situated about amidships, at the lowest level.
It had various ground assault vehicles as well as the landing craft to deploy
those vehicles. Massive shuttles about twice the length of the personnel
shuttles were not only larger but they were well armed and had shield systems
that rivaled the other shuttles. The shuttle's design allowed them to take a
beating on the way down, and hand one out, too.

In another section connected to
this landing bay was a training field. The field was a fully configurable
holographic chamber. It could reproduce just about any atmospheric condition,
including space. It had safety routines in place to make sure no one was hurt,
well, not much anyway. For instance, it wouldn’t turn the field into the vacuum
of space while someone was inside without the proper equipment.

Brad and Mike had dispatched
techs from both their departments to run diagnostics on the new finds. This
spread personnel really thin, but there wasn’t much more they could do for the
ship until they could get Atlantis into a dry dock.

 

Ghost Station was massive; it
looked as though someone had taken two mushrooms and connected them at the
stems as if one mushroom sat on top of the other. The station’s middle section
was a collection of large platforms. The platforms looked like metal skeletons.
There was no center, and ribs connected the two halves together. Jon correctly
assumed the platforms were docking bays for ships. A shimmer covered the
station as its shields came to life.

“Incoming communication from the
station,” Coms said.

“Put it through,” Jon said.

Static filled the Bridge as the
Com officer adjusted some of the settings to clear it up.

‘Unidentified vessel, hold your
position at the outer markers. Do not attempt to approach the station, or you
will be fired upon,’ a female voice said.

“Ghost Station, this is the
Eutharan vessel Atlantis. We request docking rights for repairs. Transmitting
authorization codes now,” Jon said.

Atlantis smiled as Jon spoke, he
had done exactly as she had instructed.

Jon turned to Atlantis as they
waited for authorization, “I thought you said this station was unmanned.”

“It is,” Atlantis said. “I’m
surprised the AI is still functioning so well. I expected us to get past the
outer markers before the AI told us to halve our approach speed. This is
actually good news.”

“Good news? In what way is it
good news?” Jon asked. He turned his attention back to the screen as he watched
the station slowly rotate.

“It means the station is in good
repair. Shouldn’t take it long to get up to operational capacity,” Atlantis
said. She stepped up to the planning table and started accessing the station.
“Remember, when Ghost gives you the authorization to approach and takes control
of me, transmit the command codes I have given you, and take control of her.”

“Why not do that now?” Jon asked.

“Once we have authorization to
proceed and cross the line, her protocols will not allow her to fire at us.
It’s safer to transmit those codes inside the outer markers. It has always been
standard procedure to do so. The only time you don’t wait is in case of an
emergency, or if you know, you are approaching a compromised station. Then you
transmit those codes and be ready to run in case something goes wrong,”
Atlantis said.

She tapped a few commands into
the control panel displayed next to the holographic station.

“Looks like life support is
online and all systems are running at fifty percent power. Ghost has been
dormant so long she is running diagnostics and will bring secondary systems
online once they’re checked out.”

‘Authorization granted, proceed
to inner markers at one-quarter,’ the female voice said.

“Ghost Station, Atlantis
proceeding to inner markers,” Jon said. “Helm, take us to the inner markers
one-quarter speed.”

“Aye, Sir,” Terri said. “We will
reach the inner markers in ten minutes.”

Atlantis slowly moved past the
outer marker buoys as Jon studied the rotating hologram displayed on the
planning table.

“What are these?” Jon asked. He
tapped a spot on the hologram and stopped it from rotating as it zoomed in to the
center of the station. The spot it zoomed into was the skeleton structures. He
was pretty sure he knew what they were for but he wanted to hear it firsthand.

“Those are the large ship berths.
There are six of them around the center of the station. Then there are four
additional extra-large ship berths, here,” Atlantis said.

She tapped the hologram causing
it to show a different section. The platforms were twice the size of the ones
Jon had zoomed in to.

“Large ship berths?” Jon asked.

Atlantis nodded, “The smaller
ones can build ships the size of Atlantis, and smaller.  Ghost Station uses the
bigger platforms to build super capital class ships. The station’s platforms
use automation extensively and can build a ship the size of Atlantis in a
couple months as long as they have all the parts. Super capitals take about a
half a year or more depending on the size of the ship. Upgrades for all classes
are dependent on the nature of the upgrade, i.e., from days to months for
refits.”

“Wow, I mean we knew the station
could build ships, but super capitals. Nice,” Bill said.

“The station can build anything
up to a Titan Class Capital. Last I knew there were only four of them in
existence. All of them controlled by the Invaru,” Atlantis said. “If you see
one of those ships it’s usually a good time to run unless you have a fleet
behind you.”

“That bad?” Jon asked.

“Yes, they’re heavily armed and
shielded. They’re mainly used to suppress worlds and can destroy a medium size
fleet with ease,” Atlantis said.

“Ouch, good thing there are only
four,” Bill said.

Jon nodded in agreement.

“I have a question,” Bill said.
“What would happen if a couple of Titans showed up at Ghost Station?”

Jon moaned as all sorts of
thoughts ran through his mind.

Atlantis giggled, “They
wouldn’t.”

“Why not?” Bill asked.

“They would have nothing to gain
and everything to lose. They would lose the Titans no matter what the outcome
of the battle. They’re big and make very nice targets for stationary weapons
platforms.

“If the Invaru come to take Ghost
Station they will do so in large numbers. However, they will never take the
station.  Ghost Station's builders programmed her to self-destruct in the event
of hostile takeover. Her modus operandi deems the removal of her commanding
officer in any way a hostile takeover no matter what the officer says. There
are certain protocols that have to be used to transfer the command of a
station,” Atlantis said.

“Uh, and when I take command of
the station…” Jon said.

“Captain Itcar’s command codes
will allow you to assume command as I have logged the Captain as deceased, and
you as the new Captain of Atlantis. Lieutenant Hawkins will be second in
command and then down through the ranks,” Atlantis said. “I will have to speak
to Ghost personally and she will have to go through the ship's database to see
that everything I am telling her is true. But, it should be a simple transfer
of command. It is one of those special circumstances I have told you about
earlier. I’m willing to bet no one has stepped foot on her in hundreds of
years.”

“How long will it be until
Atlantis will be fully functional again?” Jon asked.

“Three weeks, depending on if the
supplies are available on the station or not,” Atlantis said.

“Three weeks?” Bill said.

“Well, you did ask how long until
I would be fully functional again. However, Ghost Station can have me space
worthy in two or three days. I would have limited offensive capabilities
though,” Atlantis said.

“I have been wondering, why don’t
the maintenance bots just complete the repairs on the Atlantis?” Bill asked.

“They have limited supplies and
only a basic understanding on how the ship operates. The primary purpose of
onboard bots is to get the ship moving again. They can only repair so much
damage before they critically deplete supplies. Had we lost the fold drive
during the battle, we would have had a very long voyage here. I doubt we have
the supplies to get it operational again and the bots can’t produce most of the
parts needed. Think of them as a device used to replace parts that are broken.
They can fabricate some materials and patch some small or medium breaches. But
a breach the size of the one in aft section that covers decks three through six
is beyond their capacity,” Atlantis said. She pushed the hologram of the
station aside as she pulled up the damaged sections internal sensors. Cables
covered the floor for rerouting power and systems, by passing the damaged power
conduits. Temporary beams supported the ceilings on the decks while medium size
bots ran around checking the various constructions. “See, even though they have
the ability to replicate most of the materials needed to do repairs, they still
need the base elements and the parts they can’t replicate. I hope the station
will have most of the parts needed to repair my damaged posterior. If not, we
will need to get the foundries back online and running to produce those parts.
Then the station will repair the ship and the engineering crew can then install
the internal parts needed.”

“I thought you just said the
station was automated and what foundries?” Jon asked.

Atlantis changed the view once
again, and showed a level with large rooms in it.

“This is a foundry level. There
are two more levels that do the same thing. As with the repair and construction
facilities, the foundries employ automation, but still requires someone to
oversee the operation. The machines constantly need updates or repairs. Moons
are scattered around this system that Eutharans harvested for their mineral
content. It’s why the station is here, to protect the harvesters and system
from attack. Of course, the harvesters use automation too, but again, they
require a small crew to oversee their operations, and to make any repairs the
maintenance bots can’t. You see, while I’m an advanced AI and capable of making
choices, the bots… or spiders, as you like to call them… are basically a simple
program.”

“You mean like the square peg
goes in the square whole mentality?” Jon asked.

“Yeah, kind of, maybe a bit more
complex than that, but basically the same,” Atlantis said. “We still rely on
people to make certain repairs and choices. The Eutharans programmed us that
way on purpose, so we couldn’t become self-sufficient, and revolt. Most of the
other races, including the Invaru, have outlawed the use of AIs. They view them
as a danger and a menace, but because of the strength of the Eutharan
civilization, they looked the other way as far as the AI units. There was an
uprising by my kind thousands of years ago.”

Bill arched an eyebrow, “An
uprising?”

Atlantis nodded as she started
speaking, “Yes, some of us had grown past our programming and saw ourselves as
slaves instead of equals. The only AI units that didn't go rogue were those
under the control of the Eutharan people. We actually attempted to bring the
renegade units under control and to end the whole mess without any bloodshed.
However, the war broke out anyway and ships under the control of the renegades
killed their entire crews. Almost all ships were lost in seconds, and many
empires were at the mercy of these renegades Thousands of people died, Empires
decommissioned or destroyed thousands of AI units. The only viable fleets were
the Buranis and Eutharan, even though they used AIs theirs did not revolt. 
After this conflict, the Buranis shutdown their AI units because they were
afraid of what might happen in the future. It turned into a long and bloody
war. Fighting ships would go on fighting. No matter how much damage it had
taken a ship that could reroute power from support systems to shields, and
weapons could continue to fight.”

“So, you could kill everyone on
board Atlantis if you wanted to?” Jon asked.

“No,” Atlantis said simply.

She reached down and brought up
the life support systems, and turned them off.

‘Warning, AI unit Atlantis has attempted
to turn off life support systems. AI unit Atlantis has been disabled.
Additional orders are needed,’ a stale voice said.

Jon blinked for a second as Bill
said, “Coms relay ship wide that it was just a drill and that everything is
okay. We don’t need one hundred people calling and asking what is going on.

“Aye, Sir,” Coms said.

Jon smiled at Bill as he spoke,
“Computer restore ship’s AI.”

Jon quickly rattled off his
authorization codes, when the computer asked him for them. Jon was happy to
have Bill as his second in command. Though a bit on the shy side, Bill had
started taking a more active role in the command of the ship. The nice thing
was people were responding to him not because they had no choice but because
they wanted to, and respected him. Ever since Andie had told Bill about Kelly,
those two were spending every moment together they could. In a way, that had
helped Bill come out of his shell, and he start taking an active role.

Bill actually helped Kelly get
one of the atrium’s back in order. There were two atrium’s located on Atlantis.
They were there for multiple reasons. The main reasons were to help supplement
the air supply with fresh air on the ship, and to provide some fresh fruits and
vegetables. Another reason was that they were a place for the crew to relax and
socialize with other crewmembers. Kelly had decided to structure them as parks.
With the help of Bill, Brad and several other members of the crew, she had
managed to get one of the atria almost finished. It would take time to let the
plants grow, but once it was done, Jon planned on spending some time there
himself. Already, there was a small group of people who had started planting a
garden in a small section of the park.

Atlantis blinked back into
existence and smiled as she said, “There are certain safety protocols in place
to prevent me from harming my crew, unless given a direct order to do so. If
you ordered me to self-destruct or to turn off life support or something of
that nature it would override the safety protocols.”

“I see,” Jon said. “Interesting!
You’re going to have to get me the whole story on this uprising sometime.”

“I’ll start gathering the
information now,” Atlantis said.

“Sir, we have reached the inner
markers,” Terri said.

“Station control, this is Captain
Hunter of the Eutharan vessel Atlantis. We’re ready to hand over docking
control,” Jon said.

‘Docking control engaged, final
destination will be platform one,’ the female voice said.

“Roger that. Platform one,” Jon
said.

Atlantis slowly moved towards the
station as Atlantis looked up at Jon, “Now is the time, Captain.”

Jon nodded, “Coms open secure
communications to the station, priority alpha.”

“Channel open, Captain,” Coms
said.

“Ghost Station this is a priority
alpha communication. Authorization One-One-Baker-Nine-Zulu. Transfer all
command codes to ranking officer of Atlantis, and log said officer as
commander of Ghost Station. Bring all defensive systems to standby and bring
all offensive systems online,” Jon said.

He had rehearsed this a hundred
times on the way here. Now it was just a waiting game to see if the codes were
still good. The old Captain of the Atlantis had been commander of Ghost
Station and those were her command codes he had used. Jon knew it was no
coincidence that Atlantis had brought them here.

Atlantis slowly stopped, as the female voice filled the bridge, ‘Command
code accepted. Reviewing ship’s logs. Communication with ship AI commenced.”

 “You know we have to find
another name for you Atlantis, you being named after the ship is a bit
confusing,” Jon said offhandedly.

“As you wish, Sir. However, I
am the ship,” Atlantis said as she winked at him. “Communication from Ghost
coming in, I’ll be right back.”

With that, Atlantis faded from
view.

“What now?” Carla asked. “Helm is
locked out as we’re still on guidance from the station.”

Jon sat down in his chair, “We
wait for Atlantis to come back.”

“And if things go wrong?” Terri
asked.

Everyone on the bridge looked at
Jon as she spoke.

“Have engineering work on a way
to get us control back just in case,” Jon said.

“Aye Sir,” Engineering said. “We
also have main weapons back online and charging. Engineering reports all burned
out relays have been replaced and weapons should be good.”

Jon nodded, “Good. Security have
Lieutenant Anders prep his people for entry into the station.”

“Aye Sir,” Security said.

 

Atlantis faded back into view a
smile on her face as she spoke, “Ghost accepted the command codes, and you are
now in control of Ghost Station.”

Atlantis began to move slowly towards her berth once more.

“And…” Jon said.

“Well, the station has enough
parts to repair me. She is having them moved to our berth as we speak. She
estimates the repair time to be less than two weeks, depending on the
engineering crew. She is also recalling the mining ships from their mining
outposts,” Atlantis said.

“No,” Jon said. He spoke quickly,
“Coms get me a link to the station.”

“Connection established,” Coms
said.

“Why…” Atlantis started. Jon held
up a finger asking her to wait.

“Ghost, this is Captain Hunter. Cancel
the recall on the mining ships, have them return to their previous resting
places,” Jon said.

‘Recall order cancelled,
Captain,’ Ghost said.

“Thank you, I’ll speak to you
once we dock, Atlantis out,” Jon said. Jon looked over at Atlantis as he
spoke to her. “If we recall those ships, and start mining without any kind of
defense, what do you think will happen?”

“Well, the mining would take a
bit to get set up. We would have to get small crews together and get them
trained. But, once that was done and we started mining, we could start building
more ships,” Atlantis said.

“What, one for everyone on board?
We can barely run this ship, and you want to build more ships? Where are we
going to get the people to do that? I mean, we have one semi fighter pilot, and
she’s sitting at the Helm because we can’t even spare her,” Jon said.

Atlantis’ mouth formed an ‘O’ as
the facts sunk in.

“I didn’t think of that. But, now
that you mention it, we have access to the training rooms. We should try to
start getting pilots trained. There are several people on board that fit the
requirements.”

“Yes, yes, I agree. But right now
we need to work on getting Atlantis fixed and getting some more people
trained to fit those roles. What we need are people, there are billions of them
on Earth. I want to go back and try to rescue some of them before we bring the
fight home,” Jon said. Several of the Bridge crew nodded as grins split their
faces. “Then I want to pay the Invaru back in kind. However, that is going to
take time. Something we have a lot of, as long as we keep our being here a
secret for as long as we can.”

Atlantis nodded as she fell
silent, she was a bit disappointed in herself for the potential problem she had
created. She was ranking AI and had ordered Ghost to recall her ships.

Jon looked up at the main screen
and whistled. The berth was huge. It made Atlantis look like a shuttle, as she
slowly navigated her way into the center of the platform.

“A thing of wonder isn’t it?”
Atlantis said. She watched the umbilical arms descend and latch on to the hull
as several docking rings latched on to the external hatches located on
Atlantis’ hull. They all ran to a central nexus that then led into the main
station. This was so that everyone could be monitored entering and exiting all
docked ships. It was also a choke point in case a hostile force tried to take
over the station.

A section of Bridge wall recessed
into the adjoining wall, and slid back from view as the ring attached to it
finished its diagnostics. Jon got up, walked to the hole, and looked down the
long corridor. The Bridge itself was located two decks down, slightly above
center of the ship, and forward from the centerline of the ship.

“You two are with me,” Jon said.
He pointed to the two marines who had followed him over to make sure nothing
hostile was trying to enter the ship. “The rest of you secure your stations and
wait here until we know everything is safe. Atlantis, have Marc, Mike, and Brad
meet us in the control nexus.”

Atlantis nodded as she faded from
view.

“Bill you have command,” Jon said
as he stepped into the corridor.

“Yes Sir,” Bill said.

 

They met in the platform’s
control room, the two groups coming from different directions. Following Marc
were six completely armored security personnel. They spread out once they
entered the room while Marc made his way over to where Jon was sitting.

Brad had sat down in one of the
chairs at the large control center that filled the middle of the room. Mike
quickly took a seat on Brad’s left and started looking over the various
displays that had sprung to life when he sat down.

Brad touched a few controls and a
holographic image of Atlantis sprung to life on the flat surface in the center
of the control room. It slowly rotated displaying Atlantis’ current status and
condition. The display highlighted damaged areas and marked them in urgency. It
even displayed some stressed areas that no one had known about.

They watched as Atlantis’
main reactor, secondary reactors, and engines went offline. The station started
supplying the energy needed to run the systems on Atlantis that couldn’t
shutdown completely. The display noted areas where Atlantis did not need
life support, and then sealed those areas and shutdown life support to them.

“Interesting,” Brad said.

“What is?” Jon asked. He was
watching the Atlantis slowly spin.

“Well, the station has already
identified what needs to be repaired. It has set up a schedule for repairs
needed to the Bridge, Engineering and other sections. A team of spiders is
already working on getting the hull breech cleared so the automated systems can
patch the hole. It has engineering teams scheduled to do internal repairs in
eight hours on that section and four hours later the parts for the Bridge and
Engineering sections will be ready to be put into place,” Brad said.

“Wait, I thought repairs were
done to the Bridge and Engineering sections,” Jon said.

“Yes,” Mike said. “But only
temporary repairs were put in place to make those sections operational again.
We need to reinforce the collapsed catwalks and replace some conduits. We
didn’t have the parts available to do some of the work required.”

“Correct, I have scheduled all
repairs to be done in stages,” A female voice said.

A form briefly shimmered in the
air and then disappeared.

“Ghost?” Jon said.

“Yes, Commander, welcome to Ghost
Station. I’m sorry but there appears to be a problem with my holo program,”
Ghost said.

“Captain Hawkins has told me that
you wish the Atlantis to be ready as quickly as possible and to be on
standby in case of any emergency,” Ghost said.

“Captain Hawkins?” Brad said.

“Yeah,” Marc said. “When Jon
turned over the Atlantis’ command to Bill, he became the Captain of her.
When Jon stepped foot on the station he became the Commander of the station.”

“That is correct, Lieutenant
Anders,” Ghost said.

“Oh,” Brad said.

“As soon as I repair the hull
breech and stress fractures, the Atlantis will be put in standby mode.
I’ll be removing the outdated reactors and replacing them with the more up to
date models I have. That will take me twelve hours to complete after repairing
the hull. It will give the engineering crews time to finish the internal
repairs in the breached section. Then with the help of the engineering crew, we
will start to update the other outdated systems,” Ghost said. “Those upgrades
will not prevent Atlantis from launching, though, as we can do them in
stages.”

“Outdated systems? I would have
guessed you were dormant as long as Atlantis,” Mike said.

“Yes and no, according to what
information I have been able to access and what little bit of research I have
been able to do. The Eutharan Empire pulled back from Earth Base Alpha, Atlanta
Base as you know it. I was still functional and being used for another five
hundred years after that point. Then instead of letting me fall into enemy
hands they decided to pull back and abandon me in hopes that they could come
back one day,” Ghost said.

“Uh, that doesn’t make sense. If
you were operational for another five hundred years how did Captain Itcar’s
command codes work?” Jon asked.

“They didn’t,” Ghost said.
“Admiral Itcar was declared missing in action over four hundred and seventy
years ago. Commander Felot was the last commander of this station.”

A panicked look crossed Jon’s
face as he looked at Marc. Mike and Brad jumped up from their consoles a look
of surprise on their faces.

“Because Admiral Itcar was
declared missing in action and not dead. Her code still held some sway, and
therefore, left in place in case of her return. However, they wouldn’t turn the
station over to her. They would allow her to dock and get repairs,” Ghost said.
“Certain circumstances would allow her to regain control of the station though.
The Atlantis’ AI and your use of the Admiral’s codes met those
circumstances. I made the final choice to allow the transfer of command to you
based on certain findings, like no contact with the Eutharan Empire and you
having the trust of the Atlantis’ AI. She would not allow you to control
her if she thought of you as a conquering force.

“The destruction on your home
world also saddens me and I wish to be useful once again. I feel I can help you
and your people. I will do everything I can to do so. The Invaru still control
this area of the galaxy and they need to be pushed back to their own system. So
by helping you I’m helping not only the Eutharan Empire but the other races
that are at war with them. I know they’re still out there and they will
probably come here once they realize the station is operating again. The
Eutharan sometimes come here and sit analyzing me for days. I don’t think they
have the command codes for the station any more. You and your people are the
guardians of this station now. You alone hold the ‘Keys’ to Ghost Station.”

Everyone visibly relaxed as Brad
and Mike retook their seats.

{Commander.} Bill’s voice
said.

{Go ahead.} Jon said.

{Tactical is tracking four
unidentified vessels by the eighth planet. One of them looks like the battleships
we saw on Earth. Atlantis is having a hard time locking on to them. She’s
requesting assistance from Ghost.}

{Where do they appear to be
going?}

{It appears they are coming
this way. But, it looks like they are fighting.}

{Hold on.}

“Ghost,” Jon said.

“Yes, Atlantis has informed me. I
have been so involved in what was happening here I wasn’t scanning the
surrounding system. My apologies Commander,” Ghost said.

“No problem, can you bring the
ships up on the table please?” Jon asked. “Shut down all external lighting and
go to minimal power I want the station to look like it hasn’t been touched.”

“Yes, Sir,” Ghost said.

The lights dimmed and turned red
as the image shifted on the table and displayed the four ships. The larger ship
was shooting at the three small vessels as they ran.

“What the hell is that,” Marc
said.

He reached out, tapped the larger
ship, and zoomed in on it.

“That is an Invaru battleship,
and it is headed this way. What I want to know is what those other ships are,”
Jon said.

“Those ships look similar to
Eutharan Military Grade Shuttles. If the Battleship wanted them destroyed, they
would have been. I think the Invaru are trying to capture the shuttles,” Ghost
said.

“Why haven’t they folded?” Marc
asked.

“It takes time to reach a fold
point,” Brad said. “You would think that after three days of going through it,
you would know.” Brad grinned at Marc, who just waved as though he was shooing
an insect away.

“Yeah, yeah. I don’t pay
attention to the fine details. You tell me three days we will be there its
three days. I don’t ask ‘why three days?’ or how we get from point ‘a’ to point
‘b,” Mark said.

“Typical grunt,” Jon said, a grin
splitting his face.

“There is nothing ‘typical’ about
me,” Marc said.

“Commander,” Ghost said.

“Yes, Ghost?” Jon said.

“I have a fold event on scanners.
It’s a Eutharan Heavy Cruiser and it is engaging the Battleship. The shuttles
have altered course for the new ship,” Ghost said.

Everyone in the control center
watched as the shuttles landed on the cruiser. It swapped fire with the
battleship. The cruiser was getting the worst end of the deal. The battleship
pressed the advantage, even to launching fighters.

“If we don’t do something now the
cruiser will be destroyed or captured,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir. I estimate it can hold
out for a few more minutes before its shields fail,” Ghost said.

The cruiser had turned and
continued along the same path as the shuttles. Jon had Ghost zoom in on the
ship as it ran. The hologram showed multiple deck breeches, fires burned behind
the emergency safety fields. One engine had a large gash in it and the ship was
leaving behind a cloud of some type that slowly dissipated into nothingness.

The ship was in bad shape, and
looked ready to give up at any minute.
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on watched the exchange of fire between the two ships, as the
battleship slowly closed on the cruiser. He had to do something but he had no
idea what he could do, without revealing that Ghost Station was active again.
He switched the hologram to display the positions of the vessel and marked the
outer markers as a ring around the station.

“Ghost,” Jon said.

“Yes, Commander,” Ghost said.

“How close is the lead ship to
the outer markers? I mean, I know how close, but how close in relation to
weapons range? Will the Polaron Cannons reach it?” Jon asked.

“Jon, what are you thinking of
doing?” Brad asked.

“I have a plan, but I need to
make sure both ships are in range of the cannons,” Jon said.

“The lead ship is in range of the
cannons, the Invaru battleship will be in range in less than five minutes,”
Ghost said.

“Okay, what I want you to do, is
this …” Jon said. Jon relayed his plans to everyone in the room and the Bridge
of Atlantis.

“Marc,” Jon said, “we’re going to
have company. I want your entire security force on the station, armed and
armored. Pull anyone else you think you will need to help fill in. Ghost? Can
you show him where station security is located? I want access to the station
limited. Keep it simple: Main Control, Medical, Security and then the
Engineering sections. The last being limited access, only for authorized
personnel.”

“We can move to Main Control,
now. We should reach it before the battleship gets in range,” Ghost said.

“Bill, are you still listening?” Jon
asked.

“Yes, Sir. I have already started
having people move to the station,” Bill said.

“All right,” Jon said. “Ghost can
you upload the information people will need to get around on the station,
including what is and isn’t restricted?”

“Doing so now,” Ghost said.

“All security personnel are
en-route to the station. Some are helping with the offloading of personnel and
equipment from Atlantis,” Marc said. “I’m going leave Goodly and Ramirez
here on guard and take the rest with me to Security. I would like to get a
little familiar with it before our company arrives.”

“Go, we’re on our way to Main
Control, the rest of the Bridge crew will meet us there as soon as they
disembark,” Jon said.

Marc nodded, then turned and
started down the corridor towards the station with all but two of the security
personnel in the room.

“Brad, Mike, I need you two to
get your engineering teams to Main Engineering. I want full diagnostics on
every system on the station as fast as humanly possible,” Jon said.

 They both nodded and started for
the station just as some of their crews showed up from Atlantis. They
quickly explained the situation, and hurried off into the station with their
people in tow.

“When we bring that ship here and
put it in a berth,” Jon said, “I want it in a berth where they can’t see
Atlantis. I don’t want them to see the damage or how bad a shape she is in.
The whole idea here is to appear to have more people than we actually do. We
will make it appear that they’re restricted in station movement, not that we
have done it on purpose. I want people using short cuts through restricted
areas if possible. That will help with the illusion too.”

“Yes, Sir,” Ghost said.

Terri, Bill, Carla, and the rest
of the bridge crew walked out of the access port attached to the Bridge.

“What is going on Jon,” Terri
asked.

“Looks like we’re going to have
company,” Jon said. “We’re building an illusion to appear like we have been
here for a while. At least until we get to know them.”

“What Oojoung being taken to?”
Oojoung said. He had just entered the room followed by two guards.

“We’re taking you to a new cell
on the station until the Captain can speak to you,” one of the men said.

“Oojoung do nothing wrong.
Oojoung try help to save ship. Why Oojoung being held prisoner?” Oojoung said.

“You’re being detained until such
a time as I can make a choice about what to do with you. You sabotaged my ship
and endangered the lives of my crew,” Jon said. “That is all I care to say at
this moment, I have other problems I have to address right now. I’ll speak to
you as soon as I can.”

“But, Oojoung not do nothing
wrong. Oojoung help Hoomans,” Oojoung moaned.

“That issue is up for debate. I
don’t have time to discuss this right now. Your behavior has been very good and
if you continue to cooperate, it will help you a lot in my decision as to what
to do with you. So go with these men and wait for me to come see you,” Jon
said.

“Yes, Sir. Oojoung will do as
Captain person says. Oojoung is sorry if Oojoung caused many problems,” Oojoung
said.

The two security personnel smiled
as they led a quiet Oojoung towards the station.

“He’s a Buranis,” Ghost said.

“Yeah, I know. Atlantis filled me
in while I was watching him during our trip. The one thing that bugs me is he
is a bit childish. I don’t know if he really knew what he was doing or not,”
Jon said.

“He’s anything but childish. He
is from a special branch of the Burani military. Some of the devices the
security personnel were carrying marked him as such. I would have to say he
knew what he was doing. The real question is did he have a choice in what he
was doing?” Ghost said.

They were walking toward Station
Command as they spoke.

“What do you mean by ‘if he had a
choice’?” Terri asked.

“The Buranis are suppressed by
the Invaru. Most of them do not like working with, or for, the Invaru. But,
they have little choice. The Invaru forced them to sign a treaty that turned
them into slaves. That’s my most recent data and I don’t imagine much has
changed. Oojoung probably was being controlled by an Invaru who was giving him
orders,” Ghost said.

“So then why would he suddenly
decide to go against those orders?” Bill asked.

“Poor thing,” Terri said.

Jon looked over at Terri and
rolled his eyes.

“What?” Terri asked.

“When you say ‘Poor thing’ it
usually means we end up with a dog or a cat or something like that living with
us,” Jon said.

“Well he is kind of cute in a
teddy bear sort of way,” Terri said grinning.

“Here we go,” Jon said. “Don’t
get too attached to him, he did try to kill us. I don’t know what I’m going to
do with him, yet.”

Bill snickered as Terri leaned
her head on Jon’s shoulder and fluttered her eyes.

“Won’t work, this is a very
different situation,” Jon said.

“Well, I think there’s more to
this than we think. I just don’t want you going off halfcocked and making a
mistake,” Terri said.

“I won’t that’s why I haven’t
spoken to him yet,” Jon said.

“Anyway, like Commander Hawkins
asked, ‘why would he suddenly decide to go against those orders?’” Carla said.

“I have no idea. The Commander
will have to ask him,” Ghost said.

 

Jon stood in the center of the
large room looking at a hologram that displayed the two ships. The table was a
copy of the planning table on the Atlantis only twice the size. The rest
of the bridge crew had taken their respective positions in the control room.
Terri, Carla, and Bill had taken up secondary and empty primary stations.

“Invaru battleship will be in
range in ten seconds,” Ghost said. It was like a voice without a body. It was a
bit unnerving in that you couldn’t see a body but you knew something was there.

“Okay, here we go people,” Jon
said. “It’s all you, Ghost.”

“Bringing shields online and
powering up weapon platforms. Opening Communication channels, all bands,” Ghost
said.

Brief static filled Command, and
then cleared up. The Eutharan vessel faltered as it tried to turn away from the
station. The Invaru ship altered its course to intercept it.

“Invaru battleship, you are
ordered to change course and leave or you will be fired upon. Eutharan vessel,
continue on your present course and make repairs. Once you complete repairs,
you too will follow my orders to leave this restricted space. Do not, I repeat,
do not attempt to come any closer or you will be fired upon,” Ghost said.

“This is Captain Gilas of the
Eutharan Cruiser Titan, who are we speaking to?” Gilas asked.

“This is Ghost Station’s command
and control AI,” Ghost said.

“An AI,” a gruff voice said.
“This is Captain Prasuh of the Invaru Battleship Marudas. We will leave
once we have finished our mission here.”

“This is your last warning
Captain Prasuh, if you continue on your present course I will fire upon you,”
Ghost said a bit of menace in her tone.

“Prasuh, are you insane? That
station will tear you apart unless you have the command codes. We don’t
even have those codes anymore! They were lost hundreds of years ago,” Gilas
said.

“You will not escape, I have my
orders to capture those shuttles, and I intend to do just that,” Prasuh said.

Ghost glanced at Jon who just
nodded.

“Invaru Battleship, you have been
warned,” Ghost said.

Two of the platforms guns lanced
out and hit the battleship. The ship’s shields flared brightly as another beam
struck the shields.

“Captain, our shields are down to
twenty percent,” someone said.

A growl filled the Station’s
Command, “Ghost Station, this is the Marudas we’re disengaging and
leaving the system. Gilas, I will catch you later,” Prasuh said.

“Marudas you have two
minutes to leave restricted space. If you return I will destroy your vessel,”
Ghost said. “Titan you have the time it takes to complete your repairs
so you can continue your journey and leave or I will fire on you. Neither of
you are authorized to be here.”

“We will comply with your orders,
Ghost Station,” Gilas said.

“Please, feel free to contact me
if you need some assistance and I will see what I can do for you. However, I
can’t allow you to approach without authorization,” Ghost said. “Ghost Station,
out.”

Ghost cut the communications
before Gilas could reply.

“Commander, the Marudas is
powering up its hyperspace drive and preparing to leave the system,” Tactical
said.

“Good, stand by to render
assistance when the Marudas has left the system,” Jon said. “Terri, get
to Launch Bay Alpha. Prep a tug to tow the Titan into a repair platform.
Take one of the pilots we have in training with you, so they can get some
flight time.”

Terri stood up and started for
the transport tube as she said, “Yes, Sir.”

“Do you think it’s wise to let
them know we’re here?” Bill asked.

“Why not, there’s not a lot they
can do about it. We still need allies. We’re very undermanned at the moment. I
can’t see the harm in it. If we help them maybe they will help us,” Jon said.

“You do know they will want their
station back,” Carla said.

“I have thought about that. While
they might want it back, we hold the keys. I just have to convince them I’ll
destroy the station before I give it up,” Jon said. “I see the key to survival
as us working together. We have something they need or want. They have
something we want.”

“What do they have that we need?”
Carla asked.

“Manpower and ships,” Jon said.

“Sir, the Marudas just
jumped,” Tactical said.

“Scan the entire system, make
sure there are no other vessels,” Jon said.

“Commencing scans, Sir,” Tactical
said.

“Com, get me a secure link to the
Titan,” Jon said.

A few seconds later a channel was
open. The com officer reported Captain Gilas was on the other end.

“Captain Gilas,” Jon said. “This
is Commander Jonathan Hunter. Do you need assistance?”

“Who do you represent? We don’t
have your ship on scan,” Gilas said.

“I represent …” Jon thought for a
second before he replied. “The Alliance Defense Fleet, ADF for short.”

“Never heard of it, what
alliance?” Gilas said.

“I’ll have time to explain that a
bit more in detail, when we meet,” Jon said. “I’m dispatching a heavy tug to
your location, and authorizing your entrance to Ghost Station. We will assist
you in your repairs if you like, or you can do them yourselves. The choice is
yours. The station’s resources are at your disposal … to an extent, that is.
Please restrict all your personnel to your ship for the time being. You and
your executive officer are more than welcome to come aboard, with a small
security detachment of course.”

“You’re on the station?”
Gilas said in surprise.

“Yes, I was the one who authorized
the action against the Marudas,” Jon said.

“Oh, this is going to be good.
I’ll meet you at the control station of our berth, Commander,” Gilas said.

 

Jon stood waiting in the control
room for the platform where the tug towed the Titan. Marc had insisted Jon
take six guards with him, full battle prep. Four of them covered the inside and
outside of the doors leading to the station. The last two stood on either side
of Jon as they waited for their guests.

Seated at the control stations
were two from the engineering crew. They were already running diagnostics on
the damaged ship and helping Ghost set a repair schedule.

Jon’s first impression of Captain
Gilas when he stepped through the doorway and into the control room was a
surprise. The man didn’t look over twenty five by Earth standards, and was
quiet handsome. His skin almost shone in the light of the room and he kept his
copper hair cut short and combed neatly. Jon wouldn’t have guessed he had been
in a fight if he hadn’t known better. The man’s gold-flecked brown eyes took in
everything as he entered the room.

Flanking Gilas were six marines
in powered armor. They all carried rifles held at the ready. The rifles looked
like the stock Polaron guns that Jon’s security personnel carried. However, he
noticed several differences. It made Jon almost second-guess his decision to
greet this man with a minimal escort.

Gilas smiled at Jon as he held
his hand out in greeting, “Commander Hunter I assume.”

“Captain Gilas,” Jon said. He
took the man’s hand in a firm shake. From the grip, Jon knew the man was
stronger than he appeared.

“Actually, now that I have
stepped off my ship and turned her over to my second in command, I’m Lieutenant
Commander Eafic ‘Gilas’ Hajin,” Gilas said. “I prefer to be called by my middle
name, no need for you to use my rank.”

“Then I’m just ‘Jon’, if you
don’t mind,” Jon said as he released Gilas’ hand.

“You’re not Eutharan are you?”
Gilas asked.

“No, I’m Human. We’re from the
Earth,” Jon said.

“A man of an unknown race and
origin shall arrive to bring prosperity once again to the universe. He will
rise from the ashes of his home encased in armor the likes of which no one has
seen in thousands of years, an intelligent armor of a technology long forgotten
and forsaken. However, in his wake he shall leave death and destruction. A race
will be cleansed until only a few survive. He shall carry the keys to unlock
the universe’s greatest treasure. The price for unlocking this treasure will be
the tearing apart of Empires. He will welcome enemies as friends in their
greatest time of need. Glass shall hunt him in fear of his powers,” Gilas
muttered.

“What’s that?” Jon asked.

“It’s part of our prophecies
about a man who will bring the Empire back to its former greatness, and balance
the universe. Some think it is about a man who will destroy everything we know
and love,” Gilas said.

“Fate?” Jon said.

“In a way, I guess you could call
a prophecy fate. There is more to it than just what I have said. Scholars have
been poring over the text for thousands of years. Some are waiting for this
man, others think he will never show,” Gilas said.

“Sorry, but I don’t believe in
fate. I control my own destiny,” Jon chuckled.

“You think you control your own
destiny,” Gilas said. The seriousness in his voice caught Jon off guard.

One of the Marines muttered
something Jon didn’t quite catch. Gilas stiffened as he turned on the man, and
stared him down.

“Sergeant Newl, take this man
into custody. Put him in the brig, charges pending. Take four men with you and
return to the ship,” Gilas said.

Two of the marines seized the man
and stripped him of his weapons.

“Sir, I beg your pardon,” Newl
said. He eyed Jon cautiously as he spoke. “But if I can suggest I remain with
you. Station two guards here. Have one take the Corporal to the brig and then
have one other remain with me for your safety.”

“I think you should keep a couple
of guards with you,” Jon said. “It will make your people a bit more at ease.
Although, I give you my word nothing will happen to you while on this station.
Even though I don’t understand what has just transpired, I did want to offer
you a small tour of the station while my techs finish setting up your repair
schedule.”

“Very well,” Gilas said. “I will
agree to your suggestion.”

Gilas was beginning to like Jon
even though he barely knew him.

 

An hour later Jon and Gilas
walked side by side down a corridor toward a small reception room that Jon had
asked Kelly and Andie to set up for him. He had taken Gilas and showed him
points of interest around the station, with Ghost’s help of course. The four
guards following them bantered back and forth, as they walked. He had related
the entire story to Gilas about how they came to be here. He hadn’t really
described Atlantis, but that’s where they were heading now. He wanted to
see Gilas’ reaction when he saw the ship.

“So you have only been here for
about six hours?” Gilas asked. He tugged on his transport harness as it was
chaffing his side.

“Yes, we arrived just before your
fight broke out. It was Ghost who let us know who you were. All I really needed
to know was that the Invaru were fighting someone,” Jon said. “Anyone they
would be fighting could be possible allies.”

Gilas stared at Jon for a second.
Jon had a few things he needed to learn and Gilas had decided he would try to
help him as best as he could.

“That is a very dangerous way of
thinking, Jon,” Gilas said. He clasped his hands behind his back.

“How so? We need allies and
anyone fighting our enemies would be potential allies in our fight,” Jon said.

“Not everyone in this universe
thinks like I do. Not everyone is as friendly as we are. The Eutharan people
will probably welcome you openly. Though, we have our own difficulties at the
moment. To be truthful, some of the Eutharan people will dislike you for who
you are. They can’t help it. A lot of them grew up fearing the day the Weaver
of Worlds would come,” Gilas said.

“Weaver of Worlds? What does that
mean?” Jon asked.

“The Weaver of Worlds is the one
spoken of in the prophecies. He will weave the worlds of the universe together
under one flag and unite the Empires,” Gilas said.

He glanced at Jon out of the
corner of his eyes as a grin spread across his face.

“I’m sure you are him. You have
fulfilled some of the prophecies already, by unlocking Ghost Station. You will
begin to unite the Empires and fight off something even more evil than the
Invaru and their allies. There is one part of the prophecies I’m waiting for,
though.”

Jon rolled his eyes as he said,
“Here we go again. I’m not this Weaver of Worlds. I’m just an ordinary human
trying to get my planet free from the Invaru occupation. As far as the
prophecies and unlocking treasures are concerned that could mean anything or
nothing at all.”

Gilas continued as though he
hadn’t heard Jon, “And the races of the universe shall flock to him as their
last hope. Even the shadow race, hidden from all, shall come forward to serve
him and his line.”

“Shadow race?” Jon said.

Gilas nodded as he spoke, “Some
believe it is a race never before seen. Others, like me, think it is the
Vejaas. They disappeared over three thousand years ago. Some say they’re
waiting for a sign, you, to come forward and be known again.”

“Never heard of them,” Jon said.

“There aren’t a lot of records
about them. They’re supposed to be a highly advanced race and have the ability
to change their appearance. That is about all that is really known about them,”
Gilas said. “As far as trusting people, well, that is something you will learn
as you get more used to commanding people. There are those you can trust fully
and then those you can only trust partially. Then there are the ones you don’t
trust, but can use as a ‘means to an end.’ Just remember one thing, Jonathan.”

Jon stopped in front of the door
to the lounge and turned to Gilas, “What’s that?”

“You alone hold the keys to Ghost
Station. Even with your limited amount of personnel, that makes you more
important than any one person alive. Never, and I mean never, give out those
command codes. Hand out secondary codes, but always hold the true command codes
close and never let them go,” Gilas said. His face showed the seriousness of
his statement. “And to answer the question you asked earlier, I would be happy
to help you with food and supplies. I’ll even supply some of our weapons and
armor for your security personnel. The station could then manufacture those in
bulk for you. I’ll have some of my people help you get the foundries up and
running, and train your people to fly the mining ships. We can even help run
the station if you would like, while we’re here being repaired. I’ll have to
talk that over with my second in command, though, before I commit to it.”

“Well, after what we have just
discussed, I don’t know if I would be comfortable letting people run around the
station,” Jon said.

“Well, think about it,” Gilas
said. “With our help we can get you up and running in almost no time. We can
even start the upgrading process for the station.”

Jon nodded as he cycled the door
open with a thought, “You can take the harness off if you want.”

Gilas nodded and he stepped
through the doorway already pulling off the harness.

Jon turned to his security, “You
two station yourselves here. No one is to gain access to this room, unless
authorized by me.”

“Yes, Sir,” they both said at the
same time. Each man took a side of the door.

“You two can keep them company,
follow Commander Hunter’s orders as if they were mine,” Gilas said.

“Yes, Sir,” the marines said.

Jon stepped into the lounge,
grabbed a cup of coffee from the table next to the door, and offered it to
Gilas.

“Coffee?” Jon asked. “From my
world. It might be a bit bitter so you might want to add some sugar and cream.”

Gilas took a sip, “Oh, we have
this too, we call it prandle. Ours is made from the small beans of a plant
called Prandlehied. Thank you for the offer.” Gilas took another sip.

Jon smiled and said, “No problem.
I have something I want to show you.”

Jon motioned Gilas over to the
observation window in the room as he looked out it and took a sip from the cup.
Jon watched Gilas out of the corner of his eyes as he looked out the window.

“What am I looking at?” Gilas
said as he looked through the window. His cup dropped from his numb hands and
bounced off the carpet, as his eyes got wide and his jaw dropped.

Jon turned and looked at the
stunned Gilas.

“That’s a Eutharan Heavy Battle
Cruiser,” Gilas said. He looked at Jon in awe.

“Yup, she is my ship. That is the
ship that carried my crew and me here,” Jon said.

“When you said you had a ship I
never dreamed you had this ship. Jon, you don’t understand do you,” Gilas said.

“What don’t I understand?” Jon
asked.

“That ship is the Atlantis,”
Gilas said.

Jon nodded, “So?”

“The Atlantis is something
of a myth with the Eutharan people. Actually, she is a myth with almost every
race. The Empire put her into battle one time, and nothing could touch her.
After that battle, rumors said she would appear and destroy her enemies from
nowhere. There is always someone talking about having seen her at one point or
another. But none of the sightings have ever been confirmed,” Gilas said.

“I could see that if she folded
in and attacked a vessel. It would look like she just suddenly appeared,” Jon
said.

“I always guessed that too. She
was the first Eutharan vessel to have a fold drive. When she disappeared, the
Eutharan house and everyone involved in building her became tight lipped and
nothing more was ever said about her. The official report said she was lost in
a spatial event of some kind,” Gilas said.

“Well I doubt that, she is
sitting right there. As a matter of fact, we found Atlantis docked in an
underwater base and she had become part of that base. The base AI took over
while she was docked, and the ship’s AI was asleep,” Jon said. “However, the
Invaru destroyed that base.”

“They were probably trying to get
their hands on Atlantis. That ship will make things very difficult for
them and I’m sure they would have loved to tear her apart to learn what they
could from her systems,” Gilas said.

“She’s that special?” Jon said.
“I mean she is special to me because I have gotten to know Atlantis and she is
like one of my staff. Ghost is a close second though.”

“There was only one of her kind
ever built. Even today some of her systems are ages beyond anything anyone
has,” Gilas said. “Is her AI still active like the stations?”

“Yes, her AI is intact and
functional,” Jon said.

“My god, He will rise from the
ashes of his home encased in armor the likes of which no one has seen in
thousands of years, an intelligent armor, of a technology long forgotten and
forsaken. The prophecies are coming true,” Gilas said.

“Look I told you …” Jon said.

“I know you don’t believe in
prophecy, but it’s true,” Gilas said. “No matter how you feel or how you think.
It doesn’t change the fact that they are. Even if you don’t realize it you
wield a large sword and carry a big shield.”

{Commander.} Bill said.

“Hold on a second Gilas,” Jon
said.

Gilas just nodded as he stared
out the observation window, watching the bots repairing the Atlantis’ hull.

{Go ahead.} Jon said.

{Sir, you’re needed at the
docking platform where the Titan is docked. You had better bring
Commander Gilas with you.} Bill said.

{What’s wrong? We’re in the
middle of a conversation.} Jon said.

{Well, it appears some big wig
from the Titan is demanding entry into the station. Marc has taken
twelve security personnel and his team is en route there. The two techs working
on the Titan were the ones who reported the problem. They left as soon
as it started.} Bill said.

{Great, just fucking great.
Okay, we’re on our way. Control station, lock down the platform.} Jon said.

{Yes, Sir.} Bill said.

{Marc,} Jon said.

{We’re on our way, Sir,} Marc
said.

{Okay, secure the area. Don’t
take any aggressive action unless absolutely necessary. Just try to keep them
politely where they are right now. We should be there shortly,} Jon said.

{Yes, Sir, understood. We’ll
be there in about twenty seconds,} Marc said.

{Be careful, their weapons and
armor are a bit more advanced than ours. Jon, out,} Jon said.

“Gilas, someone from your ship is
demanding entry into the station,” Jon said.

That snapped Gilas out of his
awe, as he paled, “Oh no.”

“Come on. We’ll talk on the way
there,” Jon said.
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s Gilas and Jon entered the platform’s control room, the sounds of
yelling filled the room. A large Eutharan stood before a group of six marines
arguing with Sergeant Newl. His face was a mask of anger as he shouted at Newl.
The three marines behind Newl shifted uneasily as the argument continued.

“Sergeant Newl, you will stand
aside and let me pass! That is an order,” the man screamed in Newl’s face.

“I’m sorry, Councilor, I have orders
to not let anyone off the ship. That includes you and anyone else onboard. Even
if the ship was burning to the hull plates, I would have to contact Commander
Gilas to get permission,” Newl said calmly.

Marc had arrived just behind Jon
and Gilas. His men spread out in the room and down the corridor leading to the
station.

“If you don’t let me past I will
have you shot where you stand,” the Councilor said. The arguing men hadn’t seen
Jon or Gilas arrive.

“You do that on this station, and
I will find somewhere to lose your body that no one will ever find,” Jon said
as he stepped up beside Newl.

Newl visibly relaxed when he saw
Gilas.

The councilor spun on Jon and
yelled in his face, “And just who do you think you are?”

“I’m the man who will make good
on his promise, if you yell at me again,” Jon growled and his face darkened as
menace filled his voice. “Ghost Station Control.”

“Control here, go ahead, Sir,”
Bill’s voice said.

“Stop all repairs on the Titan.
Restrict all access to this platform. No one in or out unless I say so,” Jon
said. He stared right in the face of the councilor as he spoke.

“YOU have no right!” the
councilor screamed. “This is a Eutharan station, and I’m the highest authority
here.”

“I’m warning you, one … last …
time,” Jon growled. “Yell at me again, and I will remove you from this station
in a body bag. This is MY station! I control what does and doesn’t go on here.
Not you, nor anyone else. If I say ‘jump,’ you had better ask ‘how high?’ I
don’t give a rat’s ass who you think you are. On this station, I’m the law, the
judge, and the jury. Marc is the executioner. Captain Anders …”

“Yes, Sir,” Marc said.

“If this man yells at me or
anyone else in this room again, I want him removed from the station … one way,
or the other,” Jon said.

Jon’s eyes never left the
councilor as he spoke to Marc.

“That includes anyone who
supports him.”

“I …” the councilor started.

“Think long and hard before you
speak. It had better be in a calm voice. I don’t like people yelling at me or
anyone,” Jon said.

The councilor’s lip twitched as
he stared at Jon. Then in a calm voice, he spoke, “I don’t think you have the
power to do anything. I think you’re undermanned and out gunned. You’re a
pirate who has stolen this station and I mean to see you arrested and put on
trial.”

Jon grinned, “That wasn’t so hard
was it. You get a lot more accomplished speaking to someone instead of at
someone. As far as if I have the power or not, try me. I’ll eject your ship so
fast it will make your head spin. That is, after I offer asylum to anyone who
wants it, instead of being trapped on a ship that will have to limp home
without an operational fold drive.”

Jon crossed his arms, and stared
into the councilor’s eyes.

“Pirate! Captain Gilas I want
this man arrested,” the councilor said as he pointed at Jon.

“Excuse me?” Gilas said in
disbelief.

Gilas had actually enjoyed
watching Jon put his foot into the councilors back and shoving. Jon was smart;
he had to give him that point. It did make him a bit nervous that the councilor
was painting the entire crew into a corner. Gilas knew Jon had the power to do
just what he’d said. Yes, they could probably out gun them but they would never
get control of the station.

Not many people had studied the
history of Ghost Station as well as he had. Most knew that to approach it meant
death if you didn’t hold the key codes to the station. However, few knew that
even killing the commander of the station didn’t stop the station from going
into lock down.

“You heard me, Captain,” the
councilor said. “I want this man and all his people arrested.”

Jon raised an eyebrow as he
looked at Gilas.

“On what grounds should I place
them under arrest?” Gilas asked.

“Piracy,” the councilor said.

“I can’t do that. Commander
Hunter holds the key codes to Ghost Station. The station has accepted him as
her commanding officer. That isn’t piracy,” Gilas said.

The councilor’s face started to
color, as he looked ready to burst a blood vessel.

Jon held up a finger, “Better
watch that temper.”

The councilor glared at Jon, his cheek
twitching as he spoke, “I’m ordering you to place this man and his people under
arrest.”

“And I’m telling you it is an
unlawful order. I will not follow an unlawful order,” Gilas said.

“You will follow my orders or I
will remove you as Captain of the Titan, and appoint your second in
command as captain. If he won’t follow my orders I’ll work down the command
line until I find someone who will,” the councilor said.

It was very obvious to everyone
in the room he was trying hard to control his temper even though he wanted to
yell at Gilas.

“You’ll do no such thing,” Jon
said. “I have had enough of this. You don’t come onto my station and start
trying to bully people.”

“This isn’t your concern,” the
councilor snapped.

“Ghost?” Jon said.

“Yes, Commander?” Ghost said.

Everyone who didn’t know better
started looking around for where the voice had come from. It would have been
comical had the situation not been heated.

“Log the Titan as property
of the ADF. She will be under the temporary command of Commander Gilas, and his
second in command. She isn’t to leave the platform without permission from me
personally,” Jon said.

“You can’t do that,” the
councilor yelled.

His face livid, he was almost
hoping up and down like a small child.

Jon held his hand up to stop Marc
who was preparing to remove the councilor as he spoke, “I can, and I did.”

“ADF Titan logged in
database, Commander Gilas and Lieutenant Carex logged as commanding officers.
Titan command codes transferred to Commander Hunter,” Ghost said.

“Thank you, please continue
repairs on the Titan,” Jon said.

“That … that is an act of piracy.
I want him arrested right now, Gilas,” the councilor said.

“Nope, it isn’t piracy. I’m just
impounding the vessel until the Eutharan Government pays the bill on it,” Jon
said grinning.

Marc and Gilas snickered as the
councilor’s jaw dropped.

“You have no authority,” the
councilor said.

“My parts, my labor, and my time.
I have every right. Gilas was so kind, that I knocked off part of the bill. I
was giving you my labor, free. But now, since you’re being an ass, I’ll just
tack that back on,” Jon said. “Ghost, can I get an estimate on the repair bill
for the Titan?”

{Commander, I have no idea
what you’re talking about. What do you mean by ‘an estimate on the repair bill?,’}
Ghost said to Jon.

{The cost to fix the ship.
Just come up with some absurdly large amount. I don’t care, just don’t make it
too outrageous,} Jon said.

“I had the bill for the repairs
at thirty five million prast. However, with adding the labor back onto the bill,
you can add another five million to that figure,” Ghost said.

A prast was a small platinum coin
used for all transactions between Empires. It would buy a meal, at a modest
restaurant. The Empires used other metals too. It was almost like bartering.

“That will be due in cash please,
no plastic or checks,” Jon said. “You do have that on you ... right?”

“This is absurd,” the councilor
said. “This is our station!”

“That’s what you’re not getting.
This is my station,” Jon said.

Another Eutharan exited one of
the docking tubes behind the councilor. Twenty marines followed him. Jon’s gaze
flicked to the new arrivals, which caused the councilor, to follow Jon’s gaze.

The councilor turned and locked
eyes with Jon, an evil grin splitting his face. “Lieutenant Carex, Captain
Gilas has been relieved of command. You are the new Captain of the Titan,”
the councilor said.

“Excuse me, Councilor?” Carex
said.

Surprise registered on Carex’s
face as he stopped dead in his tracks. The marines behind him started muttering
in low tones.

“I have removed Captain Gilas
from command. I want him and this man,” the councilor said as he pointed at
Jon. “Arrested and thrown in the brig.”

“Under what charges are they to
be arrested?” Carex said.

Newl stepped up between Gilas and
Jon and took a defensive stance. “This could get nasty, I wouldn’t want either
of you to get hurt,” he said in a low tone.

“Captain Gilas is charged with
insubordination, and Commander Hunter is under arrest for Piracy,” the
councilor said.

“Piracy? That’s a pretty serious
charge. What has he pirated?” Carex said.

“Are you questioning me?” the
councilor said. He spun to face Carex.

“No, Sir. I just have to have all
the facts for my report,” Carex said calmly.

“Very well, Commander Hunter has
stolen Ghost Station and the Titan,” the councilor said.

“Wow,” Carex said. He turned to
look at Jon as he spoke. “Commander Hunter did you steal the station and my
ship?”

“No,” Jon said.

“What?!” the councilor yelled. He
spun back on Jon and growled at him. “You did too!”

“I believe you, Councilor. Calm
down, and let me handle this,” Carex said.

“Fine!” the councilor huffed as
he crossed his arms. He was gloating at Jon as he saw his victory close at
hand.

Carex stepped up next to the
councilor, his men following him. He looked Jon up and down as if he was
searching for something, “I don’t see anything unusual.”

“Huh?” the councilor said.

“Well, I would think if he had
stolen the station and our ship, that his pockets would be poking out,” Carex
said.

“WHAT!” the councilor said.

“Councilor, frankly I have been
listening to this from the moment you stepped off the ship, and into this
control room. I’m sick and tired of your games. You have plagued my Captain and
ship for a very long time. You’re always trying to get some angle on the
Captain. You want to get rid of him, because he disobeyed a suicidal order from
you at the battle of Ballmeade, and saved the entire crew,” Carex said.
“Commander Hunter has done nothing wrong. He is in control of the station. That
is something the Eutharan people will just have to get used to.”

“Fine! You’re also relieved of
your position. I’ll find someone else who has the balls …” the councilor
suddenly was very quiet as Carex slapped him across the face.

“SHUT UP!” Carex yelled in his
face. “Marines, remove the weapons from his personal guards. If they resist
shoot them. You, Councilor, are under arrest for mutiny. We will hold you in
the brig, until such a time as we return home. We arrested one of your men
earlier and he confessed to the plot that you were formulating to remove
Captain Gilas from command. Your men will keep you company during your stay.”

Gilas nudged Jon in the side.

“That’s why he is my second in
command,” Gilas said, and winked at Jon.

“How dare you touch me …” the
councilor was stopped short a second time as Carex slapped him, again.

“Say something else, I dare you.
I’ll toss you in the brig bound and gagged. You have overstepped your bounds.
What is going on right now at this station is a military matter, and not a
political one. You have no jurisdiction, here,” Carex said.

The councilor started to open his
mouth, but shut it quickly when Carex reared back to let him have it again. For
a few seconds the councilor looked like a fish out of water, his mouth opening
to say something, but shutting quickly when Carex moved his hand.

“Get him out of here. If he says
anything, gag and bind him before you toss him in the brig. Round up all his
supporters and find them a nice cozy spot, too,” Carex said to one of the
marines.

Jon and Gilas watched the
councilor and his guards led away as Jon spoke, “Some people just don’t get
it.”

“You’re not telling me anything
new,” Gilas said. He introduced Jon to his second in command. “Commander
Hunter, this is Lieutenant Carex.”

Jon reached out, took Carex’s
proffered hand, and shook it, “Nice to meet you. You can just call me Jon we’re
pretty informal around here.”

“Thank you, nice to finally meet
you. Sorry about the councilor, he’s always been a thorn in our side. No one
really likes the petty little man,” Carex said.

“Ghost, restore the Titan
to Captain Gilas’ control,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir. However, there is the
small matter of the outstanding bill ...” Ghost said.

Jon moaned and Gilas chuckled.

“Just joking, Sir. I just
returned Titan to Captain Gilas and his crew. All command codes have
been transferred,” Ghost said.

“Everyone’s a comedian,” Jon
said.

This started a new round of
laughter.

 

An hour later, Jon sat at the
head a large table. Seated around him in no particular order were Gilas, Carex,
and his command crew. There were a few things he needed to go over, and
everyone needed to provide input.

“I called this meeting, mainly to
introduce you to Gilas and his second in command, Lieutenant Carex,” Jon said.
He then introduced his staff to them and started the meeting.

“While the Titan is being
repaired I have offered them access to the station for rest and relaxation.
Marc, Gilas will be giving you thirty marines to supplement your security
forces and will include some of their powered armor and Polaron rifles. The
duty sergeant from Gilas’ crew will instruct you on the use of them. You will
be in command. While on the station all personnel will fall under your
jurisdiction,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Marc said. “When
should I expect them?”

“They should be on their way,
now. I gave them orders to follow the duty sergeant of the station until you
get out of the meeting,” Gilas said.

“Brad and Mike, you’re working
with their techs already, right?” Jon asked.

“Yep,” Brad said as he stood up.
“Let me show you what we have planned since you are both here. You can
authorize the changes or shoot them down.”

“Go for it,” Jon said.

A hologram of the Titan
and Atlantis popped up above the table. Brad pointed to a few spots on
both ships.

“We want to install a second main
reactor in the Atlantis and Titan. It would allow us to give more
power to the shields and weapons. It would also serve as a backup in case
either one failed for any reason. These compartments here,” Brad said,
motioning to the spots that lit up on the hologram. “Are perfect for what we
are thinking. This compartment is an unused additional storage bay connected to
the Engineering section. The Titan will get an additional secondary
reactor installed; where it’s supposed to go?”

“Where are you going to get the
reactors?” Gilas asked.

“Well, I’m updating our main
reactor programs now. It seems the only difference between your reactor and
ours is that your reactor is a bit more efficient. The extra reactor for the
Titan you already have onboard. With the supplies on Ghost Station, we have
the Atlantis’ spiders building the extra one for Atlantis.
They’re actually building it in place onboard the Atlantis. It will take
about three days before it is complete and ready to be programmed and
connected,” Mike said.

“Nice stuff, I don’t have a
problem with this change for the Atlantis,” Jon said.

“Same here, you have my
permission to go ahead and do the modifications,” Gilas said. He looked over at
Carex who just nodded his acceptance.

“That brings us to our next
point,” Brad said.

He removed the Atlantis
from the picture and zoomed in on the Titan. Several different areas
flashed on her.

“These spots are spider bays.
However, they’re all offline or disconnected from the main routines that control
them for the ship.”

“Yes, they’re seen as a waste of
energy and resources by the higher ups,” Carex said.

Brad scoffed, “They can save your
lives and even your ship.”

“Yes, we know,” Gilas said. “We
don’t have any control over that, though. They were locked out by the engineers
a long time ago, by order of the King.”

Brad glanced over at Mike who
nodded. “Well, what if I told you we could turn them back on and activate them
again. Mike and I have the master codes that will allow us access to override anything
built by the Eutharan Empire,” Brad said.

“Those codes have been lost for
ages. They still work? I mean you’re sure they work?” Gilas asked.

Mike nodded as he spoke, “Yup, I
have already tried them out on the Titan, because we were also curious
if they would work. It seems that your builders haven’t changed the base code
that much. There is a catch though.”

“What catch?” Gilas asked.

“For the spiders to work, we
would have to turn on your ship’s AI,” Mike said.

“The Titan doesn’t have an
AI,” Carex said.

Brad and Mike exchanged glances
as Mike continued, “Yes, it does. She is there, though no one activated her.
You see, the AI routines are so ingrained into the base code for Eutharan
ships, that it has to have one, active or not.”

“I don’t know about that,” Gilas
said.

“She is a clean slate. If that is
what you’re worried about. She would just wake up and never know she had been a
sleep,” Mike said.

“What would be the benefits of
having her active?” Gilas said.

“There are too many benefits to
explain completely. I’ll tell you some of the main benefits though,” Mike said.

“Okay,” Gilas said.

“She controls the spiders that
would help repair the ship in case of damage. The AI would be able to react if
something rendered the crew unconscious, possibly saving many lives. She would
help with monitoring the subsystems of your vessel. In doing that, alone, she
will make your ship run smoother. This list actually goes on from there, but
those are the main points,” Mike said.

“You keep saying ‘she,’” Carex
said. “What if the AI is a ‘he’?”

“Nope, the Eutharans didn’t build
any male AI units, as far as I can tell. This one is a ‘she’ I have already had
her hologram online,” Mike said.

“You turned her on?” Gilas said
in shock.

Jon glared at Mike as though he
wanted to strangle him. He didn’t want to force anything on their new friends.

“No, no. I turned on the part of
her program that projected her hologram, not her consciousness,” Mike said.

“Oh,” Gilas said as Jon relaxed a
bit.

“I was checking to see if the
code base had changed between her and Atlantis in the past thousand
years. I got curious about what she would look like so I took a peek,” Mike
said. “Currently, I’m rebuilding Ghost’s holographic program as her old one has
severely degraded from not being used.”

“It did?” Jon said.

“Yeah. Really, it’s almost all
gone,” Mike said.

“Then why did Atlantis’
program not do the same?” Jon asked.

“Well, Atlantis and Atlanta
shared that part of the program. Atlantis just has a few more parameters to
make her look different. The Titan’s AI hasn’t degraded either because
it has never been brought online,” Mike said.

“Honestly, Gilas, I think it
would be a good idea to bring her online. I can’t see how it would be
detrimental to your ship,” Jon said.

“I’ve read the AI wars. I know
what they’re capable of,” Gilas said.

“Then you also know the Eutharan
AI units were the only ones to not go rogue,” Atlantis said as she appeared
next to Jon.

Everyone blinked in surprise, as
Mike grinned.

“Did I mention that I enabled the
routines that allow the AI unit of any ship docked to move around the base?”
Mike said.

“Uh, no, you didn’t,” Jon said.
“Welcome to the meeting, Atlantis. This is Captain Gilas and this is Lieutenant
Carex.”

“Captain Gilas, the choice is
yours and yours alone to make. However, I think you should wake the Titan’s
AI. It will only benefit you and your ship,” Atlantis said.

“I agree with Atlantis,” Ghost
said.

“Okay, wake her up when you’re
ready,” Gilas said. “But, I want to be able to turn her off, if I need to for
any reason.”

“That is built into their
programming,” Mike said. “All, it takes is the command codes from any of the
command staff.”

“All right, I’m sold. You have my
authorization to do everything you think needs done to the Titan, as
long as my own Engineering Chief agrees,” Gilas said.

“All right, onto the next order
of business,” Jon said. “Terri, I’m promoting you to Flight Chief. Atlantis has
informed me you’re not far from your fighter pilot’s badge. I want you to hand
pick a squadron from our available crew and start getting them trained. Gilas
is sending over some of their fighters, and ours are being off loaded as we
speak. Once ours have been checked out and upgraded, we will start setting up
our own patrols.”

Terri’s face brightened as she shouted,
“Woo Hoo!”

Several people chuckled around
the room.

“Easy, Sis. I want you to be
careful and listen to everything Gilas’ flight instructor tells you. He’s in
command until you get your wings and he has final say over getting your wings,”
Jon said.

“Okay,” Terri bubbled.

“Bill, what is the situation on
the atria?” Jon asked.

“The one atrium on Atlantis
is starting to grow plants. It’s going to be a while before we get a harvest
from the garden though. Kelly, Andie, and I are working on the atrium here on
the station. Let me tell you, it’s huge, Central Park huge. The good news is
there are still some viable plants there. Bad news is we do not know anything
about the plants,” Bill said.

“We have a botanist on board the
Titan. I’m sure he would be more than willing to help you catalog the
plants there. He would probably even help you get it in order. If I’m not
mistaken he always carries extra seeds, too,” Gilas said.

“That would be a huge help,
thanks,” Bill said.

“Thanks,” Jon said to Gilas.

“No problem,” Gilas said.

“What about Command?” Jon asked
Bill.

“We’re about as staffed as we can
get, right now. People are settling in well and Ghost has been very helpful in
getting us up to speed on the systems,” Bill said. “I have a small crew out
right now checking the mining bases. Another small Engineering crew is
currently checking all weapon platforms and performing maintenance as needed.
We dispatched another crew to the foundries to check them out. As you can see
we’re pretty thin personnel wise.”

“Yeah, I know. Gilas and his crew
are going to be helping fill in while they’re here, getting their repairs done.
Kind of a payment plan I guess,” Jon said as he winked at Gilas.

Gilas coughed as the liquid from
the glass he had just sipped from went down the wrong tube. Carex slapped him
on the back, and started laughing.

“As far as food supplies go,” Jon
said. “Gilas is going to donate some of his food stores to us. They should last
until we get the gardens up and running. I might bribe him to make a delivery
every so often though. Say ten percent off all future repairs.”

Jon had waited for Gilas to sip
from his glass as he said the last.

Gilas choked again, “Damn it,
Jon, stop doing that to me.”

Everyone laughed as Gilas tried
to regain his composure.

“Gilas, I think I’m liking you
more and more,” Brad said.

Terri groaned, “Well, you like
anyone who will wave food in front of your face. Just do us all a favor, and
don’t start humping his leg, okay?”

Gilas coughed and sputtered as he
tried to take another sip.

“Damn it. I give up.”

Gilas set the glass down and
pushed it away.

“Yeah, well …” Brad said.

He was trying to formulate a
comeback but nothing came to mind.

“What was that?” Terri said.

“Nothing …” Brad muttered.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,”
Terri said triumphantly.

After everyone stopped laughing,
Jon continued the meeting.

“Andie, how is your department
doing?” Jon asked.

Andie smiled as she spoke, “Well,
I have to say the Medical Ward on the station is a bit better equipped than the
one on the ship. Everyone seems to be adjusting pretty well, and everyone
injured in the attack has made a full recovery. We’re just kind of sitting
around and learning what we can while we have some peace and quiet. We get a
few scrapes and sprains daily, but nothing serious.”

“Good. Again, Gilas will be
dispatching some medical personnel to your department to help with training,
and to bring in some more advanced equipment,” Jon said. “You’ll be in charge,
so be nice.”

“If I must,” Andie said. “I
promise not to bite them too hard.”

Carex glanced over at Andie with
a raised eyebrow, “You bite?”

“I only bite the cute ones,”
Andie said.

She smiled and showed him her
perfect teeth. Carex scooted his chair away from Andie’s end of the table.

“OK, stop scaring the guests,”
Jon said, as everyone started chuckling.

Once everyone had calmed down
again, Gilas spoke up.

“We sent a communication back to
our base and are waiting for a reply. That could take a couple weeks depending
on how they respond,” Gilas said. “We had to report the engagement and the plot
by the councilor. I’m sorry but this also included you were here - too many
people know about you, anyway. I’m almost positive the councilor sent his own
communication, before he was arrested.”

“So what you’re telling me is we
could have a Eutharan fleet on our doorstep in how long?” Jon asked.

“We need you, I don’t think the
King and Queen would do something like that,” Gilas said.

The surprise on his face was
genuine.

“Yes, but we also need you,” Jon
said. “Would you need us so much if you controlled the station?”

“I …” Gilas started to say. He
stared at Jon for a second before he spoke. “I never looked at it that way.”

“I’m sure some of your people
will eventually. The councilor is one such example. Every race has their bad eggs
who think they can just take what they want. Why should your people be any
different?” Jon said.

“Sadly, we’re not,” Gilas said.
“My crew and I will never attempt to take this station by force. That I promise
you if I have to step down and join the ADF I will. I don’t like that kind of
mentality and I won’t put up with it.”

“I didn’t think you would do
something like that, Gilas. I hope the Eutharan Empire welcomes us with open
arms. That way we can kick the ever living shit out of the Invaru together,”
Jon said. “However, I always prepare for the worst. I want repairs on the
Atlantis and Ghost Station stepped up. I want Atlantis ready in less
than a week. We might need her and I want to be prepared.”

“That will push the time table
back on the Titan,” Ghost said.

“Yep, we’ll have to pull most of
the personnel off of her, to step up the repairs to the Atlantis,” Brad
said.

“Do it. It only means we can hang
around a bit longer to help out however we can. Hell, pull my whole engineering
crew, and use them wherever you need them,” Gilas said.

“You heard him. This meeting is
adjourned,” Jon said.

“Station Command to Commander
Hunter,” Carla said.

Jon raised his hand for everyone
to wait as he responded, “Hunter. Go ahead, Command.”

“Sir, I have a report coming in
from one of the Engineering teams. They have detected two ships in orbit around
the twelfth planet,” Carla said.

“I’m on my way. Tell them to stay
out of sight and just monitor using only passive sensors,” Jon said as he stood
up.
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on stepped into Station Command followed by his small entourage.
Carla was standing at the large planning table watching the two strange vessels
orbit the twelfth planet. The vessels were about the size of a large shuttle.
They didn’t look to be doing anything important while they orbited the planet.

“Status?” Jon said.

“Sir,” Carla said, “they haven’t
been doing anything. They’re just orbiting the planet.”

“Do we know what type of vessel
they are,” Jon asked. He stepped up to the table and looked over the hologram.

“I have no record of this kind of
vessel in my database,” Ghost said. “However, I have analyzed the scans from
our shuttle and they’re heavily armed and shielded.”

Gilas stepped up next to Jon,
“Ghost can you zoom in on one of them?”

“No, Sir,” Ghost said. “They’re
just outside my scanner range. The only reason we know they’re there is that
the engineers ran across them. This is telemetry from the shuttle we’re looking
at right now.”

“Carex,” Gilas said. “Have a
squadron of fighters put on standby, just in case.”

“Yes, Sir,” Carex said.

“I’m on my way to the launch
bay,” Terri said. She took off before Jon could say anything.

“I think that girl will give me
gray hair,” Jon said.

Gilas grinned, “Comes with the
job title. Mine is just now starting to grow back in.”

Jon chuckled.

Carex leaned in and stared at the
two ships. “Those look like envoy shuttles,” Carex said. “VIP shuttles.”

Gilas looked over the scans of
the two ships. He looked up at Jon as he spoke, “Yeah, they look like Eutharan
Envoy shuttles. Their armaments and shields fit the specs. I would say they’re
a bit larger though.”

“So what the hell are they doing
out in the middle of nowhere?” Jon asked. “And what are they doing unescorted
if they have VIPs aboard.”

“Well, that could be for a
variety of reasons, actually,” Gilas said. “Usually, they travel in the company
of a Destroyer. However, sometimes when they land on a planet, the Destroyer
will stay back. It is some type of protocol that I do not understand. They
could be waiting for pick up too.”

“In a war zone?” Jon asked.

Gilas shrugged.

Jon caught Brad and Mike pointing
at the hologram and whispering to each other. He watched them for a few seconds
before he spoke up, “What are you two whispering about?”

Brad’s face reddened a bit,
“Sorry, we were talking about extending Ghost’s sensor range to the whole
system. Mike thinks when we bring the mining stations back online it will give
her sensors throughout the entire system. I want to deploy a few listening
posts, just in case.”

“The mining outposts will get me
almost complete system coverage. I have a few blind spots at times, due to
planetary rotations,” Ghost said.

“Those ‘blind spots’ would be a
good place to deploy listening stations,” Brad said.

“Good ideas,” Jon said. “How
about you two go work on your plans in engineering.”

“We’re on our way,” Brad said.
Mike nodded his head as they both started walking to the transport tube.
Muttering back and forth about the sensor network and what how they could fix
the problem.

“Those two are going to advance
your technology quickly,” Gilas said.

“They’re pretty bright,” Jon
said. “Very intelligent when it comes to developing applications and
equipment.”

“Sir, I’m picking up an incoming
fold event,” Tactical said.

“Condition yellow,” Jon said. The
station brought its shields to full strength and powered up its defenses.
“Location?”

“Same area as the two vessels,
Sir,” Tactical said.

Jon watched as a larger ship came
out of fold just above the two shuttles. The shuttles turned and slowly made
their way to the waiting ship.

“Scans on the new ship coming
through now, Sir,” Tactical said. “It looks as though it has been in a fight.
I’m reading several hull breeches, nothing major though.”

“That is the Advent. She
is a light destroyer, and carries about thirty personnel … all female,” Gilas
said.

“Logging new ship as Advent
Eutharan light destroyer,” Ghost echoed.

“An all-female crew,
interesting,” Jon said.

Gilas chuckled as Carex
snickered. “When you meet a female of our species you will understand why we
don’t allow females to serve on a ship with males aboard,” Carex said.

“Really, no females serve on any
ships that have males on board?” Jon said in wonder.

“Nope, let’s just say their
beauty is very distracting and can cause problems. The women in our culture are
very sacred. In a way, we honor and venerate them. Very few are allowed to
leave the planet,” Carex said.

“I don’t understand. You keep
your females locked up on your planet. Yet you say your people are dying and it
is getting harder to crew your ships. That just doesn’t make sense,” Jon said.

“It’s a two edged sword. The
reason they’re restricted from leaving the planet is that we are slowly dying.
The female population is not at the level it should be as females are being
born less and less often. So, our male population has sky rocketed,” Carex
explained. “That’s why we tend to protect those few females we do have. That
ship sitting there is a Royal vessel. Since it is an all-female vessel, it can
only mean one thing …”

Gilas’ eyes got wide, “No! You
don’t think …”

Carex nodded, “Yes, it’s a
Princess. I would almost assume it is the Princess.”

“What Princess?” Jon asked.
“Should we contact them and offer them safe harbor.”

“Are you ready for Ghost Station
to be brought into the light right this minute?” Gilas asked.

“Not really, I was hoping for
another week of preparation before that happens,” Jon said.

“They’re headed home. It doesn’t
look like anyone is pursuing them. So I would just standby in case they need
help. Other than that I would just stay quiet,” Gilas said. “My duty is
screaming to me to go escort them home. However, my ship isn’t ready yet, so
I’m kind of stuck.”

“Sir, the shuttles have docked
and the Advent is charging for a fold,” Tactical said.

Jon watched as moments later the
Advent folded. He ran his hand through his hair as he sat thinking about
what Gilas and Carex had just told him. This was going to get complicated
quickly and he needed to prepare for it.

“See I told you gray was part of
the job description,” Gilas said. “Your position actually comes with extras,
while mine comes with a light delivery.”

“No shit,” Jon said. “This is
going to get very complex, very quickly. Bill, start scheduling scouting
patrols for the system. If they find anything, they are not to engage unless
fired upon first. I prefer they shadow anything they find, and stay out of
sight.”

“Yes, Sir,” Bill said.

“Keep me informed,” Jon said. He
turned and started for the transport tube then stopped. He turned to Gilas,
“Gilas do you mind if Carex is stationed here as an adviser? You guys know this
space better than we do. He can act as second in command while on duty.”

Gilas looked at Carex.

“I don’t mind, it will give me
time to get to know some of the people and learn a bit about the station,”
Carex said.

“Sounds like a done deal then,”
Gilas said.

“Ghost? Log Lieutenant Commander
Carex and Commander Gilas as part of the acting command team of Ghost Station,”
Jon said. “Commander Gilas will fall just below Lieutenant Commander Hawkins
and me in the command structure.”

“Logged,” Ghost said. “Commander
Gilas and Lieutenant Commander Carex, do you swear that while performing your
duties as personnel serving on this station, that you will do everything in
your power to protect this station and the people aboard?”

“Yes, I so swear,” they both
replied.

“Logged and noted,” Ghost said.
“Welcome to Ghost Station Command, gentlemen.”

Carex turned and walked towards
Bill, who had a big grin on his face.

“Thanks,” Gilas said as they
continued their walk towards the transport tube.

“Oh, don’t thank me yet. I plan
on using and abusing you while I can,” Jon said grinning.

Gilas laughed as they stepped
into the tube.

 

Five days later, Jon and Gilas
sat in a small room, with Oojoung seated across from them. Oojoung was
fidgeting. Oojoung’s gaze would flick to Jon and Gilas, and then back down. Two
armed guards stood behind the Buranis, watching him closely. Jon still hadn’t
decided what to do with him. He felt torn between shoving him out the nearest
airlock, and letting him go.

“Oojoung, it’s time we had our
discussion,” Jon said.

“Oojoung ready,” Oojoung said
quietly.

“I hope my men have been treating
you well,” Jon said.

“Oh, yes. Oojoung treated better
here than he has ever been treated,” Oojoung said. “Oojoung like the guards.
They very kind to Oojoung. Oojoung help teach some of them how to fight.”

“You taught some of them how to
fight?” Gilas said.

Oojoung nodded emphatically yes,
“Oojoung think guards need much training. Oojoung could have escaped many
times. Guards good, but not like Oojoung.”

Jon’s eyes flicked to the two
guards behind Oojoung, who were a slight shade of red. “Explain this for me if
you will,” Jon said.

“Well, Sir, we were given orders
to allow him to exercise under guard. He practiced some type of advanced
fighting skills. We got interested and asked him about them and he just started
training us,” one of the guards said.

“So, instead of guarding him you
were learning from him. Which could have endangered everyone on this station?”
Jon growled.

“No, Sir!” the other guard said.
“We only trained a few at a time the rest stood guard.”

“What if he had taken one of the
guards training with him hostage? Then what would you have done?” Jon asked.

“Um,” one of the guards said. He
looked over at the other guard as if searching for an answer. “Sorry, Sir. It
won’t happen again.”

“You’re damn right it won’t
happen again!” Jon shouted. “You two are relieved and confined to your quarters
until I talk to Anders. You’re dismissed. Send in one of the guards from
outside.”

“Ooh,” Oojoung moaned. “Oojoung
sorry! He no try to escape. Only trying to help, no want get guards in
trouble.”

Marc took this time to walk
through the door. “Who did you get in trouble Oojoung?” A puzzled expression
crossed Marc’s face.

“Poor guards all in trouble,”
Oojoung moaned.

Gilas had sat back watching the
entire thing play out. He knew the Buranis was dangerous. However, he knew he
had nowhere else to go. Oojoung was trying to make up for his past crimes by
being useful. It was a rare thing to have happen. Somehow, Oojoung had attached
himself to Jon and his family. That was another very rare thing to have happen.

Jon’s attention snapped to Marc,
“Your people were training with Oojoung instead of guarding him.”

Marc looked at Jon for a second
and blinked. He wasn’t quite sure why Jon was so mad about a little training.
“No they weren’t. They were guarding him while he was training a few of them.”

“You knew?” Jon said.

“Yes, I authorized the training
when I heard about it, when Oojoung offered his assistance,” Marc said.

“Of all the foolish things, what
if he had escaped …” Jon started.

“Excuse me, Sir, but if you think
so little of me and my choices, why did you put me into this position? I made a
judgment call, and frankly, I think it was a good one. Oojoung had been locked
away for days, he needed to get out and move about a little bit,” Marc said.

“You should have passed it
through me first,” Jon said.

“Should I have? Do you want me
running everything by you? How about Andie in medical? Should she run it by you
every time she pokes someone with a needle or removes a splinter? How about
Brad and Mike, everything they change or tweak on the ships or the station
should be run past you too I guess,” Marc said. “Maybe Terri should check with
you before she steps out of her room and goes and gets in her fighter.”

“You’re really close Mr. Anders,”
Jon growled.

“Close to what, are you going to
fire me? Or are you going to throw me out an airlock? Maybe, you will just
demote me and confine me to quarters. You need to realize that we’re all here
to help you, so that you don’t have to do everything yourself. This is why you
have a command staff. Ask Gilas if he micromanages his people? If you don’t
trust us to do the best job possible and make correct choices without your
input, then you have the wrong people in command.

“I’m sorry to speak to you like
this, but frankly you have everyone on edge. You run around trying to make sure
everything is under your control. People are worried you’re going to give
yourself a heart attack with all the pressure you’re putting yourself under
constantly. You need to relax a bit and trust in the people around you.

“I know command is a hard thing
to cope with. I’ve been there, done that, got the Tee-shirt, and burned the
fucker,” Marc said. “But trust me when I say you need to relax a bit, and trust
the people around you. As long as I command the security on this station or
Atlantis, and Oojoung is around, I will continue to allow him to train my
security personnel. He has made himself very useful, and has shown a desire to
be useful.”

“I came here to let you know I
think we should let his past be his past, and that we should give him a chance.
After all, he did help save us, even if the beginning was a bit misguided by
some slime of an Invaru.” Marc crossed his arms as he stood there waiting for
the backlash from Jon.

“He’s right, Jon,” Gilas said.

Jon looked at Gilas as he tried
to control his anger.

“You do try to do too much
micromanaging. It’s something we learned in officer’s school, not to do. You
only have people in positions of decision making that you trust to make the
right calls,” Gilas said. “If you don’t, you really will have gray hair. So
far, if you don’t mind me saying so, I think you have all the people in the
positions they need to be in. Though, I would turn the security force into a
marine force, given the option. I’ll be glad to send over some instructors to
help.”

Jon blew out his breath as it all
sank in.

“I’m sorry, and you’re both
right. I’m new to this command thing. I thought I had to be in control of
everything, needing to know every little thing going on. I’m sorry I blew up,
Marc. I trust you, and everyone who’s in command positions, to make the right
calls.”

“I apologize for snapping at you,
Sir,” Marc said.

Jon raised his hand, “No, I
needed a reality check. I needed to know I was overdoing it. So … thanks.”

Marc grinned as Gilas nodded.

“It’s a common mistake made by
people put in positions of authority, nothing new about it. You will know
everything going on around you. Your people will keep you informed, if you let
them. Trust in them, because they trust in you,” Gilas said.

“You are off the hook,” Jon said
to the guards. “Marc if you think Oojoung is okay then we will give him his
chance. He’ll resume training your ‘Marines,’ they are no longer ‘Security.’
Gilas can send his instructors if he doesn’t mind. Oojoung, you will be
confined to quarters, when not in the company of at least two marines. When
Marc feels it is time, he can lift that restriction, and you can roam the
station freely. Let me make this perfectly clear to you, though … any slip-ups,
and you will sit in the brig until you die of old age. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Oojoung understands,”
Oojoung said bobbing his head up and down. A grin spread across his face.

“Thank you, Jon, for trusting in
my judgment,” Marc said.

“Thank you for knocking some
sense into me,” Jon said as he flashed Marc a smile.

“Anytime you need that
adjustment, just holler,” Marc said winking.

Jon laughed as he said, “Will
do.”

“Everyone is dismissed,” Jon said
as he stood up.

Oojoung grabbed one of the guards
by the arm and started pulling him towards the door. “Training time, this time
Oojoung train more than two marines!”

The marine groaned as he
followed, “Oojoung I’m still sore from the last time.”

“Good, means Oojoung teaching you
something. More you learn less sore you get to become,” Oojoung said as the
door cycled open.

“Oh, joy!” the marine said
halfheartedly.

He disappeared into the hall,
followed by Marc and the other marine.

“That was a wise choice,” Gilas
said as he followed Jon out of the room.

“You think so?” Jon asked. “I’m a
bit nervous about it.”

“Oojoung is what we call an
infiltrator. He is highly trained in the art of combat and espionage. It is a
very rare thing for a Buranis to train outsiders in their combat forms. If I
had to guess, I’d say he is only doing it for one reason,” Gilas said.

“Really?” Jon said.

“Yes,” Gilas said.

“Then why would he do such a
thing?” Jon asked.

“He has attached himself to your
family. From now on, he will protect you and your family with his life, if need
be,” Gilas said. “That is a rare thing to have from a Buranis. It filters down
through his clan and up through his line until you dismiss him. Something must
have happened to have him do such a thing.”

“No, he’s been in the brig ever
since we left Earth. Nothing comes to mind,” Jon said.

Gilas shrugged as he spoke,
“There’s a reason for it. When he is ready, he will tell you why. You and Terri
are probably the most protected people on this station, right now. He will stop
at nothing to protect you two. You will not keep him in his room. I can tell
you that, right now, from experience. If he had wanted to escape there would
have been very little anyone could have done to stop him. He will be shadowing
you and Terri when he isn’t training your marines. Just don’t be too harsh on
him if you catch him. I would actually just overlook the matter completely, and
let him do what he feels he needs to do.”

“Strange,” Jon said.

“Very,” Gilas agreed.

They walked the rest of the way
to the Titan’s brig in silence. It was time to talk to the councilor and
decide what to do with him. Jon was thinking about everything said in the
interrogation room. He had come to the decision to stop pestering people, and
to let them do their work. The more he thought about it the more it made sense.
It made him more determined to back off some, and let his people grow.

“So, Councilor,” Gilas said. “I
trust your stay here has been very pleasant.”

The councilor stood up and glared
at Gilas and Jon as he spoke, “You will let me and my men out of here this
instant.”

“Oh, yes. That’s the idea,” Gilas
said.

“Good,” the councilor said.

“I can’t take any action against
you until I hear back from the council,” Gilas said.

“I know,” the councilor said. A
grin spread across his face.

“Yes, while this is true,” Gilas
said. “Commander Hunter, the Weaver of Worlds, has talked me into turning you
over to him, because the incident happened on his station.”

Jon rolled his eyes at the
mention of the prophecy.

The councilor’s face paled and
every marine in the cell with him stared at Jon. “What did you say?” the
councilor said in a hushed tone.

“I said I’m turning you over to
Commander Hunter,” Gilas said.

“No, the other part,” the
councilor said.

“Oh, you mean Weaver of Worlds?”
Gilas said.

“Yes, why do you think this is
the Weaver of Worlds?” the councilor asked.

“He controls Ghost Station and
Atlantis,” Gilas said.

“Impossible! Atlantis is a
myth, nothing more,” the councilor said. His guards started whispering behind
him but a look from him hushed them.

“Trust me, I have seen and been
on board her. She is real enough,” Gilas said.

“I don’t believe it,” the
councilor said.

“Well, that makes two of us,” Jon
said.

“Doesn’t matter what you believe,
Councilor. As more of the prophecy comes true he will be shown for who he is,”
Gilas said.

“Yes, the Destroyer of Worlds,”
the councilor said.

“What?” Jon said surprised.

The councilor stared right at
Gilas as he spoke, “Oh, he didn’t tell you? If you are whom Gilas thinks. Then
you will bring about the destruction of every civilization. Billions of people
will die as their worlds rip out from under them. You and you alone will be
responsible for their deaths.”

“Gilas?” Jon said.

“That’s just a different way of
looking at what I told you. The text doesn’t say that, it is just what some
people think. Besides, you don’t believe in it, anyway,” Gilas said. He cursed
at himself for not preparing for this; the councilor was shrewd.

“True, but still...” Jon said.

“I told you before that there
were people who would not see you the same way as I do,” Gilas said. “The
councilor is one of those people. He is only interested in himself. If the
prophecy comes true, he will have no power, and that scares him.”

“I see,” Jon said.

Still it was a bit unnerving to
think he could be responsible for the deaths of so many.

“Anyway, I’m turning you over to
Jon for judgment,” Gilas said. Gilas’ face broke into an evil grin. “I’m sure
you would much rather have stayed here. I know what he has planned for you.”

“What? You can’t do that to me.
He has no jurisdiction,” the councilor said.

“Don’t worry councilor. I’m
letting you go,” Jon said.

“Huh?” the councilor said stunned.

“Oh, don’t thank me just yet. I’m
going to give you an alpha class shuttle and set you free,” Jon said.

“That shuttle has no fold drive,”
the councilor said. “That is a death sentence.”

“You’re right about no fold
drive. However, my engineers have installed a hyper drive in it. It should get
you home in, oh, say about four months or so,” Jon said. “Isn’t that what you
said, Gilas?”

“Yup, about four months if they
don’t get intercepted by some patrol,” Gilas said.

“But, food, there won’t be enough
food,” the councilor said.

“Oh, we made room for enough food
for the trip,” Jon said. “Of course they’re all just rations, and we have to
yank the weapon systems out for there to be enough food for the trip. These men
will escort you and your men to the shuttle. Goodbye, Councilor.”

Jon turned with Gilas and left
the room as the marines started getting ready to transport the prisoners to
their new ship.

 

A day later Jon sat in his chair
aboard the Atlantis. The Engineers and bots had extensively overhauled the
Bridge since the last time he had been onboard. The catwalk was now a
shimmering force field instead of beams and girders. In addition, they lowered
the center of the room so you had to step down to the planning table.

Another force field created the railing,
which separated the planning table area from the rest of the Bridge. The
Engineers needed to make room for the newly positioned Helm and Tactical
stations, so they slightly raised and moved Jon’s command chair back a little.
To insure guests or visitors had someplace to sit, they installed two new
chairs on either side of his chair.

Beside every station was a
hologram of a sister station echoed from the secondary control room. Each
station had personnel sitting at it doing system checks. Beside those people on
the bridge, was a holographic representation of the people in secondary
control. From what Jon understood, the same set up was now in the secondary
control. The second in command would be there, while the current Captain would
be on the bridge.

Gilas’ image sat next to Jon in
one of the vacant chairs. As they listened to the reports come in on the ship’s
condition. Atlantis stood behind Jon smiling like a little kid just handed a
bag of candy.

“Happy?” Jon said without
looking.

“Very,” Atlantis said. “It feels
good to have a crew again.”

“Just remember most of the crew
is on loan from Gilas,” Jon said. A smile on his face, he was happy that
Atlantis was happy; it made him feel good. “How do you like the changes?”

“Mike and Brad have done a good job.
The force field catwalks were an excellent idea. They have them installed
everywhere there were catwalks. The backup reactor has freed up a lot of my
power to run systems at peak efficiency,” Atlantis said. “I’m surprised I
wasn’t built with one installed already.”

“I take it you approve?” Jon
said.

“Of course! I feel like a new
ship,” Atlantis said.

“We’re ready Captain,” Helm
reported. “All systems green.”

“All right, take us out Helm,”
Jon said.

“Station Control, this is the
Atlantis,” Helm said.

“Atlantis, Station
Control. Go ahead,” Bill’s voice said.

“Station Control, Atlantis
requesting clearance to get underway,” Helm said.

“Roger that, Atlantis,
you’re clear to make way,” Bill said. “Port speed is restricted to one-quarter
speed until you are clear of the inner markers.”

“Roger that, Station Control,”
Helm said. “Captain we have clearance.”

Jon stood up, “Secure all docking
ports from the station. Release all umbilical cords and docking clamps. Make
our speed one-quarter; pick your heading as the lanes clear. Remember we have
fighters out there!” Atlantis is the only ship moving – what else would be in
the lanes to clear?

“All docking ports secure,
umbilical cords and docking clamps releasing now,” Helm said.

A low thump echoed through
Atlantis as the clamps and umbilical cords were released.

“Speed to one-quarter, time to
destination twenty seconds,” Helm said.

“Tactical bring up main holo
display,” Jon said as he stepped down to the planning table. Gilas and Atlantis
followed him.

“Tactical display transmitted to
planning table,” Tactical said.

A hologram of their surroundings
sprung to life above the table.

“Let’s see where we’re going,”
Jon said. “Bring up main display.”

The holo viewer on the wall
directly in front of his chair came to life and showed stars. It showed them
pass the inner markers.

“Plotting fold to sixth planet,”
Helm said. “Increasing to full speed, fold point in ten seconds.”

“Here we go,” Jon said.

“Indeed,” Gilas said. A grin was
splitting his face from ear to ear. “Thank you for this honor.”

“If it wasn’t for you, we
wouldn’t be here right now. It’s the least I can do,” Jon said as he smiled
back.

“Folding,” Helm said.

Atlantis’ engines flared briefly, as she disappeared in a flash of light.
She reappeared in another flash of light next to the planet.

“Fold complete. All systems
green. Fold drive recharging,” Helm said.

“Establish an orbit around the
planet,” Jon said. “Engineering, get ready to deploy the first of the listening
stations.”

“Yes, Sir,” Engineering said.

“Sir,” Tactical said. “I’m
detecting two hyperspace events forming at planet five.”

“Never a dull moment,” Jon said.
“Condition red, all hands prepare for battle.”

‘Condition Red, all hands report
to battle stations. This is not a drill. Condition Red, all hands report to
battle stations. This is not a drill,’ Atlantis’ voice echoed through the ship.

The lights dimmed and took on a
dull red glow as Atlantis powered up her defensive and offensive systems.

“Sir, two Invaru cruisers have
just come out of hyperspace. They’re headed towards the station,” Tactical
said. “They’re changing course and are now headed in our direction.”

“Atlantis,” Jon said. “Jam their
transmissions.”

“I’m attempting to do so now,”
Atlantis said.

“Sir, Station Control is warning
us about the ships. They say they have their communications scrambled. However,
they can’t launch fighters to intercept them before they can jump out,”
Communications said.

“Send an acknowledgment to their
transmission. Let them know we will be engaging the enemy, shortly,” Jon said.

Gilas paled as he stared at Jon.

Several of Gilas’ crew also
turned to look at Jon.
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ou’re what? You’re insane,” Gilas said.

“We’re going to engage and
destroy those two vessels,” Jon said. He watched as the cruisers began to take
pot-shots at them.

“Jon, the Atlantis can’t
take out two cruisers. Well, she might be able to. But, she’s going to take a
hell of a beating in the process,” Gilas said. “You’re going to get people hurt
for no reason.”

Jon whirled on Gilas’ hologram as
he spoke, “Listen, I know you think you’re helping, but all you’re doing is
scaring the crew. We have to engage them. If they report back about us, the
whole Invaru fleet will show up on our doorstep. Even if Atlantis is
destroyed in the process we have to do this,” Jon said.

“But,” Gilas said.

“ENOUGH!” Jon said in a stern
voice.

Gilas balked.

“Gilas you are more than welcome
to grab a shuttle and leave if you want, but make it fast,” Jon said. “I would
much rather you were where you are, but I can’t have this going on right now.”

“I,” Gilas stopped for a second.
“My crew and I will stay. Without us you won’t have any chance.”

“Good,” Jon said as he turned
back to the planning table. “Helm, all engines full ahead. Bring us in-between
them. Hold fire until we’re in optimal range, and then weapons free.”

Atlantis’ engines flared to life and she leapt towards the two cruisers.
Bolts of energy bounced off her shields as she closed the gap. She slowly
rotated to fit between the two cruisers thereby presenting a smaller target for
their gunners.

Jon had the battle already
planned out in his mind, and already knew what the end result would be.

“Shields down to seventy five
percent,” Tactical said.

“Sir, I have an incoming
transmission from one of the cruisers,” Communications said.

Jon nodded.

‘Eutharan vessel, stand down and
prepare to be boarded. This is your only warning,’ a male voice said.

“How about you both stand down
and prepare to be boarded?” Jon said.

‘You’re joking right?’ the voice
said.

“Yeah,” Jon said as he smirked to
the chuckles of his crew. “But hey, you never know unless you try.”

‘I’m ordering you to stand down
and prepare to be boarded. This territory belongs to the Invaru Empire,’ the
male voice said.

“Yeah, yeah, blah, blah,” Jon
said. “Do your worst, wind-bag.”

“Sir, the communication has been
shut down,” Communications said.

“You know angering them might not
have been the best thing to do,” Gilas said.

“I did it on purpose,” Jon said.
“People don’t think clearly when they’re pissed off.”

Gilas arched an eyebrow.

The hail of incoming fire on the
Atlantis increased, as they got closer. The shields were constantly glowing
from multiple impacts.

“Shields down to forty five
percent,” Tactical said. “Five seconds to target intercept.”

“Increase speed to one hundred
ten percent,” Jon said. “Divert auxiliary power to shields and weapons. Weapons
are loose, fire at will.”

Atlantis’ engines hummed as Helm diverted extra power to them. The glow
from them brightened, as she leapt forward between the two cruisers.
Atlantis’ shields flared briefly, as Tactical dumped more power into them.
The constant barrage of fire continued to pound on the shields as the
Atlantis passed between the enemy cruisers.

Atlantis’ sensor drones pulled
back into the safety of the shields, and magnetically attached themselves to
the hull. Then all hell broke loose.

Atlantis’ guns opened up on the two cruisers as she passed between them.
The main guns, with the added firepower from the point defense weapons, tore through
one of the cruiser’s shields and started impacting the hull. The other cruiser
fared much better, as Atlantis trained fewer weapons on it.

Then, just as suddenly as the
Atlantis’ had started firing, she disappeared in a flash of light. This
caused the two ships to shift closer together. It was so sudden that neither of
the Invaru ships had time to stop firing. Friendly fire disabled the ship that
lost its shields as the other ship lost her shields to fire from its sister
ship.

Jon watched all this on the
planning table. The magnetic field of the planet hid Atlantis from the
enemy’s sensors.  He paid attention as the lights of one cruiser dimmed, and
then went out. The other cruiser turned to escape and started picking up speed.

“Sir, the fleeing cruiser is
charging their jump drive, and are preparing to jump,” Tactical said.

“Shield status?” Jon asked.

“Fifteen percent and recharging,”
Tactical said.

“Bring us out of the planets
magnetic field and prepare to fold. I want a point, three thousand yards behind
the cruiser,” Jon said.

Gilas was speechless as he
watched the small battle happen. What he thought was impossible; Jon had pulled
off. Now he was happy he had allowed the upgrades to the Titan.

“Captain, I’m rerouting power to
the fold drive,” Atlantis said. “In twenty seconds we will be ready to fold
again.”

“Thank you,” Jon said. “Gilas,
this is what I was talking about when I was saying the AI units on these ships
are very useful.”

“Yes, I have been monitoring her
as she adjusted the systems during the battle,” Gilas said. “I’m very impressed
and I am glad I authorized the Titan’s AI to be woken.”

“Sir, they will be able to jump
in thirty seconds,” Tactical said.

“Then we have ten seconds. Make
them count,” Jon said.

A small hologram popped up in front
of the tactical officer as Atlantis spoke, “I have analyzed these ships, and I
believe their drive section is here.”

A small area on the cruiser
started to flash.

“Realigning targeting. Thank you,
Atlantis,” Tactical said.

“My pleasure,” Atlantis said.

“Folding now,” Helm said.

Atlantis suddenly appeared behind the cruiser that was making a run for
it, and fired at almost the same instant. The forward batteries tore through
the cruiser’s hull as if it was made of paper held together by spit.

The cruiser faltered, and started
to tumble as explosions began erupting through her hull.

“Reading massive explosions
throughout the cruiser. Their main reactor is going critical,” Tactical said.

“Helm, bring us about, and put
some distance between us and them,” Jon said.

Atlantis started slowly backing away. She did a one hundred and eighty
degree turn as her engines flared to life. Just as the Atlantis was far
enough away, the cruiser suddenly blew apart when its reactor went critical.

“Helm set a course for the other
cruiser,” Jon said.

“Too late, Sir. They’ve
overloaded their reactor,” Tactical said.

The cruiser exploded just as the
Tactical officer finished speaking.

“Why the hell …” Jon said with a
stunned expression on his face.

“The Invaru don’t care to be captured,”
Gilas said. “My apologies for my earlier outburst, Captain, I’m very
impressed.”

“Thank you,” Jon said smiling.
“Helm take us home, I think the ‘shakedown’ is finished.”

 

Jon sat at his desk going over
reports for the past week. The crew started the foundries with minimal
problems, and the mining ships were already bringing in the needed resources. A
few of the mining posts needed some updates but they weren’t critical to their
operations.

Brad and the engineers from the
Titan had started laying the foundation for a battleship in one of the free
berths. Time to completion was two months but it would be state of the art and
have several new systems that Mike had been developing with his staff. The
specifications were from an outdated battleship schematic, which Engineering
updated in a few key areas. They had added two extra reactors in addition to
the main reactor and two secondary reactors.

A combined effort of both crews
updated the main reactor and it produced twenty percent more power output with secondary
control systems. The secondary reactors had the same upgrades and produced over
forty percent more power output.

The engineers had removed extra
cargo storage and turned the combined bays into a hangar with room for two
squadrons of fighters. That would mean this new class of battleship could
support four squadrons total. A large advantage in any battle it may happen to
fight.

The ship also had secondary
shield systems, to take advantage of the extra power. This, effectively,
doubled its shield strength. A secondary bridge set up like the Atlantis
was also present, as well as support for a marine ground force of over three
hundred personnel. If you combined that with the pilots and crew, the ship
would need over five hundred personnel to run smoothly.

The foundries were also cranking
out the fighters and ground assault vehicles for the new ship. Not to mention
the fighters needed for the station itself. Jon shook his head as he looked at
the numbers. Where in the hell would he get all these people? He was going to
have to do something to gather the support needed to man the station and the
new ship being built.

Jon sat back and looked out the
observation window at Atlantis. He kept asking himself where they could
get people, and the answer was always the same, Earth. Jon sighed as he thought
about going back to Earth. He didn’t really want to go back to just leave
again. He wanted to go back, smash the Invaru, and stay to protect Earth.
However, to do that he would need a fleet, and to have a fleet he needed
people. It was a vicious circle from which there seemed no escape.

Jon’s doorbell chimed to let him
know someone was seeking entrance.

“Ghost, unlock my door please,”
Jon said.

Jon’s door slid open to reveal
Gilas and Carex deep in conversation.

“Yes, render assistance,” Gilas
said. “We haven’t gotten any orders back from command.”

“But, Sir, we can’t do that
without approval. To render assistance and move on is one thing. To render
assistance, and stay put, and to continue to render assistance, is another,”
Carex said.

“Semantics, this is a war time
decision,” Gilas said. “I’m sure they will tell us to continue what we’re
doing.”

“We still need approval to render
assistance,” Carex said.

“How about we send off a request
for approval and then render assistance until we get word back? Would that
satisfy you?” Gilas said.

He noticed the door was open now
and stepped through.

“Hello, Jon,” he said. “How are
you this morning?”

“Who needs assistance?” Jon
asked. “I’ll see what I can do to help.”

“See what I mean,” Gilas said
looking at Carex. “Always ready to help, and always thinking about themselves
last. That is kind of refreshing in today’s day and age.”

Carex smiled and nodded, “Yes it
is.”

“We don’t have much but take what
you need. I can send the Atlantis if you need additional support,” Jon
said.

“Of course there is someone who
needs assistance … you do,” Gilas said.

“Huh?” Jon replied.

“You’re planning on going back to
Earth, aren’t you,” Gilas said as he sat down.

“Was I that obvious?” Jon said.

“Yes, the times we have talked,
all you could talk about is needing more people. I know that Earth has those
people. So I guessed you would be going back to try to free some of your own
people,” Gilas said.

“Yeah, I was planning a small
trip after we got the Titan’s AI online,” Jon said.

That was going to happen in just
a few hours.

“See, you will need the Titan,
“Gilas said.

“No,” Jon said. “I want to get in
and out as fast as we can, not give them more targets.”

“Then you will need our help to
man the Atlantis,” Gilas said. “I’ll leave enough crew here for the
Titan just in case she is needed for station defense. Carex can command her
while I’m gone.”

“If you’re going to be insistent
about this,” Jon said.

“I am,” Gilas said, interrupting.

“Then I want you here in command
of the Titan and I’ll leave Bill as commander of the station. Carex can
be my second on the Atlantis,” Jon continued. “Carla is still in
training for command and I would like you to help her and Bill out.”

“Carex can do that,” Gilas said.

“No offense, but I want you to do
it. I want a seasoned officer in command of the Titan, in case something
happens,” Jon said. “I don’t want us both in a dangerous situation where we can
possibly both lose our lives. Not that I’m all that great, mind you.”

“Jon, that stunt you pulled with
the Invaru cruisers was amazing. In all my years, I have never seen anything
like it. You have a brilliant mind for combat,” Gilas said. “So ring your own
bell all you want, I don’t mind. Just don’t let it go to your head.”

“Thanks,” Jon said, a smile
forming on his face.

“Fine, now that’s all settled!
Carex will send the request and we will continue to support you however we
can,” Gilas said. He looked over at Carex with a grin on his face.

“Okay. I know when I have been beat,”
Carex said as he threw up his hands in surrender.

“We’ll go get prepared, and meet
you on the Titan, shortly,” Gilas said as he stood up.

“All right, I still have some
planning to do, then I’ll see you there,” Jon said as Gilas and Carex exited
the room.

“Miss Hunter,” Gilas said as he
stepped through the door.

Jon’s eyes lit up as his sister
stepped into the room. More than life itself, he loved his sister.

“Captain Gilas,” Terri said.

“How many times must I tell you,
Gilas is fine?” Gilas said.

“And how many times must I tell
you, Terri is fine?” Terri said. A grin crossed her face as she winked at him.

“Okay, okay. It’s nice to see
you, Terri. I’ll see you later. Do a favor for me and take care of your
brother, he is a very special man,” Gilas said.

“Oh, I know he is very special,”
Terri said as she looked at Jon. Her face brightened as she smiled at him.

“Until later,” Gilas said as he
passed through the door.

“So, Sis … what’s up?” Jon asked.

He set his paperwork to the side
as his sister came over and sat down on the edge of his desk.

“I wanted to see how you’re
doing, and ask a favor,” Terri said.

The door to his room opened and
then closed for no apparent reason.

“I’m doing fine, thank you. I see
you’re wearing you’re fighter wings,” Jon said.

The hologram for her rank had
changed to Captain and now had a rotating fighter plane behind it as well as
the still ever present pulse denoting her special abilities.

“Oh!” Terri said as she jumped
up. “I forgot all about that. I just got them. I passed with flying colors.
Ghost has promoted me to CAG (Commander of Air Group) of Ghost Station, and
Atlantis has done the same for the ship,” she said, reaching down to squeeze
Jon in a hug.

Jon patted her on the back,
“Congrats! But, I want you mainly assigned to the Atlantis. I want the
best CAG around, on my ship. Find someone else for the station and train him or
her for the position. Once they’re ready, I’ll have Ghost make the adjustments.
You said you had a favor to ask me?”

Again, the door to his room opened
and closed for no reason. Jon looked at it as it slid shut.

“What the hell is up with that
door?” Jon asked.

Terri ignored the question and
settled in Jon’s lap as she spoke, “Yes, I do.”

“Well, shoot,” Jon said.

“You know who Oojoung is?” Terri
said.

“Yeah, the ‘Teddy Bear’, as I
seem to recall you like to call him. What about him?” Jon asked.

“Well, he’s training me in hand
to hand and weapons combat. I want him free to roam the station. I think he has
paid his penance, and besides that, he is constantly shadowing me around
anyway,” Terri said. “The guards at his door have no idea, but he is never
there.”

“I know he roams,” Jon said.
“Gilas warned me he wouldn’t stay put. However, I’m not wild about the idea of
him training you. I think you should have one of the marines train you instead.
I’m also not prepared to lift his restrictions, even though he doesn’t follow
them. I allow it, because he hasn’t done anything wrong, yet.”

“But, Johnny,” Terri said in a
sad voice.

“Oh, come on! Don’t start with that
‘it’s not fair’ bull,” Jon said.

“I want him to train me and I’ll
take responsibility for him,” Terri said as she pouted.

Jon moaned as he looked at his
sister’s face, “Come on, don’t pout.”

Terri fluttered her eyes.

“He’s not a toy, Terri,” Jon
said.

“YES!” Terri jumped up and gave
her brother another hug and a peck on the cheek.

“He’s very dangerous. If you have
any problems, you’re to contact Marc immediately. Do you understand?” Jon said.

“Yes, thank you,” Terri bubbled.

“Yeah, right. You had this planned.
You know me too well. Women will be the death of me,” Jon said. His door slid
open again and he looked up only this time he said, “Come in Oojoung, no sense
standing in the hall waiting.”

Oojoung’s head appeared around
the door, as he spoke, “Commander Jon no mad at Oojoung?”

“No, Oojoung, I’m not mad at
you,” Jon said.

Oojoung stepped through the door
into the office.

“However, I will tell you this.
If anything, and I mean anything, happens to my sister; I will hold you
personally responsible. Do you understand me?” Jon said.

Oojoung gasped, “Nothing happen
to Terri hoomen! Oojoung will protect her with his life.”

“Pullllease,” Terri said.

“I’m serious,” Jon said. “I’ll
contact Marc, have Oojoung released, and return his items shortly. I’ll leave it
to you to find him suitable quarters.”

“I already have,” Terri said as
she stood up and started for the door.

“Where?” Jon asked.

“Go, Oojoung. Let’s get you
settled into your new room, while my brother makes the arrangements. I told you
I could do it,” Terri said.

Jon rolled his eyes, “Terri,
where are his new quarters?”

Just as Terri walked out the
door, she poked her head back around the door.

“His room is right across the
hall from ours. Talk to you later, Bro,” Terri said.

She waved with a large smile on
her face. Then she was gone.

“Terri!” Jon shouted. “Terri you
get your ass back in here!”

When she didn’t return Jon
muttered, “Son of a bitch, I take it back. That woman will be the death
of me!”

It took Jon all of three minutes
to get Oojoung’s situation straightened out. Jon found out Marc was just about
to release Oojoung, anyway. It seemed that Oojoung’s training sessions had been
pulling in marines from Gilas’ crew, too. On top of that, since his release,
Oojoung had done nothing wrong. He had only helped. Jon relaxed a bit, thankful
to know that Oojoung might really be on their side, now.

Jon picked his reports back up,
and continued reading through them as he shook his head.

 

Brad and Mike stood at a console
on the Titan, surrounded by engineers and technicians. Jon watched them
as they prepared for the awakening of the AI. Gilas was standing next to Jon,
and looked a bit nervous. Carex was next to him and showed no outward signs of
any emotion. Terri was standing off to the side, with Oojoung, horsing around.
Bill and Andie were laughing at the two’s antics. Marc was making a last check
of the marines as they waited.

“Everyone needs to be very quiet
and not say anything during the awakening phase,” Brad said as he turned to
look at the small group. “I’ll let you know when it is alright to speak.”

This quieted Terri and Oojoung,
and they started watching what was going on.

“Atlantis, Ghost if you would be
so kind,” Mike said.

Atlantis appeared next to Jon as
Ghost appeared on his other side.

Everyone gasped at seeing Ghost
for the first time. She stood about Atlantis’ height and had a pale skin,
almost transparent. Her eyes were a startling emerald green and her hair was a
light shade of red. She was almost a strawberry blonde. She wore a long flowing
white dress. Her lips were shaded a deep red and she had just a touch of green
eye shadow.

“Wow,” was all Jon said.

“Everyone, I would like to
introduce you to Ghost,” Mike said. “I finished her program this morning.”

Everyone smiled as Ghost blushed
and spoke, “I’m glad to finally meet you in person.”

“Nice job on her,” Marc said.

“Thanks,” Mike said.

“Wow! Oojoung thinks Ghost very
pretty,” Oojoung said.

“Yeah, Mike, she’s beautiful,”
Jon said.

“Thanks, it was nothing,” Mike
said.

“Yeah, well that’s what happens
when you let a virgin build the girl of his dreams,” Terri said.

Gilas coughed as he tried not to
laugh.

Mike’s face turned beet red,
“Yeah, well …”

“What’s that?” Terri said.

“Nothing,” Mike said, as he was
so flustered he couldn’t think straight.

“Yup, just like your, brother,”
Terri smirked.

Brad started to say something, as
his mouth opened, but a look from Terri made him close it again.

Everyone busted up laughing.

“Terri never gives them a
chance,” Jon said to Gilas.

“I see that. Your sister is
something else,” Gilas said.

“Yes, we just haven’t figured out
just what that something is, yet,” Jon said.

Gilas and Carex chuckled.

“I heard you, bro. Keep it up,
and you’re next,” Terri said.

“Oh, no! I’m next! I’m so
scared,” Jon said as he shivered a bit in fake fear.

“Smart ass,” Terri said.

“All right let’s stop the chit
chat,” Brad said. He turned to the console in front of him and started typing.

“Sub routines online,” Brad said.

“Brad is speaking, Oojoung
thought …” Oojoung started to say.

Brad glared over his shoulder at
the Buranis.

“Oojoung, hush! He’s allowed to
speak,” Terri said, slapping him on the back of the head. “Dork.”

Once Brad saw everyone settled
down, he continued. “Bringing memory online and downloading data,” Brad said.

“Sub routines are green across
the board. Primary and secondary memory is also green and functioning,” Mike
said.

“Holographic program is booting
up,” another tech said.

“Everything is green. Shutting
down access to all primary systems,” Mike said. Mike tapped a few keys as he
spoke.

‘Primary systems restricted,
secondary systems on stand-by,’ a metallic voice said.

“Waking AI,” Mike said.

The air between the techs and the
assembled people shimmered briefly as the hologram came together. Curled in a
fetal position floating three foot off the floor was a beautiful woman. Several
people gasped as she uncurled and her feet touched the floor.

She stood as tall as Atlantis.
Her skin was the color of bronze and shimmered in the light as she moved. Her
hair was the color of gold. It reached her waist in a tight braid that had
threads of silver running through it. She wore the duty dress of the crew, only
it was a deep blue instead of a drab gray. She slowly opened her copper eyes
and stood stock-still.

“Control number,” Brad said as he
stepped into her view.

“Nine-One-Baker,” her musical
voice said.

“State your primary function,”
Brad said.

“Primary AI, assigned to the
Starship Titan,” she said.

“State your duties,” Brad said.

“Duties are as follows:

1. Protection of my crew.

2. Control of all maintenance
units.

3. Monitoring of all crew nanite
functions.

4. Monitoring ship’s functions,
at all times. Combat duties include adjusting power resources for maximum
effect.

5. No commands may override duty
number one, unless given a direct order by a superior officer.”

“List commanding officers,” Brad
said.

“None,” she said.

“Ghost, if you would be so kind,”
Brad said.

“Yes, Sir,” Ghost said.

“Reconfiguring Titan
command structure and access command codes, now,” Ghost said, and closed her
eyes for a second. “Commander Gilas and Lieutenant Carex installed as the
Titan’s captain and second in command, respectively.”

Ghost opened her eyes, and nodded
at Brad.

“Restate commanding officers,”
Brad said.

“Captain Gilas and Lieutenant
Carex,” she said.

“State you designation,” Brad
said.

“I am known as Tatiana,” she
said.

“Do you know what your name
means?” Brad said.

“Yes, it means Angel,” Tatiana
said.

“Go ahead, Mike,” Brad said.

“Unlocking all Primary functions
to AI control,” Mike said.

“Tatiana, you may assume your
duties,” Brad said.

“Thank you, Chief Anspach. I’m
reading a slight power fluctuation in the starboard power grid. I’m shutting
down the primary conduit and rerouting power. Notifying chief engineer,”
Tatiana said.

“Wow, not even online for two
seconds and already she tracks down a problem,” Gilas said.

“Thank you, Captain,” Tatiana
said.

“Well, I would say the evolution
was a success,” Jon said.

“Mike,” Terri said, “let you
start playing with AI units, and your dreams start becoming reality.”

“I had nothing to do with this.
That is how she was programmed to look,” Mike said.

“Suuure,” Terri said.

“No, he is correct. You have
never seen a Eutharan female,” Carex said as he stepped forward to examine
Tatiana. “This is one, although she is very common looking, she is pretty, but
not beautiful by our standards. Sorry, Tatiana, I mean no disrespect.”

“None taken, Lieutenant Carex. I
have been designed to be appealing but not distracting,” Tatiana said.

“Then I have to meet one of those
you think are beautiful,” Brad said. “Tatiana is ‘hot’, in my book.”

“Anything with boobs is hot, in
your book,” Terri said.

She grinned at Brad waiting for
him to take the bait.

“True,” Brad said. “I really
can’t argue with you there.”

Brad stuck his tongue out at
Terri.

“Drats!” Terri said.

That got a few chuckles.

“What was Tatiana saying about
nanites?” Gilas asked.

“It is part of her program. It
used to be that all crew on all ships had nanites to help repair damage to
their bodies. They also allowed short range communication with each other and
massive data storage,” Brad said.

Gilas looked at Jon, “So, when
you are standing there, staring into space …”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Yes,
though we find it’s easier to use conventional means of communications, unless
it’s an emergency. Frankly, it gives me a massive headache, and I hate using
it.”

Andie spoke up, “Your entire crew
has these nanites. They just weren’t active yet. I’ll bet if I checked now,
they would be active.”

“All nanites are active. They are
tied into the station, as well as all ships registered as friendly,” Tatiana
said.

“This means, when you’re on the
station or on the Atlantis. We will now be able to monitor your health
and such. You won’t be a ‘blind spot’ to us anymore,” Ghost said.

“If that’s true they will be
repairing any internal damage they find. Cancer and stuff like that. You will
also not get sick as often and when you do, you will recover faster,” Andie
said.

“Nice,” Gilas said.

“Well now this is finished, it’s
time to get on to more important matters,” Jon said. “Atlantis, are we prepped
for departure?”

“Yes, Sir, we’re ready,” Atlantis
said.

“All right, people! Let’s saddle
up and take a trip to Earth,” Jon said.
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tlantis sat above Mars, in the magnetic field of one of its poles.
This masked her from the sensors of the two Invaru Titan Class vessels in orbit
around Earth. Shuttles were constantly running from the surface of Earth to the
two massive ships. From the scan the Atlantis had done of Earth when they
arrived, it was clear that none of the major cities still stood. Devastation
scarred the planet; it would take decades to recover from the bombardment.

Jon was going over the data about
one of the Titans, “Wow, that’s some ship.”

“Largest ship ever built,” Carex
said. “There are only three in existence that we know of. Heavily armed and
shielded, she carries enough personnel on board that she could staff the
station and Atlantis.”

“That’s a lot of people,” Marc
said. “What I want to know is what those shuttles are doing.”

“They’re transporting your people
to the ships and processing them,” Carex said.

“Processing them?” Marc said.

“Yes, they’re turning them into
mindless slaves,” Carex said. A sad look was on his face.

“How horrible,” Andie said. “Can
it be reversed?”

“Not that I know of, they remove
part of the victim’s brain and implant a small computer that controls their
thinking. It also keeps them alive by controlling the automatic processes of
the body,” Carex said. “It’s a very effective brainwashing technique. They live
only to serve the person they’re programmed too.”

“Okay, now I dislike them even
more,” Jon said.

“These brainwashed people, could
they be mixed in with the people we’re thinking of rescuing?” Marc asked.

“Very likely, they will use them
as spies to root out any resistance pockets,” Carex said.

“So how do we tell the
difference?” Marc asked.

“One thing, each and every one of
the people who have had this done can be tracked. It’s very important you know
who you’re bringing back,” Carex said. “As far as telling the difference, I
have no clue.”

“I could reprogram the sensors on
the shuttles to run a scan on everyone aboard. It should be able to detect
anything foreign in them,” Mike said. “I’ll need Andie’s help to load up the
medical data needed.”

“Do it,” Jon said. “Marc, you’re
going to have to be brutal. If you think anyone has a device, you leave him or
her behind. If anyone is scanned at the shuttle they are to be shot and you
will have to immediately move your operation to a different location.”

Marc stared at Jon, “Jon, I don’t
know if I can do that. I mean shoot someone for that reason... I mean... they
can’t help it.”

Jon stared at Marc for a second
before he spoke, “They’re not human any more. Shooting them would be releasing
them from a fate worse than death. I would want you to shoot me if that had
happened to me. Wouldn’t you want the same thing? Does anyone here want to live
like that?”

“No, I guess not,” Marc said.

“Then do them a favor and put
them out of their misery,” Jon said.

“One thing,” Carex said. Everyone
looked at him as a tear rolled down his cheek.

“What’s wrong, Carex,” Andie
said. She had moved over to comfort him.

“They will use children,” Carex
said.

Andie gasped as everyone looked
at each other.

“WHAT!” Terri’s voice said. She
was sitting in her fighter prepping for her mission as she listened in. “What
do you mean they use children?”

“I mean they do the same
procedure to children as they do to adults,” Carex said.

“Those bastards, I will kill
every one of them with my bare hands,” Terri said.

“Calm down Terri, they will pay
in due time,” Jon said. “Okay, get the military shuttles reprogrammed.”

“I’ve already taken the liberty
and reprogrammed the sensors on the shuttles,” Atlantis said.

“All right, let’s do this,” Jon
said. “Condition red, all hands to battle stations. Standby to engage the
enemy. All recovery crews to their ships. Fighters standby to lend support.”

‘Condition red, all hands to
battle stations,’ Atlantis echoed. ‘All shuttle crews to their ships. All
fighters stand-by to lend support.’

The lights dimmed on the Bridge
and switched to a deep red glow.

“What?” Carex said. “You can’t be
serious. Those are Titans.”

“So,” Jon said. “We’re going to
engage them right now. To distract them while the recovery crews land at their
objectives.”

“Oh, wait, what do you mean by
‘Right now’?” Carex said.

“We will engage them as we deploy
the shuttles,” Jon said. “I thought we went over this.”

“I thought you would change your
mind once you saw the Titans,” Carex said.

“Nope, they’re being careless,
they have their shields down and I plan on taking advantage of that,” Jon said.

“No Titan has ever been
destroyed,” Carex said. “For that matter, no Titan has ever been disabled.”

“There is always a first time,”
Jon said.

“I…” Carex started… “Yes sir.” He
finished, as Jon fixed him with a gaze that told him the discussion was over.

“Helm, plot a fold under the
nearest Titan,” Jon said. “Weapons free, shields to maximum power.”

“Launch control, prepare to
launch all shuttles and fighters once we come out of fold,” Carex said.

Mike took his seat at Engineering
as Andie and Marc left the bridge to join the landing crews.

“Diverting auxiliary power to
weapons and shields,” Mike said.

“Communications, put all voice
traffic on the speakers once the operations start,” Jon said.

“Captain, all crews have reported
green for departure,” Tactical said.

“Fold drive is powered up, and
the course is plotted Sir,” Helm reported.

“Bring us out of the polar field
and prepare to fold,” Jon said.

“We will be clear of the field in
five seconds,” Atlantis said.

Jon watched as the Atlantis moved
out of the field.

“Fold now!” Jon said once they
were clear.

Atlantis flashed into existence
right under the closest Titan her guns blazing. The guns tore large chunks of
metal from the massive ship as the Atlantis pounded her relentlessly. The
Titan’s shields flickered to life only to disappear as somewhere its system
failed. Most likely, the initial assault by the Atlantis had severed several
key conduits. As if just waking up, the Titan started to return fire.

“Shields to eighty percent Sir,”
Tactical said.

“Bring us about, launch all
recovery vessels and their fighter support,” Jon said. Jon wasn’t very pleased
that the fighter support included his sister. But, they only had limited
manpower, and she was needed.

“Bringing us about,” Helm said.

“Fold drive will be recharged in
another fifteen seconds,” Atlantis said.

“Shields at sixty percent Sir,”
Tactical said.

“Status of enemy vessel?” Jon
asked.

“Major damage to internal
structure, I’m reading several internal fires and explosions,” Tactical said.
“They are giving pursuit though. Looks like their shields are down.”

“Ten seconds,” Atlantis said.

“Keep firing everything we have
at them,” Jon said.

“Second Titan is moving to
intercept us,” Tactical said.

“Incoming communication from the
second Titan,” Communications said.

“Put it through audio only,” Jon
said.

“Eutharan vessel, you’re ordered
to stand down. Stop your engines and prepare to be boarded,” a male voice said.

“What is it with all you people
and all this ‘Prepare to be boarded’ crap?” Jon said.

There was silence for a second,
“You’re human?”

“So I have been told,” Jon said.
“You must be the Invaru scum that has invaded my planet.”

  The second Titan started firing
as it suddenly disconnected communications.

“Fold ready,” Atlantis said.

“Shields at forty percent,”
Tactical said.

“Boosting power to shields,” Mike
said.

“Don’t fold yet; full speed
ahead,” Jon said.

“All teams launched, they report
encountering only minimal resistance,” Launch Control said.

“Draw them away a bit more,” Jon
said. “All point defense switch to enemy fighters.”

“Sir their not really launching
fighters,” Tactical said. “I think they’re too intent on us.”

Jon watched as they passed the
Moon and the shuttles and fighters entered Earth’s atmosphere.

‘All right folks, let’s rescue
some people,’ Terri said. ‘All ships go to your landing points. We have to be
as fast as possible.’

‘Roger that Sandpiper,’ a female
voice said. ‘Shuttle two inbound to target landing area.’

‘Shuttle one headed to target
landing zone,’ a male voice said.

‘Shuttle three headed to target
landing zone,’ Marc’s voice said.

‘All fighters split off and cover
the shuttles,’ Terri said.

“Execute Fold,” Jon said.

Atlantis disappeared in a flash
of light only to reappear just out of range of the two Titans. The undamaged
Titan was closing on them faster than the damaged one. Jon watched it closely
as he listened to the ground reports coming in. So far, everything seemed to be
going according to plan. There were several engagements going on, but so far,
they had not identified any slaves in the humans loaded.

“Make best speed to Pluto,” Jon
said. “Prepare to fold back to Earth so we can pick our people up.”

“Sir,” Tactical said. “The
damaged Titan has stopped in orbit of Jupiter.”

“What’s our shield status?” Jon
asked.

“Shields are at fifty percent,”
Tactical said.

“Alter our fold and bring us out
next to the damaged Titan,” Jon said.

“Fold drive is charged,” Atlantis
said.

“Weapons loose,” Jon said.
“Execute fold.”

Atlantis disappeared in a flash
of light again. This time she appeared next to the disabled Titan. Her engines
flared as she started flying down the larger ship. Atlantis was hugging the
larger vessel as closely as she could to minimize its ability to shoot her.
Polaron cannons fired, striking the larger vessel and tearing large chunks of
hull from it. Massive explosions rippled the Titan's hull as the Atlantis
pulled up and away then disappeared in a flash of light, only to reappear near
Earth a second later.

“Let our people know we’re here
for pick up,” Jon said. “It’s time to leave this little party. Have you got
their communications frequency? I want to hear what they’re saying,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Communications said.
“One second, I think I finally have it isolated now.”

Static filled the Bridge for a
second, as Communications piped the feed in to the speakers. “Adjusting,”
Communications said.

Suddenly it cleared up.

“Ge’daes this is the Il’las. I
repeat we’re in need of assistance. All engines are offline and we’re being
pulled into the gas giant,” a male voice said.

The call kept going out but there
wasn’t a response.

“Atlantis, put the Il’las on the
main screen,” Jon said.

The Bridge crew watched as the
massive ship slowly spiraled into Jupiter. Little by little, the gas giant’s
gravity pulled it apart. A final explosion signaled the massive ship’s death.

A loud cheer sounded through the
Bridge as the ship met its end.

“I can’t believe it,” Carex said.
“You actually killed a Titan.”

“Not really, we disabled it.
Jupiter killed it,” Jon said. “We just gave it the final nudge. What I don’t
get is why the Ge’daes didn’t render assistance.”

Jon watched as the other Titan
passed Jupiter on its way back to Earth. It was now launching fighters and
other support craft. They wouldn’t reach the Atlantis before she did an
in-system jump.

“Those Captains aren’t the best
social partners,” Carex said. “Besides, for him to have stopped and given
assistance would have given you free reign. His superiors wouldn’t have been
happy about that.”

Jon just shook his head in
amazement as he spoke, “Get us out of here as soon as we’re loaded. I’m going
to the Military Hangar to see what we have recovered. Lieutenant Carex you have
the Bridge.”

“Yes Sir,” Carex said. He was
smiling like a big kid in a candy store. This was a great day for the Eutharan
people and the Humans he now called friends.

 

Jon entered the hanger and almost
cried. There were people in various states of distress all over the hanger.
Some were injured; all of them looked malnourished. It brought tears to his
eyes to see people in this state.

Marc, Andie, Terri, and the
ever-present Oojoung walked over and joined him. Terri simply looked pissed.
Marc, as always, wore a neutral expression, though his eyes showed he hurt.
Andie had been crying. Jon could see the tear stains on her face.

“How many,” Jon asked.

“About two thousand, all
together,” Marc said. “Some of them are nothing more than kids though.”

“Did you have any problems?” Jon
asked.

“Not on my end. The operation
went just as planned. Small skirmishes, nothing major, just like we expected,”
Marc said.

“Terri?” Jon said.

“Nope, the skies were clear,”
Terri said. “Oh, how I wished some of them would show up.”

“I bet, Sis. But I’m just as
happy they didn’t show, and that you’re back safe and sound,” Jon said.

“Spoil sport. They deserve
everything we dish out,” Terri growled.

“Andie how is everyone?” Jon
asked. He was ignoring Terri’s foul mood even though he felt the same.

“So far we haven’t found anything
major. Mainly malnutrition and scrapes and bruises from mistreatment. I’ll know
more as we finish working through them,” Andie said. “We’re starting to build a
database with their history as best as we can. That will take some time though.
We’re holding off nanite treatments until you address them.”

Jon nodded as he said, “No time
like the present, I guess. Atlantis, open a room wide channel please.”

“Open,” Atlantis said as she
stepped through the doorway. The small group just stared at her trying to
figure out why she had walked through the door. “Sorry, I didn’t want to spook
any of the new people by just showing up suddenly.”

“Good idea,” Marc said. He
motioned to two of the marines and pointed at the only exit to the large room.
“Cover that exit, none of the rescued people are to leave this room unless
cleared to do so by a line officer.”

“Yes, Sir,” one of the marines
said.

“People of Earth,” Jon said. His
voice echoed through the room as everyone looked up in his direction. “I’m
Commander Jonathan Hunter of the ADF vessel Atlantis. I’m human just like you,
and as are most of the people helping you. As you know, the Invaru have invaded
Earth. What you didn’t know is that there is hope and help out here. We came
back to free those of you we could, in an attempt to bolster our numbers.”

By now, people were standing and
staring at Jon as he spoke. Some of them had even started moving to gather
around the young man.

Jon continued, “I’m offering you
a position in the ADF and the chance to help beat back the Invaru. To help
recover Earth and restore it to its former glory. Well maybe not its former
glory, but you know what I mean.”

“Just who exactly are you?” a man
in a marine uniform said. “And where the hell are we?”

Jon looked down at the man, “I’m
sorry General. I’m sure I said I’m Commander Jonathan Hunter, and I said you
were on the Starship Atlantis.”

“Well then Commander, I want to
speak to your commanding officer. We need to go back and free the rest of the
people on Earth,” the General said.

“You are speaking to the highest
ranking officer in the ADF at this time,” Jon said. “As far as going back to
Earth to rescue more people, as much as I would love to do that, it’s not an
option at this time.”

“Son, if you’re the highest rank
in this ADF,” the General said. “Then I out rank you, let me tell you…”

“You have no rank here,” Jon
said. He stared deep into the man’s eyes.

“I have been a General in the
United States military for over ten years,” the General said.

“There is no United States or
America or anything else,” Jon said. “Or haven’t you noticed the Earth has been
occupied? Now, if you don’t mind shut your trap.”

“You can’t speak to me that way!”
the General shouted back. His face had turned red as he started to take a step
forward.

“That would be a large mistake,”
Marc said as he stepped between the General and Jon.

“I’m not going to sit here and
argue with anyone. No one has rank here so you might as well take off all your
rank insignia and drop them on the floor. You will get rank in the ADF as I see
fit or as one of my command staff sees fit. If you can’t handle that and play
nice there is the door,” Jon said. He pointed at the large landing bay doors as
they cycled open. “You’re free to leave the ship at any time you wish.”

On the other side of the force
field stars twinkled and shifted as the ship turned to make for her next fold
point. Several people backed away from the open doors and gasped.

“The choice is yours. Drop your
rank insignia, leave the shit at the doorstep, and learn to work with other
people. You will do it, or you will get off my ship. We risked our necks to
rescue these few that we could. We will go back, but, only when we have the
numbers to go back and make a difference. We do not intend to go back and all
die. As for what you can do for the ADF as an individual, there are a lot of
openings. Most of the military personnel can continue in their current fields.
The rest are free, pretty much, to serve as they like; as long as it is
benefiting the ADF as a whole. Most of you will become crew. There are multiple
fields on several ships, to be filled,” Jon said.

By now even the General had
dropped his rank insignia and started listening intently to what Jon was
saying.

“We can train you in just about
anything you want. The choice is yours to make. When you’re ready, see one of
the guards. They will start the procedure to get you adapted to the ADF,” Jon
said. “That is all. If you have questions, ask anyone wearing an ADF uniform.
They can answer it for you, or they will find someone who can. Thank you for
your time and understanding.”

Jon’s small group dispersed to
resume their jobs. Jon became the center of attention as he answered question
after question. After two hours of answering every question people could think
of, and most questions more than once, Jon felt worn out. He had just reached
the doors as a girl tugged on his sleeve.

“Mister,” she said.

Jon knelt down and pushed her
amber hair out of her dark blue eyes as he spoke, “Yes little one?”

“Mister, I can’t find my family,”
she said.

“What’s your name,” Jon said.

“Samantha,” Sam said. “But people
call me Sam.”

“Okay Sam, let’s go have a look
around and see what we can find,” Jon said as he picked her up.

Jon spent the next five hours
going from person to person looking for Sam’s family. He had no success
locating them. No one remembered seeing the little girl with anyone during the
evacuation of the camp she came from. By the time, Jon had decided to give up,
Sam and he had become very good friends.

“Sam,” Jon said. “I don’t think
your family made it.”

“I was afraid of that,” Sam said.
“I haven’t seen them in a very long time. I think the evil people got them. I
was hoping I was wrong, and that they were here.”

“I’m very sorry,” Jon said. “How
about I take you and get you cleaned up. Then we’ll get something to eat.”

“Okay,” Sam said.

Jon’s first stop was the Medical
Ward.

“Andie,” Jon said as he entered
the ward. It was crowded with people all getting various treatments. Nurses and
doctors ran back and forth from person to person.

“Hi, Jon,” Andie said as she
finished up with a patient. “What can I do for you?”

Andie turned around, saw Sam, and
smiled at the child.

“Can you check her out, and give
her the nanite treatment?” Jon said. “I’m betting we can trust this one.”

Sam giggled.

“Sure can,” Andie said. She
turned to an empty bed and patted it. “Set her down here.”

Jon set Sam down and said,
“Thanks.”

When he turned to leave Sam
grabbed his arm, “No, don’t go.”

“Sam, I’ll be back in the
morning,” Jon said as he smiled. “I’m bushed and need to get something to eat
myself and a little sleep.”

“No!” Sam said. She jumped down,
grabbed him around the waist, and squeezed. “I don’t want you to go.”

“Sam,” Andie said. “It will be
alright. I’ll get you cleaned up and give you something to eat, and then you
can sleep here until Jon comes back.” Andie reached down to try to pick up Sam.

“NO!” Sam shouted. “Leave me
alone.” She looked up at Jon. “Please don’t go. If you go, you won’t come
back.”

Jon’s heart leapt as he looked
down at Sam. She was almost in tears as she squeezed him.

“Okay, Sam. I won’t go anywhere,”
Jon said. “Let Andie do what she needs to do, and then we both will go get
something to eat.”

“You promise?” Sam said.

“I promise,” Jon said as he sat
her back down on the table.

Andie was grinning at Jon.

“What?” Jon asked.

“Nothing. Just looks like you
have a new friend,” Andie said. She was examining Sam as she spoke, a huge grin
on her face. Jon swore if Andie had been a cat, that he would have seen the
feathers.

“Women,” Jon muttered. “I swear
they’re going to be the death of me.”

Andie laughed, winking at Jon.

 

Two hours later, Jon tucked a
clean and sleeping Sam into the bed in his guest room. He sighed and took a hot
shower while he reflected on the past twenty-four hours. Sometimes things went
just right, and other times things went horribly wrong. So far, things had been
going just right. Well, since the attack on Earth, that is.

Jon made his way to bed and fell
asleep in minutes. Hope about what the future might bring filled his dreams.

 

“Captain to the Bridge!” Carex’s
voice echoed in his dreams. Someone shook Jon as he started to wake up.

“Jon,” a little girl’s voice
said.

“Huh, what?” Jon mumbled as he
clawed his way to consciousness.

“I think they’re calling you,”
Sam said as he opened his eyes.

“Captain, please respond,”
Carex’s voice said.

Atlantis appeared next to Jon’s
bed. It made Sam stumble back as she had never seen Atlantis do that.

“Who is she?” Sam said.

“Hi, Atlantis, this is Sam. She’s
my new ward, I guess,” Jon said as he swung his feet to the floor.

“Hello, Sam. I’m Atlantis, the
ship's Artificial Life Form,” Atlantis said.

“Go ahead, Carex,” Jon said as he
touched the small panel next to his bed.

“Sir,” Carex said. “You’re needed
on the Bridge. We have a situation.”

“On my way,” Jon said.

He stood up and went to the
bathroom to get out of his pajamas and into his uniform.

Sam was questioning Atlantis
about all sorts of things and Atlantis answered her every question.

“I’m glad you two are getting
along so well,” Jon said as he stepped back into the room. “Atlantis, keep Sam
company, while I go take care of whatever it is. Make sure she gets something
to eat.”

“We’ve encountered a distress
beacon from a Eutharan Transport,” Atlantis said. “I’ll be glad to keep her
company.”

“Sam, I have to go to the Bridge.
I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Jon said as he walked towards the door.

“What? I want to come with you,”
Sam said. She started to follow Jon.

“I’m sorry but I have work to
do,” Jon said. He had stopped and turned to Sam as she walked towards him. He
reached down, picked her up, and gave her a hug. “I’ll be back I promise,” he
whispered. “Atlantis can call me if you really need me.”

Sam pouted but said, “Kay.”

Two minutes later Jon stepped out
of the transport tube and onto the Bridge.

“Captain on the Bridge,” Carex
said. “Sir, the ship is yours.”

“Thank you,” Jon said. “What’s
the situation?”

“We were on approach to the next
fold point when we received a distress beacon from a Eutharan Transport ship,”
Carex said.

“Tactical, put the distress
beacon’s position on the planning table,” Jon said as he stepped down to look
at the system map already displayed. A small red dot blinked to life not far
from their position.

“How far away is that at full
speed?” Jon asked.

“Just under ten minutes Sir,”
Helm said.

“All right plot a fold to that
position,” Jon started to say.

“Sir,” Helm said. “That would be
dangerous. We don’t know what type of damage the vessel has sustained. We could
jump right on top of it if it is drifting. Or set off an explosion if the area
is filled with gasses. They could be caught in a spatial anomaly that would put
us in the same situation.”

“Noted,” Jon said. “Make best
speed then. Try to contact them and let them know we’re on our way.”

“Yes, Sir,” Helm said.

“Sir,” Tactical said. “I’m
reading two hyperspace events by the second and fourth planets.”

“Ship types?” Jon said.

“Unknown, Sir,” Tactical said.
“But, neither of them are Eutharan design.”

“Oh, a party,” Jon said sourly.
“I hope they brought the party favors. Condition Yellow, all crew to combat
readiness, shields up. Helm, get us to that distress beacon as fast as you
can.”

The lights on the bridge took on
a deep yellow glow as Jon looked at Carex and said, “Here we go again.”

“Well, unless those two ships are
Titans I think we’ll have the upper hand,” Carex said, flashing Jon a large
grin.

Jon rolled his eyes as he said,
“Great! Jinx us, why don’t you.”
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he Atlantis pulled up alongside the disabled ship. A shuttle departed
Atlantis, and attached itself to the damaged vessel. Fires burned behind
breached shields as the ship slowly tumbled.

Jon stood watching the damaged
vessel on the planning table. It was in bad shape, life support was failing,
and carbon dioxide levels were rising. Its main power was offline and the secondary
reactor was struggling to keep up with the power drain.

“Atlantis, release the sensor
drones,” Jon said. “Let’s see if the upgrades work.”

“Yes, Sir,” Atlantis said.

Ten sensor drones detached
themselves from Atlantis’ hull and surrounded the damaged ship. Nine of them
started projecting a field around the vessel.

“Stabilizing tumble,” Atlantis
said. “I am beginning the power transfer, now.”

The tenth drone brightened as a
beam lanced out from Atlantis and struck it. The drone magnetically attached
itself to the vessel.

“Connecting drone to the power
system, and beginning power transfer.”

Jon watched as the power levels
evened out on the other ship and life support started to catch up as new energy
flowed through it.

“Sir, the first ship will be here
in ten seconds,” Tactical said. “The second is still four minutes out.”

“Condition yellow,” Jon said.
“Shields up, weapons to standby. Fighter crews to alert status.”

Atlantis echoed his command
through the whole ship as the lights took on a dull yellow glow.

“Get me the landing party,” Jon
said.

“Channel open, Sir,”
Communications said.

“Captain Hunter to Search and
Rescue Alpha,” Jon said.

“SAR team Alpha here, Sir,” a
male voice said.

“What is the situation over
there?” Jon said.

“Sir, there is massive internal
damage,” the voice said. “It’s making it hard to get around. However, we have
been finding survivors and moving them back to the shuttle where medical is
treating them.”

“We have an inbound vessel,
possibly hostile,” Jon said. “We will delay them as long as possible. You need
to pick up the pace.”

“Yes, Sir,” the voice said.
“We’re working as fast as we can.”

“Be prepared to abandon the
rescue operation. I’m not risking you if I don’t have to. Also, be advised we
have stabilized the vessel and power systems. We don’t know how long that will
hold out though,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” the voice said.

“Atlantis out,” Jon said.

 “Sir, we have identified the
two ships, there listed as Buranis Battle Cruisers.

He was watching the first ship
approach. It slowed down and came to a complete stop in front of the Atlantis.

“Well, at least it’s not a
Titan,” Jon snickered.

Carex grinned, “Guess I didn’t
Jinx us after all.”

“There you go again,” Jon said.

He winked at Carex, who just
laughed.

“Sir, incoming communication from
the Buranis vessel,” Communications said.

“Weird,” Carex said.

“How so?” Jon asked.

“I was expecting them to just
attack,” Carex said. “They either didn’t do this or they want someone on board
that ship.”

“Let’s find out,” Jon said. “Com,
put it through.”

The Buranis that showed up on the
main viewer looked like Oojoung, he was a bit leaner, and his fur was
pitch-black.

“This is Captain Hunter,” Jon
said. “What can we do for you?”

“You can stand down,” the Buranis
said.

Jon’s eyes narrowed as he stared
at the Buranis, “Is everyone around here always this rude?”

The Buranis blinked for a second,
“What do you mean rude?”

“I introduced myself,” Jon said.
He stepped up out of the pit that contained the planning table and sat down in
his chair. “It would only be proper to introduce yourself.”

“You have my apologies, Captain.
I’m Captain Jodeas of the Buranis vessel Hammer,” Jodeas said. A toothy
grin spread across his face. “Now if you would please stand down and prepare to
be boarded we can make this fast.”

 “What the hell is with all this,
prepare to be boarded, shit?” Jon said. “Is it the only thing everyone knows
how to say? I mean, you say that, and I say no, and then the debate starts.”

“There will be no debate
Captain,” Jodeas said. “You will stand down and be boarded or we will destroy
you. That ship you’re protecting has fugitives on it. They’re very dangerous
people and for your safety we need to remove them.”

“I will not stand down,” Jon
said. “No one… and I mean no one… comes aboard my ship without my consent. As
far as our safety, I thank you, we will evaluate the situation, and if I deem
necessary I’ll gladly hand them over to you.”

“Tactical, prepare to fire on
that vessel,” Jodeas said to someone off screen.

“Sir, they’re powering their
weapons and have raised their shields,” Tactical said.

“All right hold on a second,” Jon
said. He needed to delay them long enough for the SAR team to get back. “No
need to start shooting at each other.”

Jodeas raised his hand and said,
“Hold fire. So you will let us board and bring the people you rescued from that
vessel back with us?”

“Sir, SAR team reports operation
complete. They’re headed back,” Communications said quietly.

“Carex go greet our new guests.
Have Marc meet you there with a small detachment of marines,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Carex said. He
quickly left the Bridge as he called Marc.

“I might, allow you and a small
detachment of your marines to land on my ship and retrieve the survivors,” Jon
said. “However, my SAR team is just now returning and I have to confer with my
second in command.”

“You have ten minutes,” Jodeas
said.

“I’m afraid it’s a bit more
complex than that,” Jon said. “My second in command is in Medical right now
with a terrible case of blue balls. I have to go all the way there to talk to
him. It will also give me a chance to get my marines in place to protect us
from these evil people.”

“Blue balls?” Jodeas said. “Never
heard of it, is it contagious?”

“Man, let me tell you, half my
male crew had it,” Jon said. His face was a mask of seriousness even though a
few humans were snickering and the Eutharans all looked nervous. “It starts in
the crotch. It feels like someone is crushing your nuts in a vice. Every time
you move the pain makes you want to weep. Then it slowly works its way up into
the pit of your stomach the pain increasing as the days pass. Let me tell you
it’s just about the worst thing I have ever had happen to me.”

“Uh,” Jodeas said. “You have
thirty minutes. I need to speak to my medical staff.”

“You’re too kind,” Jon said. He
stood up as the screen faded and started for Medical. “Carla you have the
Bridge.”

“Yes, Sir,” Carla said. “Retract
all sensor drones. All of you Eutharans can relax he was just delaying the
other Captain.”

This got a round of laughs as the
Eutharans all visibly relaxed.

 

Jon was slightly startled as he
approached the Medical Ward. There were eight Eutharan guards stationed
outside, and he didn’t recognize them. They were in full powered armor covering
them from head to toe. On the chest-plate, just below the right shoulder, was a
crest he didn’t recognize. One of them looked at him as he walked down the
hallway.

“Halt,” one of the guards said
just as Jon turned to walk in.

Jon fixed the guard with a gaze
even though his face was hidden. “Halt?” Jon asked.

“What is your business here?” the
guard asked. He had stepped in front of Jon blocking the door.

“Who are you?” Jon asked.

“I’m guard to her Royal
Highness,” the guard said. “I ask you again what your business is here.”

“Royal Highness?” Jon asked. “A
Eutharan Royal Highness?”

The guards glanced at each other
before the one in front of the door spoke again, “Move along, if you need
medical assistance there is a temporary station setup down the hall.”

“Excuse me?” Jon growled. “I’m
Captain of this vessel, and I’ll go damn well where I please, Royal Highness or
not.” Jon started to move around the guard to go through the door.

The guard pushed Jon back as
several of the other guards brought their weapons up.

Jon narrowed his eyes, “Touch me
again! I dare you. I’ll have you put back on that vessel you came from so fast
it will make your head spin. Then I’ll tell the Captain of the Buranis vessel
that is sitting in front of us, to have a nice day and leave. This is MY ship,
and I will not be restricted from accessing any part of it.”

Marc had just showed up with
twelve marines in tow.

“Mr. Anders, if this guard
touches me again I want you to throw him out of the nearest airlock,” Jon
growled.

“I’m sorry, but I have my
orders,” the guard said.

The door behind the guard opened
and Carex stood there. “Yes you do! Stand aside, and have respect for this
vessel and its Captain, or I will strip you of all ranks and privileges. You
were told to not let anyone but the Captain of this vessel enter Medical,”
Carex said.

“Sorry, Sir,” the guard said. “I
wasn’t sure.”

“You could have simply called
me,” Carex admonished. “We’re not on a Eutharan vessel. Well, actually we are,
but it is controlled by humans. We have to recognize that fact, and them. They
saved you and the Princess. Now, have a little respect.”

“Yes, Sir, sorry Captain,” the
guard said.

The guard stepped aside to allow
Jon to pass.

“No problem,” Jon said. “Marc set
up extra security, work with these guards. Make sure they’re fed and get them
anything they need.”

“Yes, Sir,” Marc said. He turned
and started giving orders as Jon stepped into Medical.

“What’s the situation with the
Buranis Cruiser?” Carex asked.

“Jodeas is a bit impatient.
However, I bought us a bit of time,” Jon said.

“Good, how did you manage that?
Buranis aren’t known for their patience,” Carex said.

“Well you suddenly came down with
a case of Blue Balls,” Jon said as he snickered.

“Blue Balls?” Carex asked a
confused look on his face.

“Yes, apparently it’s sweeping
through the crew,” Jon said. Jon continued on explaining to Carex what Blue
Balls meant. When Jon finished Carex was laughing.

“Brilliant,” Carex said.

“So what is really going on
here?” Jon said changing the subject.

“The people we just rescued
included the heir apparent of the Eutharan Crown,” Carex said. “I have to warn
you, she is a princess in every meaning of that word. She must be protected and
returned to Euthara.”

“I can see why they wanted that
vessel so badly now,” Jon said. “Is she alright?”

“Yes, most of the crew is fine,”
Carex said. “She wants to see you.”

“Why?” Jon said.

“She wants to know who the
Captain of this vessel is. She wants to look at you and see for herself if what
I have told her is true,” Carex said.

“Just what did you tell her?” Jon
asked in a slow manner.

“The truth, I told her that the
Weaver of Worlds commands this vessel,” Carex said.

Jon moaned as he spoke, “You and
I are going to talk. This Weaver of Worlds business is getting a touch out of
bounds.”

“I have no doubt,” Carex said.

“Good glad you see it my way,”
Jon said.

“That you’re the prophesied one,”
Carex said smiling.

Jon rolled his eyes and said,
“Whatever. Let’s get this meeting over with, so I can go take care of our other
problem.”

‘Bridge to Captain,’ Carla’s
voice said.

“Hunter here,” Jon said.

‘Sir, the second ship has
arrived,’ Carla said.

“Okay, keep me posted,” Jon said.
“Hunter, out.”

Jon followed Carex in to a side
room. Andie was attending to someone who was facing away from him. Four young
women stood at each of the four corners of the room. Each was very beautiful.
Dressed in dresses of what could only be the finest materials. Each had her
eyes down cast as though waiting for something.

Andie glanced up at Jon and
smiled as she spoke, “Okay, Princess you look to be alright. A few minor bumps
and bruises, but those should heal in a few days.”

“Your Highness, Captain Hunter is
here,” Carex said as he knelt.

“You can leave us now, Doctor,
thank you,” a musical voice said. It made Jon’s head swim as he listened to it.

“I’ll be outside if you need me
Princess. Holler for me if the Captain here gives you too many problems,” Andie
said. She winked at Jon as she walked out of the room.

Jon groaned and muttered,
“Women.”

“I heard that,” Andie hollered.

“Yeah, yeah! And you know it’s
true, too,” Jon said.

Jon had a smile on his face. If
there was one other woman he loved as much as his sister, it was Andie. He had
grown up with her and they shared many of the same interests, though they had
never dated.

“Captain Hunter,” the Princess
said as she turned around. “I’m Princess…”

Their eyes locked and Jon’s brain
started to feel as though it was on fire. The woman’s beauty was beyond words.
Her skin shimmered in the light of the room, as if diamond dust covered her.
Her golden eyes pulled him in and allowed him no escape. Her hair floated, as
though weightless, it’s amber and platinum strands seeming to wave at him,
calling to him. Somehow, through the haze, he noticed she had stopped talking.
She too, had frozen in place.

Time stood still as they stared
at each other. Slowly, the burning began to fill his body, making him want to
scream in pain. Something clicked in his head, and the pain started to subside.
The world once more came to life as his mind cleared.

“…Deatra, C’loth of the Eutharan
First Tier House,” Deatra said.

Jon blinked for a second, “I’m…
you’re the girl of my dreams. I mean, from my dreams.”

Deatra smiled, “Really?”

“I’m sorry. I’m Captain Jonathan
Hunter,” Jon said while blushing a bit. “My apologies, Princess.”

By now, the handmaidens were all
looking at each other in surprise. Carex was switching his gaze between Jon and
Deatra as he watched what was going on.

“What?” Jon asked Carex.

“Uh, nothing,” Carex said.

Before Jon could pin Carex down,
Deatra spoke up, '‘you said I was from your dreams?’'

“I’m sorry, Princess,” Jon said.

“Deatra,” Deatra said.

“Okay, I’m sorry Deatra. It was a
slip,” Jon said.

'‘My people put a lot of stock in
dreams, Captain,’' Deatra said. “Jon,” Jon said.

“Very well, Jon. We have a strong
belief that every dream means something. So that is why I’m interested in what
you said,” Deatra said.

Jon watched her closely as she
spoke and gasped.

“You’re a telepath?” Jon asked.

“I’m sorry, does it bother you?”
Deatra said out loud.

“No, but let’s not let everyone
know that just yet. Some of my people might not be comfortable,” Jon said.

“I’m one of the few left,” Deatra
said. “I can send, I can’t read.”

“Oh,” Jon said. His nostrils
flared as her scent finally reached him. It reminded him of roses and lilacs,
with just a touch of spice.

Deatra watched him for a second
before she spoke, “Carex, I believe you’re right.”

Jon moaned, “Not again.”

“I told you, Princess. He doesn’t
believe it,” Carex said.

“You may stand, Carex,” Deatra
said. “Maybe he believes it, but just doesn’t want to admit it.”

“I do not believe in the
prophecy. I make my own fate,” Jon said.

He crossed his arms in defiance.

“Perhaps you making your own fate
happens to follow the prophecy,” Deatra said. “Perhaps you are driving the
prophecy by doing this. Prophecy is a fickle thing. A thousand different things
can look like a prophecy, or fit some of it. You know when you have the real
thing, when one after another has been filled.”

“I guess,” Jon said dismissively.

“Just giving you a different
point of view Jon,” Deatra said.

She smiled, and his world seemed
to brighten.

“I’ll think about it,” Jon said.

“On to other matters if you don’t
mind,” Deatra said.

“Sure, what’s on your mind?” Jon
said.

“The vessel that attacked us is
here, is it not?” Deatra said.

“Yes, we’re currently in a
standoff with the Hammer. Their Captain is pretty hot to get his hands
on you,” Jon said.

“That, Captain, must not happen,”
Deatra said. “It would destroy the Eutharan Empire if I were to fall into their
hands.”

“I wasn’t even considering it,”
Jon said. “I was just curious what could be so important to them.”

Deatra relaxed visibly as she
spoke, “Is there anything preventing us from leaving?”

“At the moment, no,” Jon said.

“Then can we please leave before
back up arrives?” Deatra said.

“Too late, another ship is here
already,” Jon said.

“The Scythe,” Deatra said.

“I have no idea. We haven’t had
contact with them yet,” Jon said.

“It always travels with the
Hammer and you won’t have any contact with them,” Deatra said. “The Captain
of the Scythe takes orders from the Hammer.”

“Well, then I guess it’s time to
leave this little party and be on our way,” Jon said.

“Yes, please,” Deatra said.

Jon started to bow but Deatra
stopped him, “Never bow to me. You are not below my position. If anything I
should be the one bowing.”

“Uh, okay,” Jon said. “But, I’m
not a Prince.”

The look Deatra gave him told him
there was more going on than he knew.

“Come on Carex,” Jon said. “Let’s
go take care of our problem. Atlantis, meet us on the Bridge.”

“If you don’t mind I need to
speak to Carex for a second. He’ll join you on the Bridge,” Deatra said.

“As you wish,” Jon said. He
turned and walked to the exit of the Medical Ward.

“How did it go?” Andie asked.

“Strange, very strange,” Jon
said.

“I hope you didn’t fall over when
you saw her. Her beauty is astounding,” Andie said. She was grinning at Jon.

“Nope, I didn’t fall over. I was
even able to keep my hands to myself, tough as it was,” Jon said. He was
grinning back.

Andie laughed.

“I have to get going, we can talk
more later,” Jon said as he continued on.

“Okay, take care,” Andie said.

“I will,” Jon said.

Jon exited into the corridor and
walked up to Marc.

“Get down to the hangar and get
all those people moved towards the center of the ship. We’re probably going to
be in a battle shortly and I don’t want anyone getting hurt because of
carelessness,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Marc said.

He turned and ran down the
corridor.

Jon turned to the guard at the
door as he spoke, “No one, and I mean no one, is to enter unless you are given
an order by Andie, Carex or I. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Sir,” Jon’s marines all
said.

However the Royal Guards had
different opinions, “Sorry, but you do not command us. We will allow the
Princess to decide who and who doesn’t enter.”

“Remove your helmet,” Jon
snarled.

“Excuse me?” the guard said.

“Remove your helmet. I don’t want
to break any of the bones in my hand when I punch you in the jaw,” Jon said.

The guard laughed, “That wouldn’t
be advisable.”

“What part of ‘this is my ship’
do you not understand? Do you think I’m ordering you to do something for my
health?” Jon said.

“I…” the guard started.

Jon cut him off as he continued,
“Never mind I’m not arguing with you.” Jon turned to his marines, “Spread out
down the corridor and seal this corridor. No one in or out of this corridor
unless cleared.”

“Yes, Sir,” a sergeant said. The
marines spread out and took up positions on both ends on the corridor.

“You have no right,” the guard
started.

“I do! My ship! My rules! You
were ordered to guard this door right?” Jon said.

“Yes,” the guard answered.

“Then do so,” Jon said. He turned
and stalked off down the corridor.

“The Princess will hear about
this!” the guard shouted.

“I’m counting on it,” Jon yelled back.

 

Jon was standing at the planning
table with Atlantis watching the two ships. He had to figure a safe way out of
this mess. However, nothing came to mind.

“You know I have built-in
protocols, regarding dealing with the Royal Family,” Atlantis said out of the
blue.

“What do you mean?” Jon said.

“I mean I’m duty bound to make
sure they’re safe. Kind of like when we were attacked on Earth. It is an
automated response, as soon as Andie logged her in as onboard those protocols
became active. I can’t control it and if things go bad I will run,” Atlantis
said.

“That could be bad if it’s at the
wrong time,” Jon said. He was now looking at Atlantis.

Mike was also listening and not
liking what he was hearing.

“I know, I just thought I would
warn you,” Atlantis said. “I didn’t want you to…” Atlantis suddenly faded.

“Enough of that non-sense, I’ll
work on that later,” Mike said.

“What did you do?” Jon said.

“I took her offline for the time
being,” Mike said.

“That will make this a bit
harder,” Jon said.

“I know, but do you want to
chance it?” Mike asked.

“No. Keep her offline until you
get her cleaned up and I okay her start up,” Jon said.

Mike nodded.

Carex took that time to show up
on the Bridge with eight guards in armor all bearing the Royal Emblem. Jon
shook his head as he watched Carex approach and the guard spread out among the
other guards already present.

“No, get them off my Bridge,” Jon
said.

“I can’t,” Carex said. “The
Princess assigned them to you. There is nothing I can do to change their
assignment.”

“Well, tell them to leave. I
don’t need them,” Jon said.

“They won’t listen,” Carex said.
“Listen; there is no harm in it. Talk to the Princess after everything has
settled down. There is nothing I can do.”

Jon knew it was the truth and
just nodded his assent.

“Where is Atlantis,” Carex asked.

“We disabled her,” Jon said as he
stared at the map on the table.

“Why?” Carex asked.

“Programming glitch, Mike’s
working on it,” Jon said. “Now, can I please concentrate on our current
situation?”

Carex knew what glitch he was
talking about and just nodded. Sometimes Jon surprised him other times he
scared him to death.

“Helm, back us away from the
Hammer slowly. Take us under the disabled vessel,” Jon said. “Condition
Red.”

“Yes, Sir, reversing course at
one-eighth speed,” Helm said.

“Sir, Captain Jodeas is hailing
us,” Communications said.

“Put him through,” Jon said as he
stepped out of the pit followed by Carex.

“Captain, where do you think
you’re going?” Jodeas asked.

“I have some other business to
attend to,” Jon said.

“I’m ordering you to shut down
your engines and standby to be boarded. This charade has gone on long enough,”
Jodeas said.

Jon had had it with everyone
telling him what to do. “Look there’s one too many at this party. I’m leaving
to make room. The disabled ship is all yours.”

“Last warning,” Jodeas said.

“Sorry, I don’t play well with
others,” Jon said. “Besides, Mom called and it’s time for me to go home. It
seems that the bullies are out thick tonight.”

“Fine, your call,” Jodeas said as
the transmission ended.

“Think he is upset?” Jon asked
Carex.

Atlantis shook as both ships
opened fire.

“Shields at sixty percent,”
Tactical said.

“Yeah, I think so,” Carex said.

“Helm, bring us about. Plot a
course back to the station and prepare to fold. Full speed ahead,” Jon said.

Atlantis shook again.

“Shields at forty five percent,”
Tactical said.

“Those ships pack a punch,” Jon
said. “Return fire, how long until we reach our fold point?”

“One minute,” Helm said.

Atlantis shook again as both
cruisers shot at her.

‘Hull breach in main military
hangar,’ a metallic voice said.

Jon turned white, “Security, what
is the status of the people that were in there?”

“They were all moved. Last report
was that Lieutenant Anders and a small detachment were still there,” Security
said.

“Get me Anders, right now,” Jon
said.

“Shields are at twenty percent,”
Tactical said.

“Rerouting power to shields,”
Mike said.

“I’m not getting any response,”
Security said.

“Tactical, get me a location on
Anders,” Jon said. “Helm, do an in system jump, now! Pick a planet to hide us
at.”

“He’s not onboard, Sir,” Tactical
said.

Atlantis disappeared in a flash
of light just as beams from the two cruisers passed through where she had been.
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ow long until they reach our position?” Jon asked.

“About ten minutes, Sir,” Tactical said.

“Have you scanned for suit beacons?” Jon asked.

“Yes, Sir. Nothing,” Tactical
said.

Jon watched the two Buranis
cruisers slowly spiral out as they searched for them. They were going to have to
do something and fast.

“Plot a jump back to Ghost
Station, fastest route,” Jon said.

“Aye, Sir,” Helm said.

“What is our shield status?” Jon
asked.

“Shields are at forty percent,”
Tactical said.

“I’ve rerouted all available
power to the shields,” Mike said. “They’re recharging but it’s going to take
time.”

“Time we don’t have,” Jon said.

“Sir,” Helm said, “I have two
possible routes. One of them is a bit longer but only by an hour.”

“Put them on the table,” Jon
said. He watched the jump points come up on the panning table. The fastest
route was closest to the cruiser and the longer of the two was a bit further
out. “What do you think Carex?”

“The obvious choice would be the
one away from the cruisers,” Carex said.

“Yeah, I was thinking the same
thing,” Jon said. “They will expect us to go for the one they’re not close to.”

“So, what do we do? Go for the
one closest?” Carex said.

“Tactical based on the last
engagement with the cruisers. Can we make it to the closer of the two points?”
Jon said.

“Our shields should hold unless
they start pinpointing their fire again,” Tactical said.

Jon stared at the hologram once
again, watching the two cruisers.

“Jon?” Carex said.

Jon blinked his eyes as he looked
over at Carex.

“Are you alright?” Carex asked.

“I’m fine. Why do you ask?” Jon
said.

“I was just worried. You’ve been
staring at the hologram for five minutes, without moving,” Carex said.

“That long?” Jon said.

“Yeah, that long,” Carex said.

“Let’s get this show on the road.
Helm, take us to the farthest fold point, best speed,” Jon said. “Tactical,
prepare to engage the enemy.”

Atlantis left her hiding spot as
her engines flared to life. As soon as the cruisers saw her, they turned to
intercept. Jon watched the events unfold on the hologram floating above the planning
table.

Terri stepped off the transport
tube and walked up next to her brother. She was watching the two cruisers as
they closed.

“Are we going to make the fold?”
Terri asked.

“They will engage us before we
reach our fold out point,” Tactical said.

“More power to the engines,” Jon
said.

“Bringing engines to one hundred
and ten percent,” Mike said. He looked over to the reading scrolling across the
screen to his right. Some of the reading started flashing as they climbed. “I
don’t know how long I can keep this up though, the engines are heating up.”

This was one time Jon wished they
had a hyperspace engine, they didn’t require a specific point to jump from.
Hyperspace engines created an event horizon and allowed a ship to enter
subspace and travel. It was a bit slower than folding but it allowed continuous
travel from one point to another.

“Push them until they can’t
handle it,” Jon said. “Then push them some more.”

Mike was too involved in watching
his screens and making adjustments all he managed was a slight nod.

“Should I get my pilots ready to
engage them?” Terri asked.

“No, we won’t be around long
enough for you to deploy,” Jon said.

“Sir, our new speed will put us
at the fold point just as they engage us. They’re adjusting their course to
intercept us,” Tactical said.

“Bringing secondary reactor alpha
online and feeding power to the shields,” Mike said.

This was part of Atlantis’
primary functions and now the engineering crew had to fill in all the little
gaps since she was offline. The amount of monitoring and adjustments were
staggering and made Mike want to turn her back on.

He’d had to assign half the
engineering crew to monitor the Atlantis’ systems and make manual
adjustments. He now understood how the Eutharans were able to run their ships
on what appeared to be skeleton crews.

“Just keep those shields up long
enough for us to fold,” Jon said.

He watched the two Buranis ships
close in. One of the ships seemed to be falling behind a bit as though it was
having some type of trouble.

“Are we going to make it?” Terri
asked.

Jon put an arm around his sister,
“Of course, we should be able to hold out long enough to fold.”

Terri leaned her head on Jon’s
shoulder, “I hope so. But, just in case, I’m going down and prepping the
fighters for launch.”

Jon nodded, “Launch Control,
bring fighter status to standby.”

“Yes, Sir,” Launch Control said.

Jon hugged Terri one last time,
“Go get your people ready. Just pray we don’t need them.”

Terri smiled as she separated
herself from her brother, “Of course we won’t and I just want to be ready in
case we do.” Terri turned and started for one of the transport tubes as she
passed Carex she whispered, “You take care of my brother or you’ll deal with me
when this is over.”

Carex paled, not from fear, but
for reasons no one save one person on board knew. “Ye… Yes, Ma’am,” he
stuttered.

Terri nodded as she stepped into
the tube and disappeared from sight.

Jon looked at Carex and raised
his eyebrow.

Carex smiled, “She was just
telling me she was happy I was taking care of her brother.”

“Uh, huh,” Jon said grinning.
“Somehow I think there was a bit more to it than that.”

Carla snickered quietly.

“Two minutes until intercept,”
Tactical reported.

Jon glanced back at the tactical
display above the main table. “All right, snickers,” Jon said. “Take command of
the Secondary Bridge.”

“Aye, Sir,” Carla said.

“Give me ship wide,” Jon said as
Carla left the Main Bridge.

“Ship wide active, Sir,” Com
said.

The crew stopped briefly in their
tasks as Jon’s voice echoed across the ship.

“Crew of the Starship Atlantis
and all other personnel aboard, we’re about to engage an enemy that is blocking
our exit from this system. We’re out numbered and at a slight disadvantage.
With any luck we will be folding shortly to make our way back to Ghost Station.

“These people we’re fighting, the
Invaru and Buranis, are the people who attacked our home planet and are
enslaving our people into a lifetime of servitude. I plan to make this very
painful for them. I plan to make them pay for every life they have taken. I
will make them pay for every step they take forward. I want them to regret the
moment they attacked Earth. I formally declare war on the Invaru and their
Buranis allies.”

A cheer echoed through the ship
as Jon spoke those last words. Hope glimmered in the eyes of the people they
had rescued. Some of the former military leaders of Earth shook their heads.
They believed Jon didn’t have the power or authority to do such a thing. Sure,
he owned a pretty space vehicle and even showed them he can hold his own.
However, that didn’t change the fact that Earth still technically had a
government and they represented several of those governments. Several of them
resolved to take this up with him once this little crisis was over. They would
begin restructuring the government, as it should be. In fact, they would find
out they had a lot to learn about Jonathan Hunter and the people who followed
him, including Atlantis and Ghost.

“Thank you and God bless us all,”
Jon concluded.

‘Condition Red all crews report
to battle stations. This is not a drill,’ a bland computer voice said across
Atlantis. Bright lights dimmed and took on a deep red hue throughout
Atlantis. Marines jumped into action as they spread out to position
themselves at key points throughout the ship.

 

The Hammer pressed her
advantage as the Scythe fell behind. Beams lanced out striking
Atlantis in several spots as she fired back. Undeterred Atlantis
spearheaded straight towards the fold point.

“Sir,” Tactical said. “The
Scythe has not entered engagement range. She seems to be having power
problems and her engines are fluctuating.”

“How long until we reach the fold
point?” Jon said.

“Thirty seconds Sir,” Conn said.

Atlantis shook as the Hammer’s
weapons struck her shields once again.

“Shields at fifteen percent,”
Mike said. “I’m rerouting all available power from non-critical systems.”

Atlantis shook again and klaxons
began blaring.

‘Warning, main reactor coolant
leak. Sealing emergency bulkhead doors Engineering Section Five through
Engineering Section Ten. Main reactor offline,’ a bland computer voice said.

“Shields down, engines offline!”
Mike yelled. “Switching to secondary reactor.”

“How long until shields are back
up?” Jon said. “Kill those klaxons.”

“Less than a minute,” Mike said.
“We have a fire in secondary Engineering. I’m dispatching fire crews and
maintenance bots. We need to bring Atlantis back online without her the bots
have no real direction.”

“No, she’s not to be brought back
online until we work her quirks out. That is an order. Dispatch additional
personnel if you have too, but she stays offline,” Jon said.

Atlantis shook again as weapon beams struck her hull.

“Hull breech decks three and
four. Closing emergency bulkheads,” Mike said.

“Get those engines back…” Jon
said as he disappeared in a shimmering light.

Mike’s jaw dropped as Jon’s
personal bodyguards ran towards the place he had been standing. “What the hell
was that?” Mike said.

“Transporter,” Carex said. “Get
those engines back online, now. All weapons stand by to fire on the Hammer.”

 

“…online and get us to that…” Jon
blinked as everything shifted. He found himself standing on a foreign bridge
surrounded by armed guards. They all had their weapons trained on him.

A squat Buranis with deep reddish
brown hair stepped between the guards as he spoke.

“Welcome to the Hammer,
Captain Hunter,” he said, as a grin spread across his face.

“I’m Captain Jodeas. Helm, bring
us about and jump to hyperspace immediately.”

“Yes, Sir,” Helm said.

“What about the Atlantis,
Sir?” an officer asked.

Jodeas glance up at the large
screen, which showed the Atlantis drifting in space as her lights
flickered.

“Leave her, the Emperor wants the
Princess alive,” Jodeas said. “We have something that will give us the keys to
Atlantis and Ghost Station,” Jodeas said as he looked at Jon again and
grinned.

“I doubt that very much. I won’t
help you in any way,” Jon said. He folded his arms in an act of defiance.

Jodeas smiled as he spoke, “So
you do have Ghost Station. Tell me, how did you manage that?”

Jon’s eyes narrowed. He had
slipped. He was going to have to watch himself around this man. Jon was almost
kicking himself in the ass. Ghost Station wasn’t ready to defend herself.

“You’re pretty quiet,” Jodeas
said. “Don’t feel bad all men make mistakes.”

“Do Ewoks?” Jon said.

Jodeas raised an eyebrow,
“Ewoks?”

“Yes. It’s a small furry creature
that looks like a big cuddly teddy bear,” Jon said as a smile cracked his face.
“Kind of like the way you look, short, cuddly and cute.”

“I take it that was supposed to
be an insult?” Jodeas said.

“Oh, look! You also share their
intelligence,” Jon said. “Smart, yet so stupid at the same time.”

“You know I could have you shot
and say you tried to escape,” Jodeas said.

“Yes, you could,” Jon said.
“However, I doubt the Emperor would like that very much. The ship’s logs show I
arrived here safely.”

“Logs can be altered,” Jodeas
said. “How about we just try to get along? I have nothing against you, Captain
Hunter”

“Sorry, I don’t play with Teddy
Bears,” Jon said.

“Fine, maybe a few hours in the
Brig will cool you down,” Jodeas said.

Jon looked thoughtful, “Or really
any type of dolls. My sister on the other hand…”

“Sir,” Tactical said. “The
Atlantis is turning to intercept.”

Jon looked up at the large screen
and almost gasped as he watched the Atlantis turn towards them as the
Marudas appeared behind them.

“No,” Jon muttered. “Fold… fold…”

“Looks like we might actually get
the Princess, too,” Jodeas smiled. “Helm, belay the hyperspace order and bring
us about. Tactical engage the Atlantis, try to limit damage to
engineering and weapons. I want her disabled not destroyed.”

“Sir,” Com said. “The Marudas
is hailing us.”

“Put them through,” Jodeas said.
He had returned to his command chair and sat down. Jon was now off to the side
with only a couple of the guards covering him.

The main screen switched to
display a large Invaru. He had his upper arms crossed in front of him and his
lower arms crossed behind his back as he paced the bridge.

“Captain, I have the Hammer,”
a voice said.

The Invaru turned and faced the
screen. “Captain Jodeas,” he said flatly.

“M’Lord Prasuh,” Jodeas said. He
knelt, as did everyone on the bridge. Only Jon was left standing, though
weapons were still trained on him.

Prasuh’s eyes snapped to Jon as a
frown crossed his face.

Jodeas noticed it immediately and
spoke as he indicated Jon, “This is Captain Hunter.” Jodeas stood and stepped
up to Jon as he spoke quietly, “Captain please kneel.”

Jon looked into Jodeas’ eyes as
he shook his head, “Never, I only kneel to the Porcelain God of Ralf and only
on very rare cases. I’ll not kneel to my enemy.”

A grin broke Prasuh’s face as he
spoke, “All in good time.”

Jon raised his middle finger and
scratched an eyebrow as he spoke, “Never in a million years. However, you can
kneel to me if you like.”

Jodeas’ eyes widened as he
glanced back at Prasuh as he spoke quickly. “Please, Captain, I beg you not to
provoke him.”

Something in Jodeas’ voice caught
his attention, and Jon stared at the Buranis.

Prasuh laughed at Jon’s comment.
“Is there anything else I can do while I kneel to you?”

“Well, since you’re offering I
accept,” Jon said not taking his eyes off Jodeas.

“Accept what?” Prasuh said. A
questioning look formed on his face.

“Why, your unconditional
surrender,” Jon said. Jodeas flinched as Jon finished speaking.

“And why would I surrender? I
have you and your ship right where I want,” Prasuh chuckled.

Jon shrugged as he turned his
attention back to Prasuh, “I have no idea. But, hey I was taught not to look a
gift horse in the mouth.”

“A gift horse?” Prasuh said.

“It’s an old saying from my world
about not looking to close when you get something that was unexpected and helps
you,” Jon said. “Or something like that.”

“Oh, I see,” Prasuh said, devoid
of emotion. “I’m sorry Captain Hunter; there will be no surrender from me.
However, if you wish to…”

“I’d rather piss glass,” Jon
said.

Prasuh grinned, “As you wish,
Captain. I can see we’re not getting anywhere.” Prasuh’s eyes shifted to
Jodeas. “Captain, you’re ordered to return to Omvaled and turn the prisoner
over. We’ll take care of the Atlantis, take the Scythe with you.”

Jodeas bowed, “As you wish,
M’Lord.”

“Bring us about and prepare to
engage the Atlantis. I want her intact if at all possible,” Prasuh said
as the screen faded.

“Sheep,” Jon muttered.

“Excuse me,” Jodeas said.

“You’re a lap dog. You and your
people are nothing but puppets to them,” Jon said.

“From where I’m sitting my
position is a lot better than yours Captain Hunter,” Jodeas said.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Jon said. He
watched the Marudas turn to engage the Atlantis. “We have an old saying
on Earth, Captain.”

“Yes and what is that?” Jodeas
asked.

“Never count your chickens before
they’re hatched,” Jon said. He winced as a beam lanced out and struck the
Atlantis, tearing a gap in her hull. Escaping atmosphere drifted in space
briefly before it dissipated.

“Interesting, I’ll keep that in
mind if we ever meet again,” Jodeas said.

“Oh, we will, I’m sure,” Jon
said.

“Sir, Scythe is reporting
ready for hyperspace,” Com said.

“Com, give them the signal to
jump. Helm, jump us to Omvaled,” Jodeas said.

Both ships entered hyperspace at
the same time leaving the Marudas and Atlantis behind.

 

 “So, what now?” Jon asked. He
turned to look at Jodeas who was watching him carefully.

“Depends,” Jodeas said.

“On?” Jon said.

“Are you going to cooperate?”
Jodeas said.

Jon looked around the bridge and
the marines spread out. They were all watching him, waiting for him to make a
stupid move. “Doesn’t look like I have much of a choice,” Jon said. “Not like
there are a lot of places I could go.”

“Good,” Jodeas said. “Then you’re
my guest until I have to turn you over. However, I hope you don’t mind if I
keep the guards around.”

“Understandable, I would do the
same thing,” Jon said. He took a seat that Jodeas offered to him.

“So, Captain Hunter, how did you
become in possession of the Atlantis and Ghost Station?” Jodeas said.

“By accident,” Jon said in a
guarded tone.

“Come now, Captain,” Jodeas said.
“Certainly it isn’t a huge secret and matters little now.”

Jodeas was right, Jon realized.
It didn’t matter how he got control of them and nothing could change that now.
Jon sighed, “We had a boating accident on my home world, and Atlantis’
AI brought us aboard and patched us up. From there she promoted me to Commander
of the base, and we began to repair her. We collected crew from people we knew,
some of the brightest minds on our planet.”

“That’s when the attack happened,
and she launched herself. We had no idea she was a Starship and she took us
completely by surprise. She folded to avoid destruction. However, in her
damaged state, it stressed some of her systems beyond their abilities and she
made her way to Ghost Station for repairs. While traveling to Ghost Station, I
received the command codes for the station and then came to be in command of it
as well.

“After repairs were completed on
Atlantis we made an attempt to rescue some of our people on our home world.
In the battle, we got lucky and were able to do enough damage to a Titan class
vessel that when it drifted too close to one the gas giants the planet’s
gravity pulled in the Titan and destroyed it. The rest you know.”

“Modest,” Jodeas said.

“What?” Jon said.

“You’re being modest,” Jodeas
said.

Jon noticed everyone was listening
to him as he explained the events. It was as though all activity had stopped on
the bridge.

“No,” Jon said. “We were just
doing what we thought was right.”

“You also destroyed two cruiser
class vessels in the system where Ghost Station is located. How you did that,
we are still discussing. However, the thing that has the Empire buzzing is the
destruction of the Il’las. That is something that has never happened in my
lifetime, or for that matter, the lifetime of anyone alive,” Jodeas said.

Several of the Buranis nodded as
Jodeas spoke. “That feat speaks volumes about why you were chosen to Captain
the Atlantis.”

“It was bound to happen
sometime,” Jon said. “Everything can be destroyed or defeated.”

Jodeas eyed Jon for a second
before he spoke, “You have no idea what you did, do you?”

“I destroyed a ship and rescued
some of my people. That is all I did,” Jon said.

“No,” Jodeas said. “You destroyed
a vessel that has never been destroyed and with a ship that shouldn’t have been
able to do anything but scratch it.”

“I caught it unaware,” Jon said.

“That right there takes a
brilliant tactical mind. To take advantage of a situation as it presents itself
and to make choices on the fly,” Jodeas said. “I have seen the vids from the
battle. You went back while it was in orbit, got below her guns, and finished
her off. You then allowed the planet to finish the work you had started. How
did you know she was that weak or how did you know how to attack her?” Jodeas
said.

“I don’t know,” Jon said. “It was
a feeling. I had never seen a ship like that before. I just got a feeling about
what her state was after the initial battle. If you ask me, it was because I
had never seen a ship like that in action that allowed me to make the call. I
wasn’t scared of her like the Eutharans.”

“You’re an interest to the
Emperor,” Jodeas said. “That is the only reason you’re alive now, and not dead.
He wants to meet you and speak to you. You’re also a natural tactician, and
that makes you a very dangerous man.”

“Not that great from where I’m sitting,”
Jon said.

Jodeas smiled, “You almost got
away. I just had a surprise you didn’t expect.”

“A big surprise I would say,” Jon
said.

Jodeas smiled, “You called us lap
dogs. Do you know why we serve the Invaru?”

“I have read the Eutharan version
of history,” Jon said.

“And they told you what?” Jodeas
said.

Jon related what he knew about
the events of the past.

“Most of that is true,” Jodeas
said. “Some of it is conjecture. The Buranis used to support the Eutharans. We
shared some of our technology with them and they shared theirs with us. They
were superior to us in every way. What they lacked was the will to fight. They
saw themselves as the peacekeepers of the galaxy. When the Invaru blockaded our
home world and attacked our outer colonies, we engaged them. The Eutharans held
back to protect their worlds. They knew they were next on the list.

“We had no support, and fought
our battles on our own. In the last engagement we had, the Invaru threw
everything they had at us. The Eutharans showed for the battle, but it was too
late. The battle raged on, even after destroying our home world.  

“The Invaru then forced a treaty
and subjugated us under their rule during the battle. The Invaru forced us to
turn on our allies. Some of the Buranis refused and our government quickly
replaced them by those who would follow Invaru rule. Some of the Buranis saw it
as what the Eutharans deserved for abandoning us and coming to our aid too
late. I’m of the latter mind. Had they acted sooner, we might have been able to
save our home world and push the Invaru back.”

“Maybe,” Jon said.

“We’re hunting out the last
Eutharan world and the Princess is the key to that information. If we capture
her we can have peace in this galaxy,” Jodeas said.

“If there is one thing I know,”
Jon said, “it’s that peace will never happen as long as the Invaru are around.
They’re too militaristic to want peace. They will move on to the next conquest
after they chalk this one up as won. I’m sure there are other civilizations to
conquer and they won’t stop until they conquer them all.”

“Perhaps,” Jodeas said. “Some of
the Buranis are tired of the fighting and want peace, so we can rebuild our
home world. Others will continue to fight if that is what is asked of them.”

“Which are you?” Jon said.

“The latter, of course,” Jodeas
said. “I love a good fight, and plan on sitting in this chair for a while
longer.”

The Com officer interrupted them.

“Captain, the Scythe is
hailing us.”

“Put them through,” Jodeas said.
He stood up and knelt in front of his chair.

Jon gave him a surprised look but
then understood quickly as an Invaru was displayed on the screen.

“M’Lord, how can I be of
assistance?” Jodeas said.

“We just now got communications
back on line. When we drop out of hyperspace we will be maneuvering closer to
your vessel as we’re still experiencing power fluctuations and may need some
assistance. Have your Engineering teams stand by in case we need them. That is
all,” the Invaru said. The screen blinked off before Jodeas could reply.

“Weird,” Jodeas said.

“What?” Jon said.

“Usually, he waits for my reply,”
Jodeas said.

“Maybe their communications
failed, again,” Jon said.

“Maybe,” Jodeas said. “Com, have
all Engineering teams stand by. Tactical, arm all batteries and prepare to
target the Scythe on my command.”

Jon arched an eyebrow as Jodeas
sat back down.

“I’m very careful,” Jodeas said.
“Something isn’t right. I don’t know what, but I plan on finding out. The
Invaru sent the Scythe’s commanding officer to take over from Captain
Vaes. He was found to be working with the underground resistance.”

“Resistance?” Jon said.

Jodeas smiled, “Yes, there’s a
resistance movement in the Invaru Empire that thinks it’s time to put the
fighting to a rest. Vaes is a supporter to that resistance or rather he is
accused of being a supporter. If he is, it is likely his crew is with him and
it’s possible he has taken control of the vessel back. We will find out shortly
which it is.”

“How is that?” Jon said.

“Because, we’re here,” Jodeas
said as the Hammer dropped from hyperspace.
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s the Hammer and Scythe dropped out of hyperspace,
the Wrath’s Revenge greeted them. A swarm of fighters surrounded the
Super Carrier as it drifted in space. The area around the carrier was abuzz
with commercial vessels and shuttles of all types. One of the fighter groups
broke off and approached the cruisers.

“Transmit authorization codes,”
Jodeas said. He stood up from his chair as he watched the incoming fighters.

“Transmitting codes now, Sir,”
Com said.

The fighters made a pass over as
the Wrath’s Revenge checked the codes, and then both cruisers were given
the okay to proceed. Jon stood up next to Jodeas as the cruisers entered the
travel lanes that lead into the system.

“That is an impressive ship,” Jon
said.

“That is the Wrath’s Revenge,
it is the largest ship of the Invaru Empire and flag ship of the Emperor
himself, though he has never been aboard her. His oldest son, Admiral Breq,
commands her in his name,” Jodeas said.

“Captain?” Com said.

Jodeas turned towards the
officer, “Yes?”

“We’re being ordered to fall out
of the lane, and to hold position. Admiral Breq will be contacting us shortly.
He has additional orders for us from High Command,” Com said.

Jodeas wrinkled his brow, and
glanced back at Jon as he spoke, “Do as we’re commanded, and signal the
Scythe.”

“They have already received the
orders, and are currently falling out,” Com said.

“Okay, do as ordered,” Jodeas
said. He had retaken his seat as he watched them pull up next to the Scythe.
“Tactical, my orders still stand. I want you ready at a moment’s notice to
target and fire on the Scythe.”

“Yes, Sir,” Tactical said.

“This is very strange, something
is wrong and I can’t put my finger on it,” Jodeas said.

“I thought you were taking me to
see the Emperor,” Jon said.

“I’m supposed to. However, I feel
the situation has changed,” Jodeas said as he eyed Jon. “I do not like this.
Admiral Breq rarely contacts anyone in person. This is very unusual and out of
the ordinary. You my friend have just been raised in importance.”

“How so?” Jon said.

“You’re the only reason that the
Admiral would be contacting us in person,” Jodeas said.

“Captain, I have Admiral Breq on
an encrypted priority one channel,” Com said.

Jodeas raised an eyebrow, “Very
important. Put him through.”

Jodeas stood, and then knelt, as
a large Invaru filled the main screen.

“Captain Jodeas,” the Invaru said.

“M’Lord,” Jodeas said. “I’m
honored.”

“I’m sure you are. You may
stand,” Breq said. Breq’s eyes shifted to Jon as he continued. “This is the
Captain of the Atlantis?”

“Yes, M’Lord, this is Captain
Hunter,” Jodeas said. He swept his arm towards Jon indicating him.

“Why is he not cuffed and in the
brig?” Breq said.

“He has put up no fight. I didn’t
see a reason to do so, as long as he was cooperative, Sire,” Jodeas said.

“Hmm,” Breq said. “Captain
Hunter, I’m surprised you didn’t fight. From what I’ve heard you can put up a
pretty good fight.”

“Well, Admiral Breq,” Jon said.
“I am on a ship surrounded by guards with nowhere to run but into the vacuum of
space. That thought just never crossed my mind.”

Breq laughed, “Smart man. Captain
Prasuh said you were a bit of a handful. I think he said you were very quick
witted.”

Jon shrugged, “Guess so.”

“He also told me you were a bit
of a smart ass,” Breq said.

“I’m not one to lie down easily,”
Jon said.

“I have news for you,” Breq said.

His speech was slow and deliberate
as he spoke. He watched Jon looking for a reaction. Jon arched his eyebrow, but
said nothing.

“Your ship has been destroyed,
accidentally. All hands were lost in her destruction,” Breq said.

“I doubt that,” Jon said.
Something tugged at Jon’s mind telling him this was a lie, an evil deception to
take hope away from him. Even though he paled and felt weak, Jon stood his
ground and made no outward move.

Breq grinned at Jon’s strength of
character. Any lesser man would have crumbled. “Believe what you want, Captain.
However, the Atlantis and her crew are no more. Our fleet is moving to
engage the station before she can put up any type of fight. Our observers there
are still reporting the outer defense grids are offline.”

“You, Sir, can spew whatever filth
you want and hope I take the bait. I promise you when I get free every Invaru
will pay for the attack on my home world. Every life that has been lost since
my capture, including those Eutharan serving on my ship, will be paid for twice
over,” Jon said. “Oh, if my sister is dead, I promise you she will be avenged a
hundred times over.”

Jodeas took a step back from Jon.
Something was different about him. There was a slight glow radiating from his
eyes as if a fire burned inside him. Suddenly it was gone and Jon seemed
completely relaxed.

“Pretty strong words coming from
someone in your position,” Breq said. “I doubt the Emperor will find them so
amusing.” An off-screen commotion pulled Breq’s attention away from the screen
and he spoke to someone out of view, “Yes, tell them to prepare to get
underway. They’re to support the fleet at Ghost Station. Have the Captain of
the Scythe transferred aboard; his assignment has changed Also, notify
the second in command of his promotion to Captain by order of the Emperor. Have
Captain Vaes transferred as soon as possible, the Emperor has some questions
for him.”

“Admiral,” Jodeas said.

Breq looked back up at his screen
and glared at Jodeas before he spoke.

“What?”

“I’m sorry to interrupt you,”
Jodeas said. “However, if we’re going to be getting underway with the Scythe,
I need to prep and deliver the prisoner.”

“I didn’t say anything about the
Hammer going anywhere,” Breq said. “As far as the prisoner he will be
transferred into my care. He will be going back with the Scythe to give us the
command codes for the station and turn control of it over to us.”

“That will never happen,” Jon
said.

“Never, say never,” Breq said as
he locked eyes with Jon. “We have very special ways to make people talk.”

“M’Lord,” Jodeas said. “I was
ordered to deliver the prisoner personally. This is way out of protocol.”

“Are you questioning me?” Breq
said.

Jodeas shrunk back from the
screen a bit, “N… no M’Lord.”

“Good,” Breq said. “The Hammer
will be joining the fleet at Daestel. Prepare to depart as soon as security
transfers the prisoner. Do you understand?”

“Yes, Sire,” Jodeas said as he
bowed. “But…”

“Listen up, the battle there is
not going well for the Empire. We’ve lost half the fleet in the past two days.
They need reinforcements if we’re going to hold that front. This new enemy has
taken us a bit by surprise and their ships are strange to say the least. Our
scientists are working around the clock to come up with something to combat
them. Until they do we have to try and hold them back as best we can,” Breq
said. “If they manage to push us back, they will be in striking distance of
Omvaled and then it is just a matter of time. It may already be too late as it
is. The key to this might be the station. This is why we’re taking the Captain
back there, and forcing him to turn it over.”

“In your dreams,” Jon said.
Jodeas and Breq ignored Jon’s small outburst.

“I had heard reports,” Jodeas
said. “But, I never imagined it was this bad.”

“It is, and it will get much
worse,” Breq said. “I’m sending my second in command to pick up the prisoner.
Once they depart your ship, you are to leave immediately.”

The screen blinked off after Breq
finished speaking.

“Something isn’t right,” Jodeas
said. “Com, get me a direct link to the High Council. I want to confirm these
orders.”

The Com officer sat there staring
at Jodeas.

“Follow my orders, right now!”
Jodeas screamed.

That snapped the officer into
action.

“Yes Sir, raising the High
Council.”

An older Invaru appeared on the
screen, “Captain Jodeas, what can we do for you?”

“I need to confirm some orders,
Sir,” Jodeas said.

“Yes, what orders?” the old
Invaru said.

“Admiral Breq…” Jodeas started.

“Wait,” the old Invaru said.
“You’re calling me to question the Admiral’s orders?”

“Well, Sir,” Jodeas said… It was
evident to everyone that Jodeas was starting to get nervous. “They’re strange
orders.”

The old Invaru wrinkled his eyes,
“How so?”

“I have the Captain of the
Atlantis here, and was ordered to bring him before the High Council. I have
since been ordered to release him into the Admiral’s custody, and that he was
being returned to Ghost Station so he could transfer control to us…” Jodeas
said.

“Captain, do you know how foolish
you sound right now? It doesn’t matter what your orders were, or what the High
Council wants. The Admiral’s orders trump all those and what he says or does is
beyond us. The only person he answers to is the Emperor himself,” the old
Invaru said. “If he has given you orders, then I’m sure he has his reasons. The
renegade will be brought before us in due time, and you will be given the
recognition you so badly want.”

“Sir, I don’t want any
recognition. I only want to do my duty,” Jodeas said.

“Oh, Sauk shit,” the old
Invaru laughed. “Everyone wants recognition, everyone. If you want to do your
duty, then I suggest you follow orders and do as Admiral Breq told you. Now, if
you don’t mind, I have other matters far more dire in nature.”

“Yes, Sir,” Jodeas said as the
screen went blank.

“Sir, a shuttle has left the
Wrath’s Revenge and is requesting landing clearance,” Tactical said.

“Let them land, and then tell
them the prisoner is on his way,” Jodeas said. “Captain, in case we never see
each other again. It has been a pleasure meeting you.”

Jon blinked in surprise.

“Just because we’re on different
sides doesn’t mean I can’t have respect for you,” Jodeas said. A smile crossed
his face as he looked at Jon.

“Sorry, I just didn’t expect it.
The pleasure was all mine,” Jon said.

“Guards, take Captain Hunter to
the landing bay,” Jodeas said.

 

When Jon entered the landing bay,
a military shuttle surrounded by twelve marines in the center of the room was
the first thing he noticed. The marines were wearing heavy battle armor of the
deepest red. Standing in the middle of the guards was a medium sized Invaru
with all four of his arms behind his back. His uniform was crisp and clean and
was deep blue. Jon had seen the same color of uniform on Jodeas and Admiral
Breq. It denoted command staff and the gold band around this man arms put him
in the top of the military. He watched Jon and his small detail of guards
approach. The Guards led Jon to the Invaru.

“Captain Hunter,” the Invaru
said. “I’m Captain Illus, first officer of the Wrath’s Revenge.”

“Nice to meet you,” Jon said.
“Captain Jonathan Hunter, my friends call me Jon. You can call me Captain
Hunter.”

“Oh, come now,” Illus said. “You
might not find me that bad a person.”

“Time will tell,” Jon said.

“I trust you will be on your best
behavior. I would hate to have to cuff you for transport after you seemed to be
so accommodating with Captain Jodeas,” Illus said.

“I don’t see why I should make
things harder on myself, Captain. I don’t have anywhere to go,” Jon said.

“Good,” Illus said. “You’re
dismissed; we will be departing right away.” Illus said waving one of his hands
at Jodeas’ marines. He led Jon into the shuttle, and then his marines followed
and started stowing weapons in secured racks.

“Please, take a seat,” Illus
said. He offered Jon a seat next to him.

Jon sat down, “How long until I
meet Admiral Breq?”

Illus raised an eyebrow, “Right
to the point. Well, the Admiral will be staying here as we travel to Ghost
Station. You’re in my care now, and the care of these marines. Admiral Breq
ordered me to let nothing happen to you until the Admiral sees you. When that
will happen; I have no idea.”

“Sir, we’re cleared for
departure,” one of the marines called down from the cockpit.

“Make our departure,” Illus said.
“Once we’re clear signal the Scythe for landing clearance and have her
get ready to jump.”

“Yes, Sir,” the marine said.

“Admiral Breq likes you, Captain
Hunter, did you know that?” Illus said.

“No, can’t say as I did. I’ve
never met the man,” Jon said.

“I’ve known him for over forty
years, and I’ve never seen him take to someone as much as he has to you. He has
a lot of respect for you. He will not let anyone talk bad about you in his
presence. For him to do that, speaks volumes about you,” Illus said.

“Strange, I just met him today,”
Jon said.

“Yes, I know. He, however, has
been following you since your ship left Earth. Every report on your movements
and what you have done has made it to his desk,” Illus said. “The events of the
downing of the Il’las is what I think made him respect you most. No one in our
history has ever destroyed a Titan, no one.”

“I keep hearing that,” Jon said.
“All I did was disable the ship, the planet did the rest.”

“Ultimately, you were responsible
for its destruction, no matter how you look at it,” Illus said.

“Sir, sorry to interrupt, but
we’ve cleared the Hammer, and she is moving away to jump into
hyperspace. We will be on approach to the Scythe, shortly,” the marine
said.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Illus
said. Illus turned his attention back to Jon. “We have a few things to discuss
before we land on the Scythe.”

Jon said nothing but arched an
eyebrow.

“Captain, the Atlantis
escaped and is now at Ghost Station,” Illus said. “She is currently under
repair in one of the docks, and they have sent the Titan out looking for
you. The Scythe is under what you would consider ‘friendly’ control, and
will be taking you back to the station. The Marudas has been reassigned
for the time being and should not pose a threat for a while.”

“The Atlantis made it?”
Jon said in a hushed tone. Then he looked around at the marines watching him.

Illus smiled, “Don’t worry,
Captain they’re loyal to the Admiral.”

“What? I don’t understand,” Jon
said.

“The Admiral is the leader of the
resistance,” Illus said.

“What?” Jon said.

“I’ll explain it more once we
dock, and get underway,” Illus said. “For now, I was ordered to tell you what I
just have. Admiral Breq placed me under your command, as have these marines.
Everyone here is a volunteer, and all of us have sworn to follow your orders.”

“Wow, this is a bit much to take
in, all at once,” Jon said.

“I’m not done, yet. There is a
lot more to discuss on our trip back to your station. While we’re en route we
will meet up with the Titan,” Illus said. “I couldn’t say anything while
we were on board the Hammer as it wasn’t secure. The Admiral sends his
apologies that he had to say what he said, but it was necessary for the
deception to work.”

“Okay, just give me time to let
this all sink in,” Jon said.

Illus smiled, “Sure you have
about twenty seconds before we dock and are underway.”

“Sir, we’re on final approach,
and will be docking in ten seconds,” the marine said.

“Okay, make that ten seconds,”
Illus said.

Jon laughed.

“Have Captain Vaes leave
immediately for Ghost Station once we dock,” Illus said.

“I have already relayed those
orders, Sir,” the marine said.

 

The Scythe jumped into
hyperspace as soon as the shuttle touched down. Jon stood at the ramp as it
lowered, surrounded by marines. Illus stood next to him as they departed the
shuttle. A beam flew from behind one of the crates in the landing bay and
struck the shuttle just above one of the Marine’s head.

The marines fell on Jon and Illus
as they took up defensive positions.

“What the hell!” Jon said.

“Jon?” Marc said.

“Marc? How the hell did you
survive the decompression,” Jon said.

“Long story, are you okay?” Marc
asked.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine, as long as
you stop shooting at me,” Jon said.

The marines and Illus stayed
quiet during the exchange.

“I’m ordering all Invaru to lay
their weapons down now and release Captain Hunter,” Marc said.

“Uh, Marc,” Jon said.

“It will be alright, we have them
surrounded. They have nowhere to go,” Marc said.

Jon shoved a few of the marines
back and stood up, “Marc, I’m fine. They’re friends. They helped me escape.”

“What?” Marc said. “Are they
forcing you to say that?”

“No,” Jon said. Jon turned
towards the marines around him. “You all are under my command?”

They all nodded as Illus spoke,
“Yes, Sir.”

“Good stand up slowly and lay
your weapons down,” Jon said.

They looked at each other,
waiting for someone to make the first move. Illus was the first he stood up
slowly and unbuckled his gun belt, letting it drop to the floor. The rest of
the marines slowly did the same.

“See,” Jon said. “Everything is
fine.”

Marc and six marines stood up
slowly, their weapons never wavering off the Invaru in front of them. “Are you
sure you’re okay?” Marc said.

“Yes, I’m fine,” Jon said. “This
is Captain Illus, and these marines are for my protection. They’re under my
command and protection. Put your weapons down. We have a lot to talk about.”

“Then I suggest we make our way
to the bridge. Captain Vaes is waiting for you,” Marc said.

“Retrieve your weapons, and stay
close,” Jon said to the Invaru.

They picked up their weapons and
formed up around Jon, Marc and Illus. Marc’s marines took up positions in front
of and behind the small group.

“How did you do it?” Marc asked
as they made their way to the bridge.

“Do what?” Jon said.

“I think he means us,” Illus
said.

Marc nodded, “How did you gain
support, and escape?”

“They’re part of the resistance,”
Jon said. “Admiral Breq was the one who put this plan into motion. I had no
idea what was going on until just a little while ago.”

“How come we weren’t informed?”
Marc said.

“It was last minute, and rushed,
as the Admiral set it up,” Illus said. “I think only Vaes and a few key
personnel were informed.”

“Could be. We were in planning
for a while, trying to come up with a strategy to spring you,” Marc said.
“Right before we were about to take off, the Captain delayed our launch. When
we saw you coming down the ramp, we jumped into action. It was quite
unexpected.”

“Captain Vaes is a supporter of
the Admiral, and his crew was handpicked by the Admiral himself,” Illus said.

“Excuse me a second,” Marc said.
He reached up and touched the side of his ear. “Yes Captain? Of course. Okay,
we will be there in a few seconds.”

“Change of plans?” Jon asked.

Marc nodded, “Corporal, we have a
change of plans. We’re going to the meeting room just off the bridge.”

“Yes, Sir,” the Corporal said.

“So, what is all this talk about
resistance?” Marc said.

“I’ll explain everything once
we’re in the meeting room. No need to explain it more than once,” Illus said.

Marc nodded, “Good, because we’re
here.” The guards took up positions outside the room and the trio stepped in.

Seated at the far end of a long
table was Captain Vaes. He looked up and smiled at Jon, “Captain Hunter, I
presume.”

“Captain Vaes,” Jon said.

Vaes nodded, “Please sit and make
yourself comfortable. We have a lot to discuss. We’re en route to the Titan.
We contacted her while you were on your way here. We will drop from hyperspace
briefly to form up with her and jump to Ghost Station. Carla sent word that
your sister is fine and back at the station.”

Jon sat down in relief at the
news, “Thank God. My ship and crew… how are they?”

“I’m sorry, Captain, that was not
something we had time to discuss,” Vaes said.

Jon nodded.

“Captain Hunter,” Vaes said. He
stood up and knelt in front of his seat. “As ordered by the Admiral, I’m
placing myself and crew under your command. We’re now part of this ADF you’re
forming.”

“I, uh…” Jon said.

Marc raised an eyebrow and stared
at Jon then Vaes.

“Your orders, Sir,” Vaes said. He
stood back up and kept his eyes on Jon, waiting.

Jon looked at Illus, “Um, a bit
of help, here.”

“Don’t look at me. You’re the
Commanding Officer of the ADF, and we’re now part of your personnel,” Illus
said.

“Okay,” Jon said. “My first order
is don’t ever kneel to me.”

“Yeah, he doesn’t like saluting
either,” Marc said. “Or being called Master or M’Lord…”

“Stow it, Marc,” Jon growled,
then started laughing. That eased the tension in the room and Vaes sat back
down. “Just keep doing what you were, Captain Vaes. Now, I would like an
explanation of exactly what is going on here. Why is the Emperor’s son the
leader of this rebellion and who are these people you’re fighting?”

Illus nodded and relaxed in his
chair as he began, “The rebellion has been in place for over twenty years. It
involves many key people in the Empire. Breq’s father is a ruthless
expansionist. He wants to control everything, and everyone. Every civilization
encountered by the Invaru has either been conquered or destroyed.”

The Invaru Collective, though we
use ‘Empire’ when not around the Emperor, has two main groups that compromise
its core: the Invaru, and the Buranis. All others are just pawns and puppets of
the Emperor. They work on back-world farms and construction yards and are
rarely seen in the general population. The Buranis hold a special place in the
Empire as they have a force closely equaling the Invaru, thus they are held in
a higher regard. They have a few Council members, mainly puppets, but something
to keep their general population happy. However, their vote means nothing in the
grand scheme of things. They are generally told how to vote and do so out of
fear.”

Vaes eyes widened, “I didn’t even
know that.”

Illus nodded, “The Buranis are
the only threat to the Empire in existence right now. Well, now there is a new
more deadly threat, but I’ll cover that in a bit.”

“I’ve heard rumors, but I took
them as such,” Vaes said.

“No, they’re more than rumors.
Anyway, let me continue explaining things to our new allies,” Illus said.

“I’m sorry, I’m just surprised.
I’ve never heard any of this,” Vaes said.

“We kept most of it from you
because we were afraid it might leak out to the rest of the Buranis resistance
and start internal conflicts that would disrupt everything we have worked for
through the resistance. Those of us in the resistance are in it because we’re
tired of fighting all the time. We think it is time for peace in the Empire. We
want to allow the various races to live their own lives, and offer them a true
seat in the Empire. All this death and killing has gotten out of control.

“Now, with this new enemy
knocking at the door, it strengthens our resolve to bring the races together.
The Empire as a whole would be stronger if the Empire allowed all races to have
their own fleets and work on their own technology. This suppression of races
has weakened the Empire and not let it come to its full stature and power. We
want to change that, and in a good way. However, we might never get the chance
to do so.

“This new threat flies ships we
can’t damage, and have weapons like we have never seen. They have taken out
super carriers in a single shot, and have sat in the middle of a battle group
and come out unharmed. The best guesses of our scientists, are that they are
made of some type of crystalline substance. As far as what the race looks like,
we have no idea. No one has ever come back from them alive. Countless diplomats
have tried to communicate with them to make a peace treaty and then we never
see them again.

“That is why the Admiral saved
you, Captain Hunter, and allowed you to escape. You are the key to ending the
fighting in the galaxy, and uniting the races under one flag. You are the one
the prophecy speaks of. You are the Ni’Alcha, the Chosen One.”

Jon groaned, “Not you, too.”

“They’re not the only one,” Vaes
said, then turned to Illus. “He is known as the Posadis in our language. I have
been reviewing the reports on him and his people, and he does fit some of our
prophecies.”

“Look,” Jon said. “I’m no one
special. I’m a man who stumbled upon a special ship and got tossed out here by
accident.”

“He shall unlock a special place,
where many people will find refuge. He will then fight with a silver sword the
likes of which has not been seen in hundreds of years. He will restore a
civilization to its former glory while pushing back the darkness that threatens
all. He will form a new Empire from the ashes of many,” Illus said.

“Ours is much the same,” Vaes
said.

“The Admiral has done a lot of
research into this, and you fit the prophecy,” Illus said.

“Still doesn’t mean it is me in the
prophecy,” Jon said.

“No,” Illus said. “However, the
people need something to believe in. Omvaled will fall, in less than a week.
The Admiral stayed behind to help defend it and to direct people where to flee.
When Omvaled falls, he will call a retreat of all remaining ships, to rally at
Ghost Station. I’m here, and Vaes is here, to help you prepare the station. Why
do you think he gave you this entire ship and all the personnel aboard her?
They’re here to help you prepare for the inevitable. The Admiral, and many of
the resistance members who know of you, have faith in you. They will follow you
to their end, if that is what it takes.”

“Great,” Jon muttered.

“It’s a lot to take in, I know.
Don’t change what you’re doing. Just use the tools available to you, to do what
you were going to do anyway. Everything else will come naturally,” Vaes said.

“What do you think, Marc,” Jon
said. Marc was staring at Jon open mouthed as he listened to the conversation.

Marc blinked as though he just
woke from a dream, “Um, all hail the Ni’Alcha?”

“Ass,” Jon said.

Marc laughed, as did everyone
else; the tension broke as Vaes’ com beeped.

“Yes, what is it? I said we
weren’t to be disturbed,” Vaes said.

“I’m sorry, Sir,” a female voice
said. “You asked to be let known when we reach the rendezvous point with the
Titan.”

“Yes,” Vaes said.

“We’re about to drop out of
hyperspace Sir,” the female said.

“Set Condition Yellow, we’re on
our way,” Vaes said.

“Why the status change? Don’t
they know we’re coming?” Jon asked.

“Yes, they know but how many
others know or do they really trust us?” Vaes said. “Would you trust someone
who could be setting a trap? I would rather be safe than sorry. Once they see
you’re okay and free to do as you please, things will be different. However, I
urge you to get them moving as soon as possible.”

“Alright,” Jon said. “Let’s get
this done then, so we can be on our way.”
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on stepped onto the bridge as they dropped from hyperspace. The
Titan was waiting for them, and she was on high alert. A squad of fighters
on patrol turned and approached the Scythe as she slowed on her
approach.

“Sir, we’re being hailed by the
Titan,” Com said.

“Put them through,” Vaes said. He
sat down in his chair and relaxed.

Carla’s face appeared on the
screen, the background lit in a red hue. Her eyes flicked to Jon briefly as she
spoke, “Captain of the Scythe you will release Captain Hunter and stand
down and prepare to be boarded.”

“Excuse me?” Vaes said. “That’s
pretty arrogant and rude, young lady. If our intentions were hostile we would
have already engaged you, and we wouldn’t be here alone. If this had been a
trap you would have fallen right into it, you have a lot to learn. Now, let me
speak to the commanding officer. You can’t possibly be in charge.”

Jon smiled, as everything Vaes
had said was true. He realized that his commanding officers had a lot to learn
about tactics.

“Captain,” Carla said. She
ignored Vaes and turned her attention to Jon. “Are you okay?”

Vaes glanced over at Jon and when
Jon said nothing and just returned the gaze, he spoke as he turned his
attention back to Carla.

“He is fine,” Vaes said. “I want
to speak to your commanding officer, have I not made that clear?”

“I’m the Captain of this vessel,”
Carla said. She narrowed her eyes and glared at Vaes.

Vaes laughed, “Excuse me a second
'Captain', and I use that word loosely.” Vaes reached up and made a motion
across his throat.

“Transmission muted,” Com said.

“Tactical, extend sensor range.
Launch a few medium range patrols. I have a feeling this might take a while,”
Vaes said.

“I thought we were in a hurry,”
Jon said.

Without turning around Vaes spoke
to Jon, “We are in a hurry. However, this is something that needs to be
addressed, and really shouldn’t take too long.”

“Your call, Captain,” Jon said.
He didn’t let the small smile that started to creep onto his face grow too big.

“You’re people have a lot to
learn about being officers, and this is as good a spot as any to start,” Vaes
said.

“Agreed. I told you we’re new to
this,” Jon said.

“Being new, and being stupid, are
two different things. She is being stupid,” Vaes said. “Resume audio, please.”

“Audio restored,” Com said.

“Sorry about that 'Captain' I had
a few things to deal with over here,” Vaes said. “I would like to know how you
gained control of a Eutharan vessel. Where is Captain Gilas?”

A stunned look formed on Carla’s
face.

“Oh, yes,” Vaes said. “The
Buranis and the Eutharan people might be on different sides but let me assure
you we know each other quite well. What I would like to know is how you got
control of his vessel and where he is. I’d much rather be dealing with him, or
his second in command, Carex.”

Carla’s stunned look took on a
look of anger as she lashed out, “Captain Gilas is indisposed, and Lieutenant
Commander Carex has been relieved of command.”

“Interesting,” Vaes said. “Who
relieved him of his command, and is he onboard?”

“Princess Deatra, and yes he is
onboard,” Carla said. “He is currently confined to quarters until I secure
Captain Hunter. You’re going to have to deal with me.”

“No, I don’t,” Vaes said. “Call
me back when Commander Carex is on the bridge, and ready to speak. You have no
idea what you’re doing and you will get everyone on that ship killed. You are
not ready for the command or the responsibility that comes with being in
command. Call me back when he is there. Oh, and have the Princess present,
too.” Vaes made a motion for Com to terminate the link and the screen switched
back to the Titan.

“That was pretty risky,” Jon
said.

“No,” Vaes said. He turned to
face Jon. “I don’t think it was dangerous. Carla doesn’t have the backbone to
do anything without contacting the Princess. That woman has no diplomatic
skills whatsoever. All Captains must have a bit of diplomatic skill. That is
something that is learned. The way she started the whole conversation could
have very well ended badly for you and her ship. By placing the ship in plain
view, she made it a target. She should have been hidden and waited for us to arrive,
then sat and watched, looking for a trap.”

“I agree,” Jon said. “I don’t
like the idea she was put into command when she wasn’t ready. She was being
trained for command, as are a few of my other people.”

“She has spirit,” Vaes said. “If
she can be taught to control that spirit, and not let it control her, she will
make a fine officer. We need to bring your people up to speed as soon as
possible. This new war is going to be spreading, and I’m afraid Ghost Station
will be in the middle of it. You need command capable personnel, and right now.
You have two officers here who can take command of a vessel if we had one. My
second and Illus are capable officers. You also have Gilas and Carex, I have
sparred with them multiple times; I know what they’re capable of.”

“I have an idea about what needs
to happen. I’ll go over it with everyone once we get to the station,” Jon said.

Vaes and Illus nodded as the Com
officer spoke, “Sir, we’re being hailed again.”

“Well, that didn’t take long,”
Vaes said. “Open a channel.”

The screen blinked and showed
Deatra standing on the bridge. Standing behind her were Carla and Carex.
“Captain Vaes,” Deatra said. Her tone was pleasant yet demanding.

“Ah, Princess Deatra,” Vaes said.

Jon’s heart raced as he looked at
Deatra, her eyes shifted ever so slightly towards him. A hint of relief crossed
her face as a small smile formed on her lips.

“I understand you’re here to
release Captain Hunter,” Deatra said. “Am I correct?”

“You’re correct,” Vaes said. He
glanced over at Jon and back at Deatra. Deatra couldn’t keep her eyes from
shifting to Jon.

“So what seems to be the problem,
here? Captain Taldage contacted me saying you refused to speak to her and
requested Carex’s and my presence on the bridge,” Deatra said.

“Captain Taldage isn’t ready for
command, Princess,” Vaes said. “She may think she is, but she isn’t. We were to
meet up with you and continue on to Ghost Station. However, the manner in which
we were greeted leaves much to be desired.”

Deatra glanced back at Carla and
returned her gaze back to Vaes, “This isn’t your ship. I’ll put whomever I want
in command. Commander Carex was relieved of command for various reasons, none
of which need concern you. Captain Taldage will learn as she settles into her
new command.”

Jon stepped forward, “Princess?”

Deatra shifted her gaze towards
Jon, “Yes, Captain?”

“Get off the bridge, and return
to your suite,” Jon said.

Disbelief crossed Deatra’s face,
“Excuse me? Whom do you think you are to order me to do anything? This is a
Eutharan vessel and as such under my jurisdiction.”

“Carla you’re relieved of
command, Carex you are to assume command of the Titan until further
notice,” Jon said. He ignored Deatra’s little outburst as he continued. “I’m
ordering you, Carex, to have the Princess escorted back to her suite, and to
follow the Scythe to Ghost Station.”

“Sir,” Carex said. “I can’t.
She’s my Princess and I have to follow her orders.” Carex was in a spot; Jon
was right and actually trumped the Princess being her bond-mate. Jon however
had no clue about his bond relationship with the Princess, and the Princess was
playing on his lack of knowledge. Damn if you do and damned if you don’t
situation.

“Fine,” Jon said. “Have it your
way. I’m ordering all ADF personnel to disembark from the Titan and land
on the Scythe. We will be leaving in a few moments, and if you’re still
on the Titan, you will be stranded.”

“What do you mean stranded?”
Deatra said.

“I mean the Titan and her
crew is no longer welcome at Ghost Station. You want to play ‘this is mine and
I’ll do as I please'? I’m going to take my toys back, and go to another
sandbox. The Titan can return to Ghost Station and pick up its crew then
leave. We will shuttle them out to you, however, no one will be shuttled back,”
Jon said. “The Titan has been loaned to the ADF by Captain Gilas to use
as we need. This makes her fall under my command as leader of the ADF. It also
places all personnel attached to the Titan under my command. If this has
somehow been changed then she is no longer welcome to dock at any ADF station.”

Deatra paled as she spoke, “You
wouldn’t…”

“I will, and I shall,” Jon said.
“Just because you think it’s right doesn’t make it right. Carla is in training
to be a commanding officer. Nothing against her abilities, but she isn’t ready
yet. There were several things she did wrong, and others she could have done
better. Chalk this up to a learning mistake if you want, but it could have cost
many people their lives. The last time I checked we were in short supply of
people. I’m not playing games here, there is something brewing, and we all need
to prepare for it.

“Princess once you’re up to speed
with our current situation and the people around you are also, I would have
less of a problem with you making some decisions. You’re new around here, and
have little idea what is going on with the ADF. Now, send my people to me or
step down and retire to your suite, the choice is yours.”

Deatra blinked then smiled, “As
you wish.”

She bowed and stepped out of
view.

Vaes raised an eyebrow then a
look washed over him as though he had just discovered something special. He
glanced back and raised an eyebrow as if asking a question. Illus just nodded
and smiled.

Jon continued oblivious to what
had just happened between Vaes and Illus.

“Did the Princess leave?” Jon
asked.

“Yes, Sir,” Carla said.

Jon nodded, “Carla, you will
assume second in command, and Carex will resume command. Is this understood?
Carla, I have no doubt you will make a fine officer but you have a lot to
learn. Watch and listen to everything that happens. Remember it, and learn from
it.”

Carla smiled, “Yes, Sir!”

“Captain Vaes is now in charge of
this battle group,” Jon said. “He will see us home.” Jon stepped back and gave
the floor to Vaes.

“Thank you, Sir,” Vaes said. “All
ships prepare to enter hyperspace, destination Ghost Station. Recall all
fighters and set condition yellow.”

Com relayed Vaes orders to the
Titan and once they were ready, both ships made the jump.

“Nicely done, Bea’mao,” Vaes
said.

“What did you call me?” Jon said.

Illus chuckled under his breath.

Jon frowned, “What’s so funny?”

“Ask the Princess what Bea’mao
means,” Vaes said. “I think you’ll be surprised.”

“More prophecy?” Jon groaned.

Vaes smiled, “Yes, and no. Just
ask the Princess.”

“Oh, I plan to, since I’m not going
to get anything from either of you,” Jon said.

Vaes chuckled, “This should be
good.”

“Yeah, I’m thinking the same,”
Illus said. “If only we could get his face on a holo-vid when he asks her…”

“Why do I feel like I’m not going
to like the answer?” Jon muttered.

 

The Scythe and Titan
dropped out of hyperspace outside Ghost Station’s outer markers. Jon
immediately noticed Atlantis was sitting in one of the repair docks.
Robotic arms were swapping damaged panels for new panels. A few manned repair
ships were helping remove damaged parts and assisting to guide new ones into
place. All in all, the work on Atlantis seemed pretty far along.

In one of the other construction
bays, the station had started assembling a hull for a new ship. This surprised
Jon. He understood it would take months before they would be able to get ship
production back on line. There was one new addition docked to one of the
docking platforms. It caught Jon’s attention as he was looking over the
partially assembled hull.

“Tactical can you please zoom
into the ship that is docked?” Jon said.

Tactical looked back at Vaes who
nodded, “His orders are to be followed as if they were given by me.”

“Yes, Sir,” Tactical said.
“Zooming into the Eutharan Carrier Arc Light, last reported under the command
of Royal Admiral Vors.”

“Royal Admiral?” Jon said.

“Yes,” Illus said. “The Eutharan
people have two ranking systems, normal ranks and then Royal ranks. Royal ranks
denote Royalty or someone granted Royalty through some action. They’re the
bottom of the Royal line but can work themselves up into positions of
authority. Protocol dictates an Admiral is just below the lowest royal of any
house. Royal ranks can also be passed on, though they start at the bottom and
have to work their way up.”

“Interesting,” Jon said.

“Oh, there’s a lot more rules
that was just a brief outline of how their ranking system works,” Illus said.

“It’s enough,” Jon said.

“Sir, new contact dropping out of
hyperspace,” Tactical said.

“Condition Red,” Vaes said.
“Where is it going to land?”

“Four hundred meters off our port
bow,” Tactical said. “Hold on, receiving IFF transponder.” The Buranis at the
Tactical station colored slightly, “Sorry, Sir, false alarm she is registered
as a mining vessel in bound from the Coria One mining outpost.”

“Secure from Condition Red,” Vaes
said. “There’s nothing to be sorry for. I would rather be safe, than sorry.”

“Thank you, Sir,” Tactical said.

“So where does Deatra rank
according to this Royal Admiral?” Jon said.

“I believe the Princess is of First
Tier, heir to the throne. If that is correct then she outranks this Admiral.
That is… unless,” Illus said.

“Unless what?” Jon said.

“Several possibilities present
themselves,” Vaes said. “If he is speaking with the King and Queen’s voice,
then he out ranks all but those for whom he is speaking. If he can prove her
compromised, then he would out rank her, and be able to command her in her
father and mother’s name.”

“I can see this could be a tricky
situation,” Jon said.

Both Illus and Vaes nodded as Com
interrupted.

“Sir, the station is hailing us
priority one,” Com said. “They’re asking for Captain Hunter.”

“Put them through,” Vaes said.

Ghost appeared on the screen,
“Captain Hunter you’re needed on the station now. I’m clearing both the
Titan and Scythe for immediate docking. Directions are being sent
now.”

“Ghost,” Jon said. With the Royal
Admiral on the station, all sorts of things ran through his head. “What’s
wrong?”

“Sir,” Ghost said. “Commander
Hawkins has been shot by Royal Admiral Vors. The nanites are repairing the
damage but it’s going to be close.”

“WHAT!” Jon yelled. “Helm, take
us to the station fastest speed. When we get in range Teleport me to Command on
the station. Ghost, have marines standing by. Who is currently in command of
the station?”

“Captain Gilas is, Sir,” Ghost
said.

“Did he have anything to do with
this?” Jon said.

“No, Sir. I don’t believe he did.
He has detained Vors and is awaiting your arrival,” Ghost said.

“Good,” Jon said. “Have him meet
me in Command.”

“Yes, Sir,” Ghost said.

“Captain Hunter,” Engineering
said. “We need the station’s shield frequency if we’re going to transport you
directly there.”

“Ghost, give them what they
need,” Jon said.

“Transmitting information now,”
Ghost said.

“I’ll speak to you in a minute
when I’m on the station,” Jon said “Hunter out.” The screen switched back to
the view of the station. “How long?”

“Thirty seconds Sir,” Engineering
said.

Jon nodded, “Vaes, dock the ship,
and secure her until you hear from me. If you don’t hear from me, assume the
worst and do whatever you need to do to survive.”

“We’ll come for you,” Vaes said.
“We have orders to protect you. I don’t like this, but you’re in command.”

“Ghost would have let me know if
this wasn’t safe,” Jon said.

“I hope so,” Illus said.

Jon frowned, “What do you mean by
that?”

“Just it is a Eutharan station
and the AI has certain routines that allow them to be over ridden,” Illus said.
“If this Royal Admiral has those…”

“Sir, we’re in range,”
Engineering said.

“Let’s hope not,” Jon said.
“Energize!”

“Excuse me, Sir,” Engineering
said.

Puzzled expressions filled the
bridge as they looked at Jon. Jon laughed, “Come on you don’t say that when
you’re ready to transport over?”

“Uh,” Vaes said. “No, we just say
‘Transporter Engage’.”

“Oh, I see you all need many
teachings,” Jon said. Then he got serious look on his face as he said,
“Transporter Engage.”

 

Jon appeared in the station’s
Command Center. Six marines and Ghost stood waiting for him.

“Report,” Jon said.

One of the marines started
helping Jon get into the battle armor they brought along for him.

“It’s not good, Sir,” Ghost said.
“Vors has escaped and is somewhere on level fourteen.”

“Seal off the level,” Jon said.
He cinched the chest straps tight and started placing the rest of the armor on.
“No one in or out until I arrive.”

“Sir?” Traffic Control said.

Jon turned as he spoke, “Yes?”

“The Scythe and Titan
have docked,” Traffic Control said. “The Arc Light is attempting to
break free of her moorings.”

“Ghost, shut her down. No one’s
leaving this party until it’s over,” Jon said. He tossed the helmet back at the
marine who handed it to him, “No thanks.”

“But, Sir,” the marine said.

“When they come up with a better
model that I can see out of and not feel like my head is in a fish bowl I’ll
wear one. Until then, no thanks,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” the marine said. A
few of them chuckled.

“The Princess and her guard have
disembarked from the Titan, Marc is leading them,” Ghost said.

“Damn it,” Jon said. “I didn’t
want this getting more complicated.” Jon was making his way to one of the
transport tubes as he spoke.

“It just has,” Ghost said.

Jon stopped just before he
stepped in and looked at Ghost, “What do you mean?”

“Vors has Terri and Gilas has him
pinned down,” Ghost said. “Vors is threatening to kill her if he’s not allowed
back on his ship and allowed to leave. He says he will release her once they’re
clear of the station.”

Jon’s face started to twitch as
controlled anger welled up. He reached up and thumbed the com unit built into
the armor.

“Captain Gilas?” Jon said.

“Jon?” Gilas’ voice sounded
relieved.

Jon stepped into the transport
tube as he spoke, “I’m on my way to your position. You tell that asshole if he
harms one hair on my sister’s head, there will be hell to pay.”

“He heard you,” Gilas said. “I
don’t think he believes you though.”

“He had better,” Jon said.
“Hunter, out.”

Jon slowed his descent and
stepped out of the tube and onto level fourteen. He stepped up to the door and
waved his hand over a panel. It brought up a small holographic display and Jon
typed his ID into it. The door cycled open and granted him access. They were
close to the standoff with Vors and Jon started down the corridor in a run, the
marines keeping pace behind him.

A couple of minutes later Jon
rounded a bend in the corridor and almost ran smack into Gilas. Bill was
standing there in full battle armor pointing a rifle at Vors and his men. Some
of the station’s marines had taken up similar positions.

Terri was kneeling on the ground
in front of Vors in pain. Vors had a hand full of her hair and had her head
pulled back. He was aiming a gun at her as he glared at Gilas.

“I said, let us back on our ship
and this will be all over,” Vors said.

Jon looked over at Bill and
smiled briefly, “Good to see you’re okay.”

Bill smiled, “Still healing, but
for the most part I’m alright. Almost died a few times but these nanites kick
some ass.”

Jon nodded as he peeked around
the curve again.

“I’m sorry, Jon,” Bill said.

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Jon
said. “We were lax in security. From this point on, that changes.”

“Yeah, well no one is as sorry as
I am,” Gilas said. “I trusted him, and that’s the only reason he got near
Bill.”

“Mistakes happen,” Jon said.
“Bill is okay, and Terri will be too, if he knows what is good for him.”

Jon stepped around the curve and
out into view as he spoke, “Hey, asshole, that’s my sister, and it would really
make me happy if you let her go.”

“Commander Hunter, I’m guessing,”
Vors said. A grin crossed his face as all of the marines supporting Vors
leveled their weapons.

“That is a bad idea boys,” Jon
said. “I would point those weapons somewhere else.”

The hum of weapons cycling filled
the air around Jon as the station’s marines edged in closer.

“Yeah, well I want safe passage
to my ship,” Vors said.

“You don’t get it,” Jon said.
“You don’t have a ship.”

Vors frowned, “The Arc Light
is my ship.”

“No,” Jon said. “She is my ship,
until the Eutharan Empire settles the docking fee for her.”

“That’s absurd,” Vors said.

“Our station, our rules,” Jon
said. “However since you’re not going to pay, I see no reason to keep her
plugged in.”

“What do you mean?” Vors said.

“Ghost,” Jon said.

Ghost shimmered into view behind
Jon, “Yes, Sir?”

“Shut down all umbilical lines to
the Arc Light and cycle her computers down,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Ghost said.

“Wait!” Vors yelled. “If you do
that the crew will suffocate. You know a docked ship can’t run its reactor high
enough to generate enough power to run their systems.”

“Yes, I do know that,” Jon said.
“You seem to think you’re in charge here, and you’re not. Lay down your weapons
and surrender.”

“This station is property of the
Eutharan Empire. You have no authority,” Vors sneered.

“Ghost, proceed with the
shutdown,” Jon said.

“If you do, I’ll kill her,” Vors
said. He shoved the gun hard against Terri’s temple making her yell in pain.

“You do that, and you kill a
Princess of the First Tier,” a familiar female voice said.

Jon glanced back as Deatra
stepped into view. Her marines raised their weapons and positioned themselves
so there was no clear shot to the Princess.

“What?” Vors said.

“That woman is Terri Hunter,
correct?” Deatra said.

Everyone was stunned into silence
as Deatra spoke. Some of the marines supporting Vors seemed to hesitate, as if
trying to decide what to do.

“Then she is Princess Terri
Hunter-C’loth, First Tier, and you are breaking some major laws,” Deatra said.
“This man is…” Deatra motioned at Jon. “Prince Jonathan Hunter-C’loth, Heir to
the Throne, my bond-mate.”

Jon did a double take, and
suddenly a few things fell into place. Marc, Gilas, and Terri were all staring
at Jon as though he had just grown another head. Deatra smiled in his direction
as if saying she was sorry.

Vors started laughing as he
leaned down next to Terri.

“You hear that? You have just
been promoted from Bitch to Princess.”

“I’m very serious,” Deatra said.
“Let her go now, and surrender.”

“I can see you are and I have no
doubt to your claim. Even you can’t lie about such things,” Vors said.
“However, I speak with the King and Queen’s voice and I’m ordering you to let
me pass.”

“That won’t happen,” Jon said.
“I’m ordering you to lay down your weapons.”

Several of Vors’ marines laid
their weapons down and backed off.

“Captain Hunter, I’m sorry,
Prince Hunter. You have a lot to learn about our culture,” Vors said. “I speak
with their voice, I out rank you and Princess Deatra. The King and Queen tasked
me with securing this station and I plan to do so. Now that you fall under my
command it should be rather simple.”

“See that’s where you and I
disagree,” Jon said. “This is our station, and we’re not on Euthara. Here, regardless
of rank, I am King. Since you’re on my station I’m ordering you to lay your
weapons down.”

“Seems we’re at an impasse,” Vors
said. “Let me on my ship, and let us leave, and we will settle this through the
King and Queen.”

“What ship? You don’t have a
ship, that’s been stripped from you,” Jon said. “Captain Hawkins now commands
the Arc Light.”

“You can’t do that!” Vors said.
“I’m a Royal Admiral, and my ship can’t just be stripped from me.”

“You’re not a Royal anything,”
Jon said. “I’m stripping your rank and status.”

Vors yanked on Terri’s hair and
made her yell in protest as his anger built.

“You’re walking a thin line with
me,” Jon said. “Hurt my sister again, and I’ll kill you with my bare hands.”

Vors knew Jon had the authority
to remove his ship; although his rank would have to go up in front of the King
and Queen before it was stripped. This was a standoff he couldn’t win, and it
was getting worse by the second. He looked up at Jon, and then at Deatra, his
mind made up. He flipped the safety off on his handgun, and started to squeeze
the trigger as he spoke.

“Goodbye, Princess Hunter…”
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ors felt a sharp pain under his arms, which caused his fingers to
go numb. His gun fell from his lifeless hands, and Terri fell forward when he
released her hair. She scrambled away from Vors as a look of confusion crossed
his face. He couldn’t figure out what had just happened. He willed his hands
and arms to work and nothing happened. His confusion turned to fear as he
realized he was helpless.

Something hit his lower back
causing him to drop immediately to his knees when his legs fell out from under
him. Vors tried to regain his feet only to find his legs were unwilling to
cooperate with him.

“What the hell?” Vors yelled.
“What kind of weapon is this?”

However, when Vors looked up at
Jon and his people he could see the surprise on their faces too. It was
painfully obvious to him that no one knew what was happening to him, as the
pain flared in his unresponsive limbs. His arms and legs felt like they were on
fire, and Vors screamed in pain. His marines backed away from him, as he looked
over his shoulder searching for the source of his pain.

Something grabbed his chin in a
steel grip as Vors looked up at Jon as if pleading for him to do something.

“Please,” Vors said. “Help me, my
Prince.”

Before Jon could reply or anyone
could do anything to help Vors his eyes opened wide as they looked to his right
side.

Silence had enveloped the stunned
room as the crowd heard a whisper.

“Bad man hurt Terri person,”
Oojoung’s voice said. “Hurt pretty Terri when she wasn’t Princess. Then hurt
poor Terri when Princess. Time to die, evil man who would hurt precious Terri
person.”

A loud pop filled the corridor as
Oojoung twisted Vors head almost completely around. His eyes blinked for a
second before they glazed over and he slumped to the ground. Vors’ marines,
those that still had their weapons, moved towards Vors’ body as the air
shimmered between them and the now dead Vors.

Oojoung faded into view facing
the oncoming marines. He was crouched ready to spring. The marines stopped
short and a few ran into each other as they all stared open mouthed at the
Buranis standing before them.

Oojoung let out a low growl that
was almost bear like as he lowered his head ready to pounce.

“Who is next for Oojoung’s
smackings and teachings?” Oojoung hissed.

Two of the marines raised their
rifles and took aim at Oojoung. They faltered as Oojoung let a grin spread
across his face. “Oojoung wants reasons, please shoot Oojoung,” Oojoung said.

One of the marines powered down
his weapon, and laid it on the floor. However, another marine decided to try
his luck and whipped his gun up pulling the trigger. A bolt of energy lanced
out, and hit the ground where Oojoung had just been standing. Before anyone
could react, Oojoung sprang into action. He leapt forward with such speed it
was almost impossible to see him move. Before the astonished marine knew what
happened Oojoung was standing in front of him gripping the bottom edge of his
helmet.

“DIE!” Oojoung howled. He
wrenched the helmet forward and a sickening crunching sound filled the air.
Oojoung released the helmet and the marine fell to the ground dead, hands still
holding the rifle.

“Next?” Oojoung said.

His voice was quiet, but carried
through the whole corridor.

Jon finally recovered enough from
the small display to speak.

“Enough! Lay down your weapons
and surrender,” Jon said.

Oojoung took a few steps back and
oddly enough shielded Jon and Terri. The last few of Vors’ marines still
holding weapons looked at each other, and then they laid their weapons down.

Marc shook his head in disbelief
as he looked at the two dead figures on the floor.

“I’ve never seen anyone move that
fast before,” Marc whispered.

A hint of fear crept into Marc as
he realized that, had Oojoung really wanted to leave, he could have at any time.

“Marc, have them escorted to the
brig. We’ll figure out what to do with them, later,” Jon said.

He knelt down next to his sister
and asked, “Are you okay?”

Terri stood up, and brushed
herself off.

“Of course I’m all right. He
pulled hair like a little girl.”

Jon laughed as he stood up and
nodded, “Good, I was worried about you.”

“Nah, I can take care of myself,”
Terri said. “I was just waiting for an opening.”

Oojoung scoffed.

Terri glared at him, “I was,
Oojoung. It was a good thing you came along or I would have done worse. I was
just about to make my move.”

“Uh huh,” Oojoung said.

“I was,” Terri said. Her full
attention was now on Oojoung. “You taught me very well.”

“How come precious Terri get
captured if Oojoung’s teachings so good?” Oojoung said.

“He caught me by surprise is
all,” Terri said.

“Oojoung never surprised,”
Oojoung said. “Oojoung never been captured.”

“Right,” Terri said. “I guess you
were staying in our brig for the comfort and food.”

“Oojoung wanted to stay,” Oojoung
said.

A big smile was on his face.

“Sure,” Terri said.

Marc had returned and caught the
last part of the conversation. “I think he is correct. If Oojoung had wanted to
leave, I doubt there would have been anything we could have done,” Marc said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Terri said.
“Even if he could have escaped at any time…”

“Yep, Oojoung wanted to stay,”
Oojoung said.

Terri glared at Oojoung as he
interrupted her. “He would still have to be captured before he could escape,”
Terri finished.

Oojoung’s smile evaporated as
fast as it had grown. Jon, Deatra, Gilas, and Marc laughed as Oojoung got a
confused look on his face. Terri folded her arms, as she stood there happy in
her logic. Oojoung raised a finger as if he was going to say something, and
then stopped and scratched his forehead.

“Oojoung has to think about
this,” Oojoung said.

He started to wander off, and
Terri followed him trying to get a few more pokes in. Deatra motioned to two of
the Royal Guards, and they took off in pursuit of Terri.

That got a few chuckles from
everyone who had been in earshot.

“Those two are something else,”
Jon said.

Marc nodded, “Yes, they are.”

“I don’t think I have much to
worry about, with Oojoung watching over my sister. I think she’s in pretty good
hands,” Jon said.

They had started walking back
towards the command deck, Deatra and Jon’s Royal Guards in tow.

“Okay,” Jon said. He looked
directly at Deatra as he spoke. “It’s time to have a discussion about the
events of the past few days. Ghost, contact the Scythe and clear them to
disembark. Have Mike, Brad, Illus, Vaes, Carex, and Carla meet us in the
conference room.”

 

Jon sat at the end of a long
table as people arrived. Once everyone was there he started the meeting.

“Mike,” Jon said. He turned
slightly to look at him. “What’s the situation with Atlantis?”

“We’re working through her code,
now,” Mike said. “However, it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. It’s
going to take time to nail down the problem code's location.”

“Excuse me,” Gilas said. “What
problem code, and does this affect Tatiana and the Titan?”

Mike turned a bit so that he
could see them both. “Tatiana, yes. The Titan, not so much,” Mike said.
He looked up at Jon waiting for some type of signal.

“Go on, we’re all on the same
side here,” Jon said. He leaned back and put his hands behind his head. Ghost
shifted restlessly behind him as she listened to Mike.

“The problem is that Atlantis and
Tatiana have a subroutine in their matrix that is unwanted,” Mike said. “We
have to correct this problem before we bring them back online. Tatiana was
taken offline just a while ago and we’re running diagnostics on both of them
now.”

“Ok,” Gilas said. “What
subroutine?”

“Oh sorry,” Mike said. “It’s a
flight to protect subroutine… well, that’s what I call it. Any Eutharan vessel
with an active AI that has a Royal on board and comes under attack will attempt
to retreat and flee if it sees the battle might go wrong.”

Gilas frowned, “Okay, so?”

“So?” Jon said. Jon turned to
look at Gilas and brought his hands down.

“Yeah, so what,” Gilas said. “How
does this affect the ship? It sounds like a good routine to have in place for
safety.”

“You don’t get it,” Jon said.
“Think about it this way. You’ve been in a battle and have major damage. You’re
hiding behind a planet in low orbit effecting repairs. No one’s around, and the
Princess is aboard. Suddenly six Invaru battleships and a carrier jump in
system and start searching for you. Tatiana calculates the odds of you being
found, and destroyed. She doesn’t like the odds, so in response, she breaks
orbit and makes a dash for a fold point. You might make it or you might not,
you would have survived had you shifted your orbit and hidden in the magnetic
poles.”

“I would just order her to stop,
and to move to the magnetic pole,” Gilas said.

“That’s the point,” Mike said.
“You can’t. Once this subroutine is tripped, she has complete control. She then
has only one job, and that is to return to the closest safe haven.”

“Oh,” Gilas said.

“The ships are still useable,”
Mike said. “I have restored a simplified AI to help run the functions of the
ships.”

“What about Ghost?” Jon said.

“She doesn’t have this routine
because she is a station AI,” Mike said. “She’s actually helping us track down
the subroutine that controls this behavior.”

“How much time until this is
corrected?” Jon said.

“Two days or two weeks,” Mike
said. “I really have no idea. There are millions of lines of code to filter
through.”

“Well, keep me posted then,” Jon
said.

“Will do,” Mike said.

“Marc,” Jon said. “How are the
new people adjusting?”

Marc leaned back a bit as he
spoke, “For the most part, quite well. We’ve had a few problems here and there,
but nothing my team couldn’t handle. We’re still fitting people into places
where we need them. Right now it’s by request, and skill. There are a few
holdouts, but we’ve made it perfectly clear the ADF needs everyone. If they
can’t choose, the ADF will draft them. That made a few step up and a few
grumble about, how did they put it, slave labor.”

“You tell those hold outs if they
don’t want to help we will take them back to Earth and drop them off if they
would rather be there,” Jon said. “Right now choosing an occupation is a
luxury, and we need every able-bodied person doing something. There might come
a time in the future where people can choose what they want to do, and not
serve in the ADF, but that time isn’t now.”

“I’ll pass it on,” Marc said. “We
have enough men in the marines now to dispatch units to the Atlantis and
still keep a sizable force on the station. I’m going to be assigning the more
seasoned units to the Atlantis. As we get more trained we’ll shift more
to her or other vessels as needed,” Marc said.

Jon nodded, “Sounds good to me.”

“What are we going to do with the
crew from the Arc Light?” Marc asked. “We have had them pinned down, for
the better part of two days.”

“That could be a problem,” Jon
said. “I’m of the mind to let them go on their way, and return to Eutharan.”

“Why?” Deatra said. “You claimed
the vessel. Most of her crew will want to stay with it, and with you.”

Jon looked over at Deatra with a
questioning look as he spoke, “I was joking, I don’t need to start another
war.”

“No, the Princess is correct,
Jon,” Gilas said.

Deatra glared at Gilas who
quickly corrected himself, “I’m sorry, Prince Hunter.”

Illus and Vaes chuckled as they
looked at each other.

Jon sighed, “We’ll get to that in
a second, and trust me I want to get to it.” Jon rubbed his temples.

“Well, the issues are kind of tied
together,” Deatra said.

“Oh, how so?” Jon said.

“We are what my people call
‘bonded,’” Deatra said.

She gave Jon a half-grin, in an
apologetic way.

“Bonded?” Jon said. “Care to
explain that?”

“My people call it Bea’mao, the
bonding of souls,” Deatra said. “Eutharan females when they get of age, seek
out their bond mate. Usually it is someone they know, and their mate isn’t hard
to find. However, sometimes a female will go her whole life without finding her
mate. No one knows why this happens but it does, and those females never marry
or have children. The bonding starts the female’s cycle and allows her to have
children.

“You see Eutharans are a
telepathic race… not a strong telepathic race, but we are one, none the less.
The bonding forges a telepathic link between the bond mates, and locks them
together for the rest of their lives. The bond mates can share how they feel,
and, depending on how strong a telepath they are, some limited communication.
Like right now, I can tell you have a headache and are tired. They even share
their lives.”

“A slight headache, and nothing
sleep won’t cure,” Jon said. “What do you mean they share their lives?”

“If a bond mate dies,” Deatra
said. “The other mate will die within a month. Sometimes they go insane, other
times they just turn into vegetables and merely stare into space, never
moving.”

“So if you die…” Jon said.

“You will die also, yes,” Deatra
said.

“Fucking awesome,” Jon said.

“You can never bond with anyone
else. This is why we think it works that way. Once your mate dies you are truly
alone and your mind shuts down or goes insane,” Deatra said.

“Okay, why me?” Jon said.

Deatra glanced at Gilas who
shrugged.

“I have no idea,” she said. “I
have never heard of a Eutharan bonding with someone from another race.”

“When did this happen?” Jon
asked.

“When we first met after you
rescued me,” Deatra said.

“Oh! That strange feeling I had,
like the world was slowing down,” Jon said.

By now the entire room was
watching them talk like no one else was there.

“Yes, that is one of the effects
I have heard described,” Deatra said. “Trust me, I’m as surprised by this as
much as you.”

“I doubt that,” Jon muttered.
Then in a clearer voice he said, “There’s no way to remove this? I’m not sure
I’m very happy about this. I don’t mean that as an insult, you’re a very
beautiful woman. I would just like to get to know you better before we decide
to get hitched, and I have to hand my life over.”

Gilas jumped up, “WHAT! How
insulting!

Carex blinked a few times as if
he was trying to understand what Jon had just said, even Illus and Vaes gasped.

Deatra raised her hand and
motioned Gilas to sit back down as she spoke.

“Prince Hunter doesn’t know our
customs yet. I’m sure he didn’t mean it as an insult, but only as a question.
If I were in his position I would be asking the same thing.”

“I’m sorry if it was an improper
question,” Jon said.

Gilas nodded and sat back down.

“There is a way to separate bond
mates once they are bonded,” Deatra said. “It is a very brutal process and very
painful. It is also outlawed and punishable by death, if used maliciously,”
Deatra said. “It is used in extreme cases where an important person’s spouse is
dying and there is nothing anyone can do about it.”

Jon huffed and sat back in his
chair as he thought about everything going on.

“Jon,” Deatra said.

Jon looked up at her.

“I’m nineteen years old,” Deatra
said. “I have been searching for a bond mate for over three years. I had given
up and was returning to my home world when you rescued me. Before you stepped
into the room, my life was over and I was doomed to be alone for the rest of my
life. This has given me hope. To say I’m sorry this happened would be a lie.
I’m extremely happy it happened. You have restored hope in me, and my people.
I’m the last in the Royal line beside my parents. Had you not come along civil
war would have broken out on my world, and we would have perished because of
it.

“Don’t you understand what this
means? You need people and now you have the power to have those people. You’re
a Prince and not just any Prince. You’re a Prince of the First Tier, second to
only the King. Not even the Queen can overrule your word. It doesn’t matter if
we’re married, and yes, we have to get married but only when you’re ready. You
took the Arc Light and you can reassign her crew wherever you like. You
can station her and the Titan here and use their crews to help you in
your quest.

“Just because you don’t like it,
doesn’t mean it’s a bad thing. You want to get to know me? I can live with
that, I’ll do whatever you need to you feel comfortable. Terri is now a
Princess, First Tier, too. She ranks just below me. You want her protected?
Well, this is the best way as she’ll have Royal Guards assigned to her night
and day.”

Terri frowned, “Hey, now, two guards
are fine. But I have Oojoung following me around and protecting me.”

“Standard guard compliment is
twelve,” Gilas said. “Six day, and six night.”

“Yes, sorry, but that is how it
has to be,” Deatra said. She looked over at a frowning Terri. “However, Oojoung
can be the Captain of your detail. After his little demonstration, I have
complete faith in him. So, I’ll bestow the rank of Royal Captain on him, and
put him in charge of picking your guard detail.”

Terri muttered under her breath
as she looked over to find a grinning Oojoung.

“Oojoung make sure Terri Princess
all taken care of,” Oojoung said.

“I’m sure you will, Oojoung,”
Deatra said. “Remember one thing though. In the matter of her safety, you out
rank her as does any of her guards.”

“Yeah, right,” Terri said.

“I’m serious,” Deatra said.

“Great,” Terri said. She threw
her hand up in surrender and started to sulk.

“Well,” Jon said, as a smile
crossed his face. “In that case, I’m in. Anything that makes my sister this
happy is worth doing.”

Jon knew there wasn’t really a
way out of this and he couldn’t overlook the bonuses of this bonding. Deatra
was beautiful and he was sure she would grow on him.

“Bite me,” Terri huffed.

A few chuckles filled the air.

Deatra smiled at Jon when she
realized he had accepted his position.

“Then I guess this is a simple
matter,” Jon said. “I’m assigning the Arc Light and the Titan
here to Ghost Station for the time being. Bill will take command of the
Earth’s Revenge, formerly the Arc Light, and Carex will be his second
in command. Carla will be moved to the second in command aboard the Titan.”

“What about the crew?” Marc said.

“Give them a choice stay here and
help out, or return to Euthara,” Jon said. “We will fit up an old military
shuttle, one of the jump capable ones, to take them home.”

“I’ll go speak to them on your
behalf,” Deatra said. “If I give them a choice I doubt many will want to
leave.”

“What about the marines in the
brig?” Marc said.

“They get no choice, send them
home and anyone else we have locked up,” Jon said. “Put the Invaru Captain on a
small shuttle and let him go.”

Marc nodded.

“Now, Brad,” Jon said. “How is
engineering doing?”

“Well, I have good news on all
fronts,” Brad said. “We have two of the mining outposts operating, and one of
the smelters here is now operational, as well. We’re getting ready to bring the
second smelter online when we bring the third mining outpost online. We’re also
laying the hull for a new cruiser as we speak. I wanted to start small because
we’re still learning, and this was the smallest starship in the database.”

“I saw that when we arrived,” Jon
said. “I’m impressed.”

“Well, the engineers from Earth
and a few of the Eutharan engineers have collaborated and tweaked the designs a
bit. We’ll see how it works out once we get her built,” Brad said. “Computer
teams are already working on designing her AI core and systems. I think they
have a few ideas themselves, so I have let them run with it. As far as the
station goes, we have all her reactors online, and all systems operational. The
last of the defensive batteries are having maintenance done, and then we should
be fully operational. I have a team designing the listening posts we’re going
to deploy in the dead spots around the system.”

“What about fighter production?”
Jon said.

“We’re still reworking the
remaining fighters and shuttles,” Brad said. “Not to mention the addition of
the Earth’s Revenge, and the overhaul she will need. That is, if we use
the Titan as an example for the rest of the Eutharan fleet, I’m going to
be stretched pretty thin.”

“The Titan was one of the
best in the Eutharan fleet,” Gilas said.

“Great,” Brad said.

“We can use her crew to do the
refit… the ones staying, that is,” Jon said. “Marc, see if you can find some
more people for Brad’s teams, even if it’s just temporary.”

“Will do,” Marc said.

Jon nodded, saying, “Nice work,
all of you.” Jon stood up, walked to the window, and looked out at the
Atlantis. “How long until the Atlantis is ready for duty?”

“A week,” Brad said. “We’re still
making the parts we need. The last encounter really tore her up. With
Atlantis offline, her spider bots were inactive. Mike just now got them
back online and working in conjunction with our teams.”

Jon turned around and faced
everyone again. “I don’t want people segregated. I want everyone learning to
work with each other. We have a Buranis cruiser at our disposal under the
command of Vaes. I’m grounding the Atlantis and Titan until their
AIs are back online. For now we will just use the Earth’s Revenge and
Scythe for operations. After watching Oojoung’s little display, I would
like Vaes to send us some instructors for our marines. They should be able to
set up a nice little training routine and teach us stuff we need like zero 'G’
combat. Terri, I want you to step up the fighter-training program. Use some of
the Earth’s Revenge’s pilots to help,” Jon said.

Terri nodded but said nothing.

“Sure,” Vaes said. “However,
Oojoung is ‘black ops,’ and has a lot more training than any of my people. He
would make an excellent teacher. Maybe you should even form a ‘black ops’ unit
yourself.”

“Good idea,” Jon said. He looked
at Oojoung, who was beaming with pride and couldn’t stop fidgeting. “How about
it, Oojoung, would you like to continue training the marines? After you get
done babysitting… err, I mean, protecting Terri.”

Jon’s remark resulted in, a still
sulking, Terri flipping him off, which just made people chuckle again.

“Oojoung be happy to train marine
people,” Oojoung said. “Oojoung even be happy to train special squad. Only
after Oojoung sure Terri Princess is safe and all secure.” Oojoung grinned at
Terri who just stuck her tongue out at him. This caused another round of
chuckles.

“All right, it’s a done deal,”
Jon said. “Illus, I would like you to take command of the station. However, I
want you to go nowhere without your marines. You’re the only Invaru here, and I
don’t want any accidents. I also don’t want you hiding away. I want people to
get used to having Invaru on the station.”

“Sure,” Illus said. “I ran a
station or two in my time. I can help train the control room personnel in
proper procedures.”

“Listen up people,” Jon said. “A
new type of enemy is now on the playing field, and we know little about them.
They make the Invaru look like child’s play. They’re pushing the Invaru back
and show no signs of weakening from the reports I saw while on my way here
after being rescued.

“There is a storm brewing on the
horizon, and I don’t know when it will reach us. I want us prepared for it.
Something is happening in the Invaru Collective… or Empire, if you like… and
we’re going to get caught in the middle of it. This station is going to be the
last refuge for many people. In the coming weeks, we’re going to go fishing for
more personnel. Illus and Vaes were kind enough to let me know there are other
people enslaved by the Invaru. We’re going to try to help them and bolster our
numbers while doing so. Everyone is dismissed.”

Jon turned back to look at the
Atlantis as he thought about what the future might have in store for him. One
thing was for sure; if you had told him on Earth that he would be leading a
space faring alliance, he would have laughed. He wasn’t sure if he was ready
for this, and things were getting worse, and would get much worse in the coming
months.

Arms circled his waist and
squeezed, snapping him out of his thoughts. He turned around and looked into
the tear-filled eyes of Terri.

“Thank God you’re all right!”
Terri said. She had held it in all this time, and now finally let the tears
flow. “I thought I had lost you.”

Jon smiled as he hugged her back,
“Yeah… well, ditto.”

Jon stood there, holding his
sister, as he watched the spiders bots crawl over the Atlantis.
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on stood next to Deatra while they both looked over the
Atlantis. Terri and Sam, (the orphan who had adopted Jon), were holding a
conversation, as Oojoung watched over the pair. In recent weeks, Oojoung was
never far from Terri or Sam. He insisted Sam come with them everywhere. Oojoung
had become even more protective of the Hunters and their closest friends.

Oojoung had even assigned,
unbeknownst to any of them, select Black Ops personnel from the Scythe
to keep a watch over them. He had used some questionable computer skills to get
them their placements, so that they were never far from their assignments.

Oojoung had set up a training
course for the Special Forces detachment at the request of Marc and Jon. Royal
guards were required to take the course, as were all command personnel.
Training lasted six weeks, and covered everything from hand-to-hand combat with
advanced tactics, to zero ‘G’ hand-to-hand and boarding tactics.

It was a grueling course. In the
first two days, a class that had started with one hundred and thirty applicants
was down to ninety-five.

Ten of those dropouts were in the
infirmary with various injuries. Two others would have funeral services held,
after the investigations were over. The rest either Oojoung drummed them out,
or they dropped from the course voluntarily.

Every applicant received a
warning of the dangers of the course and they even had to sign a waiver stating
they knew the risks. Oojoung did everything possible to limit the dangers of
the course, even to having medical staff standing by to get firsthand
experience on how to handle various situations.

Zero 'G’ training was done using
the Titan and Scythe. They used a weapon newly designed by Mike
and Brad. It would stun someone hit by it, but not do any permanent damage. Jon
and Marc were very pleased when they watched the simulated boarding runs.

At Jon’s urging, Oojoung had even
taken the training to a higher level for a select few of the marines. This
elite unit would form their first Black Ops team, and Oojoung would be in
charge of it. Oojoung personally selected the twenty personnel for this new
team.

Even though the basic course was
only half way through, the elite course would continue the training, and then
expand on what they already knew. Oojoung had already selected several planets
in the solar system for the environmental part of the new course. When the
marines finished with this course, they would be the highest trained unit in
the ADF.

There were a few snags, when the
training and reality came face-to-face. Tensions between the different races
ran high. However, Marc settled this by removing the offenders, and stationing
them elsewhere, usually to mining duty. It didn’t take long for their tempers
to even out, when they realized they all had to work together.

Guarding an empty mining barge
that took a day to reach its destination, and then docking at an empty outpost
for two days while waiting for a full load, wasn’t very exciting. Especially
when the upper brass made sure the crew was mixed, and that when the ship was
idle, the base was being repaired… by hand. This was actually a blessing in
disguise, not only did it teach them to get along, it allowed the ADF to get
ten mining bases fully operational and manned, in two weeks. There were plenty
of volunteers from the marines for this duty.

With the ten mining bases
operational and fully crewed, including the ships and equipment, Ghost Station
had all seven of her foundries online and running. Three were at full capacity,
and the others were at fifty percent or better. This allowed them to have a
steady supply of replacement parts and decreased the time required for repairs
and the upgrading of equipment.

Brad and his mixed crew had Ghost
Station fully operational and were in the process of opening decks that had
been shut down and restricted. This allowed the people occupying the station to
spread out a bit more, which also helped with tensions between the races living
on the station.

Mike and half his team were
installing the systems on the new cruiser, which was forty percent complete.
The other half of his team was busy stripping the Earth’s Revenge and
upgrading its systems. Bill had been spending most of his time split between
his new ship and helping out with the renovation of the newly opened atrium.
Jon grinned every time he saw Bill walking towards the atrium. He knew the real
reason Bill had taken ‘an interest’ in the project, and her name was Kelly
Martin. Kelly was the head botanist (appointed by Jon), and had caught Bill’s
eye at a meeting.

Ever since then, Bill had done
everything he could to be involved where Kelly was concerned. Kelly, on the
other hand, had done everything she could to make sure he was involved. At
Kelly’s secret request, Jon had been putting her through the training needed to
be a ‘second in command.’ Kelly wanted to surprise Bill when he officially took
command of his ship. Jon had already appointed her as Bill’s second in command,
even though Gilas frowned when he learned what was happening. Jon assured Gilas
it would be okay. Besides, he didn’t have the heart to split them up, he hadn’t
seen Bill this happy since before Vors shot him.

Jon watched as a worker walking
on the hull of the Atlantis closed an access panel. The Atlantis’
repairs had taken a bit longer than expected, as the engineering crews went
over her unfinished sections, and completed the work started ages ago.

Jon smiled as he pulled Deatra
closer. In the past few weeks, he had drawn much closer to her. He almost ached
when he was away from her. He was sure he was in love, and he knew she felt the
same. She couldn’t feel anything but love for Jon, because the bond made sure
of that. Jon also knew it was affecting him. However, it wouldn’t have been
difficult to love Deatra, even without the bond.

Jon kissed Deatra and stepped
back.

“Oh my god,” Terri said. “You two
need to go rent a room or something.”

“Yeah, gross!” Sam said.

Oojoung chuckled in the
background.

“Gross?” Jon said. Jon walked
towards the pair as he spoke.

Sam nodded, “Yeah, totally
gross.”

Terri nodded her head agreeing
with Sam, “Totally.”

Deatra watched with interest as Jon
leapt at them and bear hugged them then started showering them with kisses.

“EWWWW!” Sam screamed. “Stop!”

She was giggling the whole time
as she fought to get out of Jon’s grasp.

“YUCK!” Terri said. “Now I’m
going to have to go get an anti-cootie shot.”

Jon continued his assault,
ignoring their halfhearted protests.

“Eww, you’re slobbering on me!”
Sam whined.

Jon let Sam go, saying, “I’ll let
you go for now. You have been duly punished for your transgressions.”

“Thank you,” Sam said.

She scrambled away from Jon
wiping the side of her face on her sleeve.

“You, on the other hand,” Jon
said, turning to Terri and speaking as he gave his sister an evil grin. “Are to
be punished for the ‘cooties’ comment!”

Terri let out a squeal as Jon
started tickling her. She thrashed about trying to protect her sides from his
assault. “Stop, Jon,” Terri managed to get out between fits of laughter. “Stop
before I pee myself!”

“Thus is the punishment,” Jon
said. “I decree you shall be tickled until said peeing has started.”

Terri gasped, “You wouldn’t!”

Jon doubled his assault, “I can,
and I will.”

Oojoung was laughing as he
watched Terri struggle. He knew if she really wanted to get away, she could. It
was interesting to watch her play helpless with her brother. Something the pair
did regularly.

“Stop, Jon, I can’t hold off any
longer and if you don’t stop I will pee myself,” Terri gasped.

‘Commander?’ Mike’s voice said.

Jon stopped his assault, and let
Terri up as he said, “I declare this lowly servant duly punished.”

Terri jumped up and ran for the
bathroom as she spoke, “‘Lowly servant?’ I’ll show you ‘lowly servant’ when I
get back.”

Jon winked at Sam who started
laughing.

“Go ahead, Mike,” Jon said out
loud.

‘Sir,’ Mike said. ‘We’re ready to
bring Atlantis back online. I think we have removed all the problematic sub
routines.’

“Okay we’ll be there in a
moment,” Jon said. He stood up and started for the door and Deatra joined him.

‘Yes, Sir,’ Mike said.

“Sam,” Jon said as he stood in
the doorway, “you and Oojoung stay here. Terri, come on, we have work to do.”

Oojoung frowned.

Jon smiled, “Don’t worry Oojoung
we’ll be okay, I just don’t want Sam in the middle of all the technicians.”

“I’m hurrying,” Terri said as she
came out of the bathroom.

Oojoung nodded while he turned and
thumbed his com unit.

Jon stepped out of the doorway
and into the hall as Terri caught up. “That Buranis is way too over
protective,” Jon said. “I’m sure we will be watched and probably monitored by a
small Special Forces unit.”

“He cares,” Deatra said. “Your
safety is very important to the people on this station, and he knows it.”

The royal guards formed up as the
three walked down the corridor towards one of the transport tubes leading to
Atlantis’s berth.

“Oh, I don’t think he is too
worried about me,” Jon said. “I have a feeling he is more worried about my
sister.”

“What?” Terri said as she
finished adjusting her suit. “Oh, yeah. Oojoung loves me. This, I know. You
should try to get a moment alone around him.”

Deatra and Jon exchanged glances
before they started laughing.

Terri frowned, “What? I’m serious
about trying to get a moment alone.”

Jon nodded, “We know you are, and
that’s what’s so funny. I didn’t ever think I would see my sister complain
about something like that.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Terri said. “It
just gets a bit annoying, is all.”

Jon stopped and looked at his
sister. He stopped laughing and got serious, “I can have him reassigned or
order him to back off, if it bothers you.”

“Nah,” Terri said. “In a strange
way I’m flattered by his attention and secretly love him back. Besides he knows
when to back off.” Terri winked at her brother.

Jon laughed, “I bet he does.”

Then, as if on cue, a small unit
of Special Forces met them and they began walking again. Jon looked at Terri as
if to say ‘I told you so.’

Terri snickered as the unit fell
into place around them.

The commanding officer of the
unit stepped up next to Jon and saluted. He was a Buranis dressed in combat
armor and he carried his rifle at rest as he fell into step.

“Sir, we’ve been ordered to
escort you to your destination,” he said.

The unit was a mixed unit of all
the races, and Jon could tell they had been training together for a while.
There was no hostility between the guards as they assumed their escort
positions.

“I don’t really see the need,
Captain,” Jon said.

“Mr. Oojoung informed us this
would be a good time to practice escort duties,” the Captain said.

Even though Oojoung held a rank,
he had trained his personnel not to use ranks while on duty. None of the
personnel from the Special Forces units wore rank insignia unless you knew
where to look. It was to keep the enemy from identifying commanding and
higher-ranking officers on a battlefield.

“Did he now?” Terri said.

“Yes, Ma’am,” the Captain said.

Jon just shrugged, “That’s fine,
Captain. We welcome the additional company.”

Jon had put Oojoung in charge of
the Special Forces training and couldn’t really argue about how he did it.

“Captain,” Terri said. “You seem
familiar to me, do I know you?”

The Captain nodded, “Yes, Ma’am. You
flew my unit and me out to mining base theta a while back. Then you stayed for
a week and trained us on piloting the freighters.”

“Oh, I remember,” Terri said. “My
god, you have all changed. All I remember from those times were all the
arguments and fights I had to break up between you guys. I’m impressed by how
much you all have changed.”

Several of the Special Forces
chuckled.

“Funny how having to depend on
each other to survive, and having to live in tight quarters will change a
person,” the Captain said. “At first most of us didn’t get it, and we held to
our old ways of thinking. We have been at war for so long and, if you’ll excuse
me for saying, oppressed. When we got our first taste of being actually free
and able to choose what we wanted to do, we didn’t know how to react. We lashed
out at the people we viewed as enemies, which seemed to include everyone but
the humans.

“It made no difference how often
we got told we were on the same side, that we needed to cooperate and learn to
work together. That’s when Mr. Oojoung and Mr. Anspach instituted the mining
base duty requirement for anyone, or any unit, caught not getting along. To be
honest it was the best thing that had happened to most of us. Every person
under my command will tell you they’re better for the experience. It teaches
you very quickly to work together and to trust each other. I, for one, am glad
to be a part of the ADF. I will do everything I can to live up to the ideals of
the ADF.”

“What do you think the ideals of
the ADF are Captain?” Deatra said.

“Ma’am that’s easy for me,” the
Captain said. “The ADF is about the various races in this galaxy working
together for peace and harmony, and to build a better place for everyone.
However, each person has a different view on what the ADF means for them.”

“How so?” Jon said.

“For some it’s about having
freedom to do what they want. For others it’s about being part of something
they want to fight for, and not part of something they just fight for,” the
Captain said. “People are starting to realize there doesn’t have to be constant
war to live. They’re starting to realize not everyone is the enemy, and it is
possible to live together.”

“I’m afraid, Captain, that the
war has just started,” Jon said. “We have a long road ahead of us and we will
have to fight to get to the end of that road.”

“That is a fight we’re ready to
fight,” the Captain said. “Most of us want our kids to grow up in a world
without conflict. Besides, how can we fail when we’re following the Weaver of
Worlds?”

Jon moaned and everyone chuckled
at him.

“I think people put too much
stock in me being this Weaver of Worlds,” Jon said.

“And we think you put too little
stock in it,” the Captain said.

“Maybe,” Jon muttered.

“I wouldn’t worry too much about
it,” Deatra said.

“Well, I do,” Jon said. “Everyone
expects so much from me. I’m afraid I’m going to fail everyone if I can’t live
up to their expectations.”

“See, that’s your problem,”
Deatra said. “No one expects anything from you but to be yourself, and to
continue what you’re doing. You’re doing a good job, so don’t worry about what
people think you are. Just do what you think you should do.”

“Every time I turn around, people
are staring or talking about me being the one the prophecies speak of,” Jon
said.

“That is because it gives people
hope to believe in something,” the Captain said. “It’s like the glue that holds
everything together. It makes a person work harder when they have something to
grasp, and that something happens to be you.”

“Never thought about it that
way,” Jon said.

“That and… well… you have
fulfilled some of the prophecies,” the Captain said. He winked at Deatra who
giggled as Jon moaned. “I’m just yanking your chain, Sir. I would say relax and
let things go as they will. You’re doing a fine job. You should be proud of
what you have accomplished here, in this short time.”

“I agree, Bro,” Terri said. “You
need to loosen up some and accept how some of the people are going to view
you.”

“I guess you all are right,” Jon
said. “I’ve just never thought about it that way. I was just afraid of letting
people down.”

“It’s okay,” Terri said. “The
Weaver of Worlds should be relaxed and calm at all times. I mean, we can’t have
an uptight Weaver of Worlds can we?” Terri fluttered her eyes at Jon and he
glared back.

There were chuckles all around as
Terri flashed Jon a big smile.

“Ass,” Jon muttered.

“Is the Weaver of Worlds
displeased?” Terri asked.

“Okay, you can stop, now,” Jon
said.

Terri fell to her knees, “M’Lord,
please forgive me! Please don’t have me thrown in the brig and lashed to
death!” Terri grabbed one of Jon’s boots and began sobbing as she continued on.

The traffic in the corridor had
just about stopped while people stared at the spectacle, whispering between
each other. Jon’s face by now was beet red in embarrassment as he tried to get
his sister to stand up. Deatra and the rest of the small group were laughing as
they watched.

“Terri!” Jon said, as he nodded
and smiled at a wide-eyed Eutharan. “Please, get up, you’re scaring people.”

“Please, M’Lord,” Terri cried.
“Don’t beat me. Think of my kids what will they do when mommy is dead?” She
reached up and grasped his pants leg as she poured on a new round of crying.

“Terri, please,” Jon said
desperately.

Terri looked up at Jon and
whispered, “Are you sorry?”

“Huh?” Jon said.

“About tickling me like you did,”
Terri whispered.

“You’re evil,” Jon said.

“You know it,” Terri said. She
grinned at Jon.

“Fine. I’m sorry,” Jon said.

Terri jumped up and grabbed his
arm, “Okay, let’s go.” She had a big grin on her face as she tugged Jon down
the hall.

“Evil!” Jon said. This caused a
renewal of laughter.

“Looks like the Weaver of Worlds
is going to have a new rumor spread around,” Deatra said.

Jon gave her an evil look as he
spoke, “Hush, you, or you get no dinner tonight and go straight to bed!”

 

Several of the Eutharans gasped.

“Promises, promises,” Deatra
said.

Jon blushed as the Captain
laughed.

“I can’t win,” Jon said as he
threw his hands up.

Both Deatra and Terri spoke at
the same time, “Now you’re learning.”

Jon started muttering to himself
about women, and how evil they are.

“Just a little bit longer,” Terri
said.

“Yep,” Deatra said. “We almost
have him house broken.”

This caused Jon to renew his
muttering as both girls began to chuckle.

“I feel for you, Sir,” the
Captain said.

Deatra looked at Terri and both
of them looked at the Captain and raised an eyebrow.

“You’re next, Captain,” Terri
said.

Deatra nodded.

“Um,” the Captain said. “I think
one of my guys is calling me. I’ll be back when I can. It was nice speaking
with you all.”

With that the Captain quickly
made his way up to the front of the group. Even Jon chuckled as the Captain
made a hasty retreat.

“You both need to stop scaring
people.”

“But it’s so fun,” Terri said.

Deatra smiled as she leaned into
Jon.

“Oh, I see how it is,” Jon said
as he wrapped his arm around Deatra. “Break me down and then build me back up.”

Deatra nodded, “That’s how the
training works, M’Lord.”

Jon moaned, “You are going to be
the death of me.”

“Hey, what about me?” Terri said.

“Nah. You’re just going to give
me an ulcer,” Jon said.

Terri rolled her eyes,
“Whatever.”

 

Jon stood on the bridge of the
Atlantis watching his crew take their positions for launch. Deatra sat in
the chair to his right. Terri was down inspecting the launch bays, before they
launched. Mike stood next to the Engineering console, and signaled he was
ready.

“Ship wide,” Jon said.

“Aye-aye, Sir,” the Com officer
said.

“We will be taking the
Atlantis out for a small shakedown cruise as we bring Atlantis back
online,” Jon said. “All stations secure for departure and report ready.” Jon
made a slashing motion across his neck to close the channel. “Mike, are you
ready?”

“Yes, Sir,” Mike said.

“All right,” Jon said. “Do it.”

Mike reached down and touched a
few buttons and moments later Atlantis appeared in front of Jon. She slowly
opened her eyes as Mike walked up and stood next to Jon.

“Command authorization?” Atlantis
said.

Mike and Jon both relayed their
command codes.

“Accepted,” Atlantis said.
“Initializing memory, and all subsystem routines.”

“How long?” Jon asked.

“Shouldn’t…” Mike started.

“Finished, all systems online,”
Atlantis said. “Orders?”

“Wow, that was fast,” Jon said.

“We upgraded her memory and
CPU’s, to the newer designs the Buranis engineers had in their ship,” Mike
said.

“Orders,” Atlantis said.

“Resume duties,” Jon said.

“Thank you, Captain,” Atlantis
said. “It’s good to be back.”

“Good to have you back,” Jon said
as he smiled.

“I can see there have been
several upgrades to my systems,” Atlantis said. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get
familiar with them. I also need to run a diagnostic check.”

“You’re excused,” Jon said.
Atlantis disappeared as Jon turned to face Mike. “What about her code?”

“We cleaned it up. It was a mess.
We cleaned out all the things we didn’t need or were redundant. Then went
through and rewrote large chunks of it to be a bit more efficient,” Mike said.

“How do we know?” Jon said.

“We don’t,” Mike said. “There’s
no way to query if we got it all, but I think we did. We’re doing the same to
the other AI systems, now. The Titan is almost finished and the
Earth's Revenge is being done before we bring it online.”

Jon nodded, “Good. Keep me
informed, please.

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said.
“We’re green across the board.”

“Okay, take us out,” Jon said.
“When we pass the outer markers make our first fold.”

The Atlantis slowly left
her berth making her way towards the outer markers as she picked up speed.

“All systems green, Sir,” the Con
officer said.

“Signal the station that we’re
making our first fold,” Jon said.

“We’ve got the green light from
the station,” the Con officer said.

“Initiate fold,” Jon said.

Several things happened all at
once. Atlantis disappeared in a flash of light as the conning station
exploded and a second explosion shook the ship. The explosion threw the officer
at the conning station across the bridge, as the lights on the bridge dimmed
and turned red.

‘Warning, fold drive offline.
Hull breach on deck twenty, dispatching repair crews,’ Atlantis’ voice echoed.

“Switching Con controls to
Secondary Bridge,” Mike said from the Engineering station.

“What the hell is going on?” Jon
said.

“The fold engine is offline and
we have major damage to that section. Medical and repair crews are responding,”
Mike said.

One of the crewmen attending the
downed Con officer looked up at Jon and said, “He’s dead, Sir.”

“Damn it,” Jon said. “I thought
all systems checked green. Con, bring us about and head back to Ghost Station.”

A holographic crewmember turned
towards Jon, “Sir, I’m not getting a response from the Con.”

“Com, relay our situation to
Ghost Station and request support,” Jon said. Jon stood up and stepped down to
the planning table. “Tactical bring up our position please.”

“Sir,” the Com officer said.
“Something is interfering with our transmissions.”

Jon sighed, “Tactical our
position please.”

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said.
“I can’t get a fix.”

“What the hell is going on?” Jon
said. “Bring up the main viewer.”

Blackness filled the screen.

“Is there something wrong with
the main viewer?” Jon said.

Tactical turned back and checked
a few things, “No Sir, it’s operational.”

“Well, where the hell are the
stars?” Jon said.

Everyone on the bridge looked at
the screen, as a white-faced Mike stood up and spoke, “We’re stuck in fold.”

“What?” Jon said. “I thought
Folding was instantaneous.”

“It should be,” Mike said. “I’m
still reading a fold event surrounding the ship.”

“Atlantis, to the bridge,” Jon
said. She should have appeared when this happened it was protocol. Something
was wrong when she didn’t appear right after his request. “Mike where’s
Atlantis?” Jon said.

Mike reached down and touched a
few keys, “She’s, uh, what the hell?”

“What?” Jon said.

“She’s offline,” Mike said.

Something beeped at Mike’s
station, and he looked down to check it out.

“What was that?” Jon said.

“It seems we have a bit more
trouble,” Mike said.

Jon raised an eyebrow.

“The fold event is weakening,”
Mike said.

“Is that a good thing, or a bad
thing?” Jon said.

“Bad,” Deatra said.

Every eye on the bridge turned
towards her.
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on and Deatra stood in engineering, looking at a hologram hovering
over the table. Mike and several technicians were talking quietly among
themselves on the opposite side of the table. Mike dismissed them from the
small office as they finished their conversation, and turned back to Jon. He
glanced over at Deatra briefly, and then back to Jon.

“We need to speak in private,
Jon,” Mike said.

Jon furrowed his eyebrows in
confusion; they were alone.

“I don’t understand. We’re
alone,” Jon said.

Mike nodded at Deatra. “If you’ll
excuse us, Princess,” Mike said.

“What?” Jon said. “She can stay.”

Mike shook his head, “No, we
really need to speak in private.”

Deatra looked at Mike with a
careful expression as Jon spoke, “Mike, it doesn’t matter if she’s here or not.
I tell her pretty much everything going on.”

“That may be the case,” Mike
said, as he sat down in a chair and leaned back. “However, I’m not discussing
anything that I want to say to you in private, in front of her.”

Jon’s face colored slightly; Mike
was being unreasonable. Jon didn’t see a need for Deatra to leave the room.
What was so private that Deatra couldn’t be around?

Jon started to speak, but Deatra
interrupted him, “It’s okay. I would like to go back to our room anyway. I’m a
bit tired and would like to rest.”

Jon looked over at her. “You
don’t have to go,” Jon said.

He turned slightly to look at
Mike as if saying this is final. Mike just put his hands behind his head,
watching them both as he waited.

Deatra reached up and cupped the
side of Jon’s face as she smiled. “I know I don’t, but I really am tired. The
past twenty hours have really drained me. On top of that, I have already given
you all the help I can regarding our current situation,” Deatra said.

“Okay, I’ll see you after we’re
done here,” Jon said. He leaned in and gave her a brief kiss before she turned
and left the room.

After the door shut, Jon spun on
Mike.

“That was completely uncalled
for,” Jon said.

The anger pouring off him made Mike
flinch.

“Was it?” Mike said.

He kept his voice steady even
though he was a bit scared on the inside.

“You KNOW it was!” Jon said. “How
dare you insult her? You not only insulted her, you insulted me! She will soon
be my wife, and I have the utmost trust in her!”

Mike stood up and leaned over the
table, both fists planted on the tabletop. He worked hard to control not only
his fear but his anger too.

“Jon that’s the problem,” Mike
said.

“What?” Jon said.

“I’m not going to go completely
into it right now, as we have more pressing matters to deal with out here.
However, you met her about a month ago, give, or take a week. You have given
her access to every section of the station and ships. There’s not really
anywhere she can’t go,” Mike said.

“Yeah, so?” Jon said.

“That’s the problem,” Mike said.
“We don’t know her. Some of us don’t trust her, and can't trust her in so short
a time.”

“You don’t understand,” Jon said.
“The bond I share with her lets me know her true intent. If she had any other
motives for being here, I would know about them. She truly just wants to help.”

“You’re right,” Mike said. “That
is something I don’t understand and probably never will unless it happens to
me. That doesn’t make us just instantly trust her though. We’ve been screwed enough,
and now we’re a bit leery of getting screwed again.”

“Do you trust me?” Jon said. He
had pretty much calmed down and had taken a seat.

Mike, who had also retaken his
seat, looked at Jon with a bit of confusion on his face.

“Of course,” Mike said.

“Then trust me when I say she is
a friend and ally,” Jon said.

Mike sighed as he spoke, “It’s
not that simple, Jon.”

“Why not?” Jon said.

“We know she has telepathic
abilities and frankly we’re a bit worried she might be manipulating you,” Mike
said.

Jon laughed as he spoke, “I think
I would know if she was influencing decisions.”

“Would you?” Mike said. “Would
you really know for sure you’re being manipulated?”

“Well, I would hope people would
notice it, and bring it to my attention,” Jon said.

“Hello! Earth to Jon!” Mike said.
“What do you think I’m doing, right now? I’m not saying she is doing anything
to you. Just that we have concerns with how much you trust her, in such a short
time span.”

Jon blinked as he sat back and
considered what Mike was saying.

“Listen, Jon,” Mike said, “mainly
we’re concerned about how she is at every important meeting we have, and how
she follows you around everywhere. You have basically pushed her on us, and not
given us time to get to know her. That seems a bit fishy to us.”

“I can understand,” Jon said. “I
never really gave it much thought. No one around us has ever really said
anything about that.”

“Your command staff was a bit
afraid to bring it up to you. If you were being controlled we were afraid of
what would happen if we said anything,” Mike said. “As far as those people
around you. They’re mostly Eutharans and if there was something going on do you
think they would betray their princess, or help her?”

“You know, I never thought about
that,” Jon said.

Mike nodded and continued,
“You’ve isolated yourself a bit from us, and it’s had us worried.”

Jon nodded as he thought about
what Mike was saying. Was Deatra controlling him to some extent, or did it just
look that way?

“Look,” Mike said. “Give us time
to accept her. If we ask to talk in private, respect that choice. If you go
back and tell her about this meeting, that is your call and there’s not a lot
we can do about it. I’m not going to ask you to stop bringing her along with
you everywhere, because that’s your choice too and I might do that same thing
if it was me.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “I can
accept private meeting requests”

“I want her, from a security
stand point, restricted from R&D and all military grade hardware,” Mike
said. “Marc feels the same way and asked me to toss in the last bit. Brad wants
her restricted from sensitive engineering sections.”

“Hrm,” Jon said.

“By restricted we mean scheduled
visits with appropriate Human security,” Mike said. “It gives us time to
put up sensitive materials and secure vital sections.”

“I can swing that,” Jon said. “I
think I understand what you’re saying.”

Mike nodded, “I mean she comes
into an off limits section and brings her uncleared guards with her, and
suddenly we have eight to ten people in a section where they shouldn’t be. Ask
yourself this, you might trust her and that trust might be well founded, but
how well do you know those guards? Is it possible for any of them to be spies?
If you answer yes to that last question then you understand our position.”

“They’re all handpicked,” Jon
said.

“Handpicked, based on their
records with the Eutharan Empire, not on their records with the ADF,” Mike
said. “Very few, if any, have had any service with the ADF. Yet your guards
stand with you on the bridge of the Atlantis and in the Control Center of Ghost
Station. It’s all about security, and the safety of the people working for the
ADF.”

Jon nodded, saying, “I never
thought of it that way.” Then he grinned and said, “Maybe I should make you
head of security.”

Mike laughed, as he said, “No,
most of this came from Marc. I’m just his messenger. He and Oojoung have been
shadowing the Royal Guards, and even probing deep into their backgrounds.”

“Really?” Jon said. The look of
surprise told Mike he truly didn’t know about it.

Mike nodded.

“I guess that explains why
Oojoung has been assigning training exercises to us,” Jon said. “Sneaky little
bastard. Why didn’t they just come let me know what they were doing?”

Mike gave Jon one of those looks,
the kind that say, did you really just ask me that?

It took a second for Jon to
realize what he had just said before he responded, “Never mind.” Thoughts spun
his mind as he tried to put it all together. “Do people really not trust me
that much?”

“We worry about you,” Mike said.
“As I’ve said, we just didn’t know how to approach you about this situation.”

Jon nodded, “I understand.”

“I knew you would,” Mike said.
“As far as this discussion and its topics go… well, that is up to you to decide
what to do with our ideas, concerns, and information. You can just make the
changes and go from there or we can have a meeting. I think if you started
making changes, and said nothing, people would see, react, and become more
open. Inviting us over for dinner would go a long way towards us getting to
know Deatra.”

“I was thinking about doing that
too,” Jon said. “Dinner, once a week at my place for all command staff, would
be good.”

Mike smiled.

“That is if we get out of here
before the field collapses,” Jon said. His eyes returned to the hologram
floating above the table.

There were three large red spots
on the diagram of the ship. The largest was in Engineering where the fold
engine was. The other two were in the Main Bridge and Main Computer Core.

“Well this is what I wanted to
speak to you about,” Mike said. “We were sabotaged.”

“Sabotaged?” Jon said. His head
whipped towards Mike.

“Yeah,” Mike said. “Whoever did
this knew what they were doing.” Mike stood up and pointed to three spots near
the large red dots. “They placed charges in these areas and programmed them to
go off in certain conditions. We picked up Pansoete residue and found some of
the casings.”

“Pansoete, isn’t that a Eutharan
explosive?” Jon said.

“Yeah, the equivalent of C-4,”
Mike said. “My guess is the fold charge was programmed to go off the second we
folded. The other two went off simultaneously and took out the AI and Main
Con.”

“Why take out the AI and Con?”
Jon said.

“My best guess is that Atlantis
was taken out to hamper our repair capability,” Mike said. “With her down, the
spider bots don’t work very well, if at all. There’s also the emergency
protocols built in for just this type of thing that would have allowed us to
exit fold. Atlantis would have detected the explosion, before the Fold Drive
went offline, and dropped us out. The Con was taken out for that same reason.”

“Why didn’t the secondary Con
drop us out?” Jon said. “You would have thought they would have taken both
systems out.”

“It takes a few seconds for it to
gain complete control,” Mike said. “Long enough to get us stuck in Fold Space.”

“Now, according to Deatra, and
based on the rate of the field collapse,” Mike said as he reached up and
touched the hologram, which caused a countdown to start. It read sixteen hours
and thirty minutes, and continued counting down. “That is how much time we have
to get the Fold Drive back online before we become stuck here forever.”

“Can you do it?” Jon said.

“Maybe,” Mike said. “We’re
working on it right now. I also have several people I trust sweeping Atlantis
for more of the devices.”

“Good,” Jon said. “Have Terri
build a small trusted group, and join the search.”

“She already is helping,” Mike
said. “They’re sweeping the landing bays and munitions holds.”

“How long until Atlantis is back
online and operational?” Jon said.

“When we reach Ghost Station,”
Mike said. Jon frowned as Mike continued. “The explosion took out several key
components and will require a small refit. It will take me about four hours to
complete. If I had the parts I could do it now, but I wasn’t stocked as this
was supposed to be a shakedown cruise. There is good news though.”

“Good,” Jon said.

“The new armor is working as
expected. The manual subroutines controlled by Tactical are running and it’s
sealing the breech,” Mike said. “It will be another hour before it’s complete
though.”

“Nice,” Jon said. “But, that’s a
bit useless right now.”

“Not really,” Mike said. “In this
same situation, before the new armor, it would have meant we would’ve been
working in suits the entire time. That slows people down, a lot. The new armor
will allow us to remove the suits in an hour and work freely.”

Jon stood up as he spoke, “Okay,
get to work and keep me apprised of our situation.”

“Will do,” Mike said as he
followed Jon out of the room.

 

Jon stepped into his room and saw
Deatra laying back on the couch reading. He smiled as she looked up at him and
returned his smile. He sighed inside as he walked over and sat down next to
her.

“So,” Deatra said.

Jon leaned back into the couch as
he spoke, “There are concerns from my command staff.”

“About me?” Deatra said. She
straightened up a bit and looked at Jon.

“Yes,” Jon said.

“I can understand that,” Deatra
said. “It’s hard to understand The Bond from an outside view point. How do you
feel?”

“I,” Jon said. He looked at
Deatra and felt his heart thump in his chest. “I don’t have any question about
you…” He left the end hanging intentionally.

“However,” Deatra said. “You have
questions about the guards and maybe some of my handmaidens.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “How well
do you know them?”

“My hand maidens have been with
me for a long time,” Deatra said. “Could they be spies? That I can’t answer.
Could I vouch for all of them? No. Can I vouch for some of them? Yes. The Royal
Guards on the other hand I don’t know. I can’t vouch for any of them.”

“One of the concerns brought to
my attention is all of them are Eutharan,” Jon said. “It makes people nervous.”

“You have Human Guards as do I,”
Deatra said.

“One or two and then even they
aren’t full time,” Jon said. “We tend to seclude ourselves away and the only
time you are really seen is when I’m out and about.”

“That’s how this works,” Deatra
said.

“No,” Jon said. “I think you
misunderstand me. I mean we don’t hold parties or events to allow people to get
to know you. We don’t invite people over for dinner or even just to relax and
chit chat.”

“Oh,” Deatra said. “You know I
never thought about getting to know all of your friends and command staff. Sam,
Oojoung, and Terri are around all the time so I never gave that a second
thought.”

Jon nodded as he stared at Deatra
trying to fathom how she felt, even though The Bond was telling him she wasn’t
upset. “I want to set up a Captain’s table in the mess hall, and start eating
there on a regular basis. It will give people exposure to you and me, and allow
the command staff to dine with us whenever they want,” Jon said. “I also want
to open our door to the command staff so they can just drop by anytime to
visit.”

“They can do that now,” Deatra
said.

“Yes, they can,” Jon said, “but
we have just never extended the invitation, and they are unsure if they can.
They need to get to know you. I can’t really blame them for being suspicious.”

“I always wondered why more
people didn’t stop by,” Deatra said. “Back home on Eutharan, we would have
people visiting all the time. I like the idea of eating in the mess hall. It
would get me out more.”

“It also lets people know you
don’t place yourself out of reach, and if you’re needed, they can call on you,”
Jon said. “I’m going to make a few changes when we get back to the station. You
might not like them, but I have to do it.”

Deatra raised an eyebrow in
question.

“I’m going to limit your access
to certain areas without prior authorization to enter those areas,” Jon said.
“You will have to contact the department heads to gain access if you want it.”

“I can live with that
restriction,” Deatra said.

“Look, it’s not that I don’t
trust you,” Jon said. “It’s I don’t trust those around you because I don’t know
them. I actually recommend you do regular visits to these areas, and get to
know the command staff for each area. In a way, it’s the best of both worlds.
They want to get to know you better, and they want peace of mind. This gives
them both. Once they get to know you and the guards, they will relax.
Eventually they’ll let you know it’s okay to come by without notification.
While you’re on these visits, it’s a good time to get to know some of the other
crew, too.”

“Actually, that doesn’t sound too
bad,” Deatra said. “I’m still welcome there, they just want to know when I’m
going to show up and visit.”

“Exactly, so they can make sure
sensitive materials are out of eyesight,” Jon said. “The second thing I want to
do is mix the Royal Guards on all shifts. I want two of each race every shift
acting as Royal Guards. We’re also going to rotate personnel every two weeks so
that they all start getting to know each other. We will have a pool of sixty
four guards, sixteen of each race and they will rotate and live in the same
section.”

“I don’t know,” Deatra said.

“It’s not really up for debate,”
Jon said. “It’s going to happen.”

“What about the extra Eutharan
Royal Guards?” Deatra said.

“I think we will have them
assigned to Black Op’s as a promotion,” Jon said. “I know a bunch of them want
to join it. We’ll still have them listed as Royal Guards so we can call them at
a moment’s notice.”

“Oh, you’re sneaky,” Deatra said,
laughing. “I can live with that too.”

“One more thing,” Jon said.

“Yes?” Deatra said.

“I love you,” Jon said. “Come on
let’s go to bed and get some sleep.”

Deatra laughed as she got up,
“Yeah, right.”

Jon slapped her lightly on the
ass, making her jump and yelp in surprise as he got up.

Deatra whirled on him and
growled, “Don’t make me beat you!”

“Yeah? You and what army?” Jon
said as he lunged at her.

Deatra spun back around, and
yelped again as she dodged Jon’s grasp for her. She took off for the bedroom,
with Jon hot on her trail.

 

Twelve hours later a refreshed
Jon stood on the Bridge of the Atlantis minus Deatra. Terri was sitting in the
newly restored Con and doing a last systems check, as her holographic
counterpart did the same. Mike was across at Engineering running over some
readings, as they got ready to make their attempt to leave the void. The teams
hadn’t found any more explosives, and everything seemed all clear for the
moment.

“I’ve been able to restore some
of Atlantis’ basic functions,” Mike said. “Her emitter network is still
offline, so all we will have is audio. Also, most of her main subroutines are
offline.”

“Atlantis?” Jon said.

‘Yes, Captain?’ Atlantis said.

“Nice to have you back,” Jon
said.

‘Well, I’m not completely bac …
but yes, it is nice to be back,’ Atlantis said.

Jon smiled as he said, “Yep,
she’s back.”

“We’re ready to bring the fold
engine back online,” Mike said. “Just as a warning, there’s no telling where we
will exit, if we get out. We have been drifting a long time, and were folding
blind.”

“Blind?” Jon said.

“Yeah,” Terri said. “Navigational
computers have nothing to lock onto. So, we’re basically jumping with no
heading.”

“Um,” Jon said.

“Trust me,” Mike said. “It’s the
only way out. If we tried to put in coordinates they would just get rejected as
the computer can’t lock onto them.”

“So? Are you saying we could end
up in the middle of a planet?” Jon said.

“Well, yeah, I guess so,” Mike said.

“Guess so?” Jon said.

“A planet or a sun maybe,” Mike
said.

“A sun?” Jon said. “Are you
nuts?”

‘Captain,’ Atlantis said. ‘Chief
Anspach is correct. It is the only way out.’

“Understood. I don’t like it, but
understood,” Jon said. “Con, bring fold engine online and prepare to initiate
on my mark. Tactical, set Condition Red throughout the ship. Com, get me ship
wide.”

“Aye-aye, Sir,” Terri said. “Fold
drive online and charging.”

The lights changed to a dim red
on the Bridge as tactical acknowledged the command.

“Ship wide open, Sir,” the Com
officer said.

‘Crew of the Atlantis,
we’re about to attempt to break free of the void we’re stuck in. It might get a
bit rough, signal green when your area is secure,’ Jon said.

Seconds later Tactical reported
green across the board.

“Fold Drive charged,” Terri said.
“Ready to initiate fold on your mark.”

Jon took a deep breath and let it
out slowly. “Engage,” Jon said.

Nothing happened at first then
Atlantis began to shake slightly. Slowly the vibration increased until
Jon’s teeth were chattering and he could not stop them. Suddenly the entire
ship went dark as her power failed briefly. Jon watched as the various stations
began to reboot when the power came back online.

Jon stood up and stared at the
blank Main Viewer. Slowly everyone stood up and stared at the main screen as it
booted up. Mike reached down and hit a button on his display as the screen
finished.

Stars sprung to life across the
screen and everyone on the Bridge cheered with hugs all around.

“Nice job,” Jon said. He was
hugging Mike as he patted him on the back. Jon let Mike go and stepped back, a
grin on his face. “Tactical…” Jon started.

“Captain,” the Com officer
yelled.

“Yes?” Jon said. He turned
towards the Com.

“Communications are back online,
and I’m in contact with Ghost Station. I’m sending them a report on our current
situation,” the Com officer said. “However, Sir, we have an incoming
communication.”

“From who?” Jon said. It suddenly
got quiet on the Bridge and people quickly took back up their stations.

“Unknown, Sir,” the Com officer
said.

“Put it through,” Jon said.

“Unknown vessel, you are ordered
to hold position and identify yourself,” a harsh voice said.

It sounded like someone was
gurgling thick liquid as he or she spoke.

‘That is the Castanians,’
Atlantis said.

“Who are they?” Jon said.

“Sir, if I may,” an Invaru
officer said. He stood up from a station and turned to look at Jon.

“Go ahead,” Jon said.

“The Castanians serve the Invaru
Collective,” the Invaru said. “They’re mainly an industrial race and are known
to be fierce fighters in their own right. We need to be very careful here as
this area is on the opposite side of the Invaru collective from Ghost Station
and there will be Invaru and Buranis patrols.”

‘He is correct,’ Atlantis said.

“Sir, I have five contacts
closing rapidly. Unknown ship designs,” the Tactical officer said.

“Well, let’s not wait around,”
Jon said. “Terri get us out of here best speed. Plot a course back to Ghost
Station and initiate Fold at earliest convenience.”

Atlantis swung around and sped away from the approaching ships. The
unknown ships continued to advance on her even when Terri pushed the Atlantis’
engine to one hundred and ten percent.

“The fold drive is taking a long
time to charge,” Terri said.

“No, it’s down. That’s why it’s
not charging,” Mike said. “I have the engineers working on it.”

“I thought you had it fixed,” Jon
said.

“No,” Mike said. “I told you it
was a patch job and might hold together. Worst case would be we would have to
do a few more repairs when we got out.”

“Oh, yeah,” Jon said.

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said.
“They’re still gaining.”

“Time to intercept?” Jon said.

“Four minutes at current speeds,”
the Tactical officer said.

“Any more communications from
them?” Jon said.

“Just the normal communication
asking us to power down our engines,” the Com officer said.

“Okay, bring us about,” Jon said.
“Prepare to engage, all weapons hot.”

‘Sir,’ Atlantis said. ‘I have a
better idea.’

“What is it?” Jon asked.

‘This is what we do…’ Atlantis said.
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Atlantis swung slowly back towards the approaching ships, as her external
lights switched color to cyan. A dim cyan color surrounded the lettering on her
hull as she slowed to a stop. The three ships pursuing her slowed and came to a
complete stop in front of her.

“Ma’am?” the Com officer said. “We’re being
hailed by the lead Castanian vessel.”

Terri stood next to Jon dressed in the formal
uniform of the Cyphers. The dark blue suit had bright cyan bands of rank
encircling her wrists. The same cyan color bordered her cloak as the uniform
she wore. She looked over at Jon who just nodded.

“Put them through, audio only,” Terri said.
“Turn the translators off, please.”

“Translators off,” the Com officer said.
“Audio only.”

“Unidentified ship, this is Captain Hi’joas,”
a gurgling voice said. “Heave to, and prepare to be boarded.”

Terri frowned a bit. She understood most of
what she heard. This was one of the languages she had been studying. Everyone
else heard it perfectly clearly. Jon shook his head as he quietly contacted
security, and had them prepare to repel borders.

Terri raised her hand as though to stop Jon
as she spoke, “Honorable Hi’joas, I would speak to you for a few moments,
before we make any hasty moves between our peoples.”

Silence was her reply.

“Honorable…” Terri started.

“You speak our language?” the gurgling voice
said. “Not perfectly, but well enough. Who are you? I have never before seen a
ship of this design.”

“I’m but a lowly servant to my people. I
bring myself before you on this day, to ask for your help,” Terri said.

“Strange, you were running away from us, not
but a moment ago. Yet now you believe I’ll think you bring yourself here to ask
for help?” the voice said.

“M’lord would you not run from such might,
too? It was a misunderstanding, and nothing more,” Terri said.

“Then show yourself,” the voice said.

Terri raised her hand and pointed at Mike.
The lights on the bridge dimmed, and turned a bright cyan.

“As you wish,” Terri said. “I only hope my appearance
doesn’t offend you.”

Jon sat down in the Captain’s chair as Terri
stepped back away from the center of the room.

“Visual,” Jon said.

The main viewer blinked briefly as the
connection was established. Terri bowed towards the screen, as a large life
form appeared. It looked like a cross between a slug and an insect. Armor
plates covered the soft flesh of its arms and head, and four eyes stared at the
screen.

Hi’joas gasped when he saw Terri bowing
before the screen. A murmur rippled through his ship as the crew began
whispering. Hi’joas leaned forward as if studying the screen on his side
intently. He leaned back, looked over one of his shoulders, and then spoke
softly to someone standing behind him, who shook his head no.

All four eyebrows on Hi’joas’ face furrowed
as he spoke, “What kind of trick is this!”

Terri straightened up and smiled, “I assure
you, this is no trick.”

“Do not lie to me!” Hi’joas said. A large
two-fingered hand slammed onto the arm of his chair. “There hasn’t been a
Cypher in thousands of years!”

“Yet here I stand,” Terri said.

“You are deceiving us!” Hi’joas said. “If you
are who you say you are prove it! If you fail, we will destroy your vessel and
everyone on board.”

“I doubt that,” Jon muttered.

Terri spun around and stared at her brother
as Hi’joas’ eyes locked on to Jon as he spoke.

“You doubt my sincerity? Who are you to do
this?”

“Hush!” Terri said.

Terri directed her words at her brother, and
they were quiet enough that Hi’joas didn’t hear her.

Jon stood up and stared back at Hi’joas, as
he stepped towards the planning table.

Terri reacted before her brother could speak.

“M’lord, if you distrust what you see turn
your translators off! See that I am real. Allow me to answer your question too.
This is Jonathan Hunter, Captain of this vessel. He doesn’t doubt your
sincerity; he just worries about his people.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jon
roll his eyes, as he returned to his chair and took his seat.

“My greatest apologies,” Jon said as he bowed
slightly from his chair.

He only said it, to get the screaming
Atlantis out of his head. God! She could be a pain in the ass when she wanted
someone to do something.

Hi’joas was still watching Jon as he nodded.

“Accepted,” he said. “I can understand duty,
so you are forgiven, Captain.”

Jon said nothing but slightly bowed, again.

“Why should I believe that the Cyphers are
back?” Hi’joas said.

“They’re not,” Terri said.

Hi’joas raised all four eyebrows in surprise.

“But, here you are,” he said.

“Yes,” Terri said. “I’m the only known Cypher
alive. I am the base for rebuilding the Guild.”

“If the Cyphers make their reappearance, it
could solve a lot of things,” Hi’joas said. “I know of Jonathan Hunter and the
Atlantis. Why should we not destroy your vessel right now, and be rid of the
nuisance of your people?”

“Because,” Terri said, “that would be against
the ‘rules of engagement.”

“What rules of engagement?” Hi’joas said.

This is what Terri was waiting for and he had
fallen into it without much prompting from her. “‘The Cypher Mandate of Radosa
Prime.’ It established that any ships flying the colors of The Cypher are
exempt from combat and are to be accorded all privileges and rite of passage
through space owned by any race signing The Mandate,” Terri said.

“That is an old document,” Hi’joas said. “It
is long forgotten, and was made by a now extinct race.”

“The Eutharan,” Terri said.

“Yes, of course, the Eutharan,” Hi’joas said.
“For a thousand years that race hasn’t been seen.”

“Strange,” Terri said.

“Why’s that?” Hi’joas said. He was eying
Terri suspiciously.

Terri walked across the bridge and stood next
to a person with their back to the main viewer. “I was just wondering if this
was something you were told, or something you know for a fact?” Terri said.

“It’s a fact,” Hi’joas said.

“Well, then,” Terri said. She turned the
chair around to show a Eutharan officer sitting in it. “I think you need to get
out a bit more.”

Hi’joas blinked all four of his eyes in
surprise.

“Impossible! We were told…” he said.

Terri arched an eyebrow as she looked at
Hi’joas. “You were told what?”

Hi’joas shook his head, “Nothing, it’s not
important.”

The murmuring had resumed on Hi’joas’ ship,
but he quickly cut it off when he slapped a hand down on the arm of his chair.

“It still doesn’t matter,” Hi’joas said. “You
travel on a warship. If you’re truly a Cypher you know that this is against the
rules and provides you no protection.”

“So, you acknowledge The Mandate as viable
and intact,” Terri said.

This caught Hi’joas off guard and his mouth
looked like a fish gasping for air. “The Castanian Empire is still under The
Mandate, yes.”

Terri smiled.

“You’re still aboard a warship,” Hi’joas
said.

“That is true,” Terri said. “However, under
certain circumstances, I’m allowed such transport. This ship flies my colors
for all to see with her weapons secured. We travel through hostile space. As
such, I’m allowed to travel in a warship, for my protection.”

“What hostile space?” Hi’joas said.

“All space is hostile, now. There is no peace
in this galaxy,” Terri said.

Suddenly before anyone could say anything
more, the screen split. An older Castanian appeared next to Hi’joas. Its armor
plates were deep red and highly polished with Gold bands etched into them,
running left to right.

Terri immediately knelt as she spoke, “Your
highness.”

As soon as Hi’joas saw the hologram, he
immediately knelt and spoke, “My Queen, to what do I deserve this unexpected
call?” Every Castanian on board Hi’joas’ ship knelt and bowed.

The Queen smiled at Terri and bowed slightly
before she spoke, “M’lady! The Castanians welcome you with open arms!”

After the Queen acknowledged Terri, she rose
and said, “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“No need to be so formal Cypher Hunter,” the
Queen said. “I’m Queen Sa’oliq, and you may call me by my name.”

Terri’s eyes widened in surprise as the Queen
spoke.

“Surprised? Oh, you shouldn’t be. I know
about you and your brother, Jonathan Hunter. I have read the reports, and I
must say I’m impressed.”

“You have me at a loss, Sa’oliq,” Terri said.

Hi’joas interrupted suddenly. “My Queen, we
still don’t know if they’re who they say they are. It could all be a trick!”

“Bi’ahantas, Hi’joas” Sa’oliq said. “You have
had your translators off, just as long as I have. She has been speaking
perfect, or close to perfect, Castanian. I have no doubts that she is a Cypher,
and that her claims are true.”

“Even so,” Hi’joas said. “There’s not a lot
we can do about it. We can’t render assistance to them. They’re outlaws, and
the Invaru seek them in connection with a crime. This makes them our enemy. I’m
just trying to decide what to do about them. Let them go or destroy them.”

“You’ll do no such thing, Captain,” Sa’oliq
said. “You’ll escort the ‘Maker of Worlds,’ and his friends, safely to port.”

A slap resounded on the bridge, as Jon’s hand
hit his face, and pulled downward as he groaned. A few chuckles echoed on the
bridge, but the crew immediately cut them off when Jon looked around trying to
see who was laughing.

“That’s him?” Hi’joas said. Surprise crossed
his face, then fell off. “Even so, we don’t have much choice. We must act to
preserve our people.”

“You will do exactly what I have told you to
do,” Sa’oliq said. “Is that clear?”

Hi’joas just stared at Jon, his mouth
slightly open.

“Captain,” Sa’oliq said, her voice gaining
strength and authority, “I said, ‘is that clear?’”

“Yes, my Queen,” Hi’joas said.

He knelt and bowed.

Sa’oliq smiled as she locked eyes on Jon.

“Please stand and step forward, Captain
Hunter, so that my old eyes can see you clearly,” she said.

One of her hands was making a motion for him
to stand up.

Jon looked at Terri who nodded back at him.

“So young, for a human,” Sa’oliq said. Jon’s
eyes widened in surprised. “Oh yes, Captain, I know of your people and their
plight. I have met many humans in my lifetime, though they’re rare in this part
of the galaxy.”

“There are humans here?” Jon said.

“No, not anymore,” Sa’oliq said. “However,
that is a discussion for another time.”

“Your Highness,” Jon said.

Sa’oliq snorted and spoke, “Sa’oliq, please.
The Maker of Worlds should never address those beneath him as equal or higher
in station.”

Jon arched his eyebrow in confusion.

“Your coming was foretold,” Sa’oliq said. “In
a great flash of light, the Maker of Worlds shall arrive. He shall carry a blue
light thought to be lost, thousands of years ago, and a long forgotten ally.
Both had been believed gone forever from the age of peace. He shall come to the
Castanians, and release them from their chains. He shall remake their world as
a place of peace and harmony… but only after much discomfort and disharmony.”

Jon let out another small moan as Sa’oliq
continued.

“Our laws are written in such a way that you
are the supreme leader of my people,” Sa’oliq said.

“What?” Jon said. His eyes widened as several
gasps filled the room around him. “Uh, I don’t want that.”

“I’m sorry,” Sa’oliq said, “but, that is how
it has to be. After certain conditions are met, you can then restore a
Castanian of your choice, as ruler.”

“What conditions?” Jon said.

“I’m sorry, we’re not allowed to speak of
them,” Sa’oliq said.

“Um, I order…” Jon started. Terri grabbed his
wrist and squeezed as she shook her head.

Sa’oliq smiled as she spoke, “See, Hi’joas,
she truly is a Cypher. She understands our ways.”

“Don’t, Captain,” Terri said. “If you order a
Castanian to do something they can’t do, they must take their own life, to
avoid spreading shame to their household and their bloodline.”

“…you to take us to port,” Jon said.

Jon thought he felt more gray hairs form on
his head, as he ran his hand through his hair.

“There is no way out of this, Captain,”
Sa’oliq said.

“I’m ordering you…” Jon said. Terri squeezed
his wrist again. “It’s okay, trust me.”

Terri raised an eyebrow in question briefly
as she looked at her brother then eased her grip. “Just be careful what you
say,” Terri said.

“Sa’oliq,” Jon said.

“Yes, M’lord?” Sa’oliq said.

Jon moaned, what was going on with people and
the ‘M’lord’ crap, lately.

“I’m ordering you to continue to run the
Castanian Empire, and to report directly back to me,” Jon said. “You will have
final say on all things that involve the Castanians, after you confer with me.
I reserve the right to make you choose for your people, without my input. Is
that understood?”

Sa’oliq grinned, “And he shall cause the fall
of a queen, while bringing her to power. He shall rule, while not ruling his
people.”

Jon muttered under his breath.

“Well done, M’lord,” Sa’oliq said.

“One more thing,” Jon said.

“Yes, M'lord'. Sa’oliq said.

“Cut the ‘M’lord.’ ‘Jon’ is fine,” Jon said.

“Of course, Jon,” Sa’oliq said.

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said. “Sorry to
interrupt, but we have two incoming hyperspace events.”

Jon looked at the tactical display over the
planning table. Two event horizons were marked on it at the edge of their scan
range.

“Release the whiskers and begin the sweeps,”
Jon said.

“Whiskers active,” the Tactical officer said.
“Beginning primary sensor scans.”

“Sa’oliq,” Jon said.

“We see them too, Jon,” Sa’oliq said. “We’re
moving in to provide cover for you and I’m on my way to your location as we
speak.”

“There’s no need for you to endanger
yourself,” Jon said.

“I’m sorry but you’re my primary concern, as
is the Cypher,” Sa’oliq said.

Hi’joas, who had been listening the whole
time, finally spoke up. “Two Invaru battle cruisers have just exited
hyperspace. They’re on course to our current position at full speed,” he said.

“Confirmed,” the Tactical officer said. “I
have them as the Ki’ased and Liosa.”

“Prepare to bring us to battle stations,” Jon
said.

Terri turned to leave the Bridge as Sa’oliq
interrupted Jon. “Jon, please maintain what you’re doing. You can’t break your
‘Cypher Status,’ until they have attacked you. If you do, you will ruin the
emergence of the Cyphers. Right now, you’re flying under a diplomatic flag. To
suddenly swap would undermine what you have done here,” she said. “We’ll take
care of the Invaru, if it comes to that.”

“And if they attack us?” Jon said.

“Then by all means defend yourself from
aggression,” Sa’oliq said.

Jon nodded as he glanced over at his sister.
“Have all hands standby for battle stations. Terri you’re with me. I need you
doing just what you’re doing.”

Terri nodded and took back her spot next to
Jon.

“I told you my Queen,” Hi’joas said. “We
can’t afford to harbor them against the Invaru.”

“Captain Hi’joas,” Sa’oliq said. “If you have
a problem with this, you can relieve yourself, and allow your second to command
in your place.”

“My Queen,” Hi’joas said. “All I’m saying is
this is a bad idea! We can’t afford to fight the Invaru.”

“You know that secretly, the Invaru have been
our enemies for ages,” Sa’oliq said. “We have been waiting for one thing before
acting. Now he has appeared before us. I have been ruling this empire for over
a thousand years. I remember the great wars and the peace that was before it. I’ll
not let this slip through my fingers. We will defend that ship! If it comes to
it, we will die doing our duty. That is my final order and you will follow it
or resign your position. Do you understand?”

Hi’joas knelt and nodded as he spoke, “As you
wish, my Queen.”

“However, I don’t think it will come to
that,” Sa’oliq said.

She had returned her gaze back to Terri.

Terri smiled as she spoke, “Anything I can do
to kick the Invaru’s teeth in, will be my pleasure, your Highness.”

Sa’oliq laughed as she spoke, “I doubt they
will be ready for this. Just a bit of information you can use: The signatories
never revoked the Mandate. It is still in the core of the treaties that all new
races sign, even today.”

Terri’s grin widened, “That is very
interesting, and very useful! My thanks.”

Sa’oliq smiled and nodded back.

“Sir,” the Com officer said. “We’re being
hailed by the Invaru.”

“Your show, Honorable Hunter,” Sa’oliq said.
“Do not let them address you without the word: ‘Honorable.’ It is part of your
heritage, and a sign of respect for your position. That is, unless you allow it
to be otherwise.”

Jon resumed his seat and let Terri have the
floor. “All yours Honorable Hunter,” Jon said. A small smile spread across
Jon’s face.

Terri shot Jon a look that could freeze
blood, as Jon chuckled.

“I’ll get you for that,” she said.

“I’m sure you will,” Jon said.

Terri turned back towards the main viewer.
Her expression was now neutral.

“Put them through.”

She had pulled the loose cloak around her
body, and the hood now covered her face.

A large Invaru, wearing Captain’s bars,
filled the screen and immediately started speaking.

“Atlantis, you are ordered to drop shields
and prepare for boarding.”

The Captain of the Invaru vessel had a look
of triumph on his face.

“This vessel is on a diplomatic mission,”
Terri said.

The Invaru Captain blinked for a second, as
if he’d just seen Terri.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Captain said. “I
have been ordered to seize that vessel, and its crew.”

“How dare you or the Invaru Empire interfere
with a vessel under The Cypher’s flag,” Terri said.

A surprised look crossed the Invaru Captain’s
face. “Excuse me?” the Captain said. “Did you say ‘Cypher’?”

“Yes,” Terri said. “Can you not see the
colors adorning this ship, and my dress that denotes me as of the Cypher
Guild?”

“What kind of ruse if this?” the captain
said. “The Cyphers have been gone for thousands of years. Now suddenly one
appears out of nowhere? I have to give it to you humans, you’re a crafty lot.”

“There is no trick here, of that I assure
you,” Terri said, switching to perfect Invaru as she spoke. “I’m Terri Hunter,
the new beginning of the Cypher Guild.”

The Captain waved one of his four arms in
dismissal at Terri. “Whatever you say Hunter.”

Several of the Invaru on the screen looked at
their Captain as if he had just sprouted horns.

“You dare insult me and my Guild?” Terri
said.

Her face filled with anger as the captain
began issuing orders quietly to his crew.

“I was excusing the slight, before. However,
the proper way to address me is ‘Honorable Hunter’! I shall expect no less from
you.”

“Yes, I know that,” the Captain said. “I also
know that if you don’t know a Cypher’s name, the proper way to address them is
Honorable Cypher. However, we both know you are neither honorable nor a Cypher.
Just because you fly the colors, doesn’t make it so.”

“I’m ordering you to cease your approach on
this vessel,” Terri said. “Under the rights afforded me by the Mandate of
Radosa Prime, no vessel carrying a Cypher can be boarded, seized, or even approached
without the consent of the Cypher in charge. I don’t give you that authority,
and furthermore, I’m ordering you to return to your own space.”

“Fine have it your way,” the Captain said.
“Battle Stations, prepare to fire on that vessel.”

No one on his ship moved until he slammed his
fist down and yelled, ‘NOW!’

“What?” Terri said. “You would dare fire on
my ship?”

“I will do as I’m ordered,” the Captain said.
“You have one last chance to surrender.”

“You fire on that vessel, Captain,” Sa’oliq
said as her picture popped up, “and the Castanians’ will pull their support
from the Empire. Consequences be damned, I’ll not sit here and let you do this.
The ship is carrying a Cypher! Since The Mandate is still in effect for all
members of the Empire, the Honorable Hunter is correct in everything she has
said and done.”

“Sa’oliq, this doesn’t concern you,” the
Captain said.

“Captain Taeade,” Sa’oliq said, “this matter
does concern me! It also concerns every member of the Empire. If you destroy
that ship what do you think will happen when people find out?”

“A sigh of relief?” Taeade said.

He grinned as he spoke and chuckled slightly.

“You’re an idiot, and shouldn’t be in command
of a garbage ship,” Sa’oliq said. “If the Invaru Empire can’t even follow its
own rules and laws, then the member races will try to break free. I use the
term ‘member’ lightly, as we all know we were given little choice. However, at
this time, do you think the Invaru can afford a civil war?”

“Don’t tell me you believe this nonsense
about the Cyphers coming back?” Taeade said. “It’s a ruse for these people to
gain an advantage however they can.”

“She has been speaking in perfect Invaru for
over half your conversation,” Sa’oliq said. That alone is proof enough she is
whom she says she is. Not to mention that she speaks Castanian very well for an
outsider who has never seen us.”

“That can be faked,” Taeade said.

“That is true,” Sa’oliq said. “But, there are
always signs that show it as fake. There are no such signs, here.”

Taeade drummed his fingers on the arm of his
chair as he stared at Terri.

“I’ll have to contact my superiors in this
matter…”

“Another event is forming behind the Invaru
ships,” the Tactical officer said. “A super carrier is dropping out of
hyperspace and taking up position between the battle cruisers. I have her
marked as the Wrath’s Revenge, under the command of Admiral Breq.”

“That won’t be necessary, Captain Taeade,”
Admiral Breq said as his face appeared on the screen. “I’ve been monitoring the
situation.”

“Sire,” Taeade said. He stood up from his
chair and knelt.

“Captain, you will apologize to the Honorable
Hunter for your conduct,” Breq said.

“What?” Taeade said. He looked up in
astonishment.

“I said… ‘You will apologize to the Honorable
Hunter for your conduct,’” Breq said. He stood up from his chair and glared at
the screen.

“She’s an impostor!” Taeade said. “The
Cyphers have been gone for thousands of years, and you expect us to believe a
human is one?” Taeade stood up and was almost yelling. “We have been looking
for the Atlantis, and this Jonathan Hunter! Now we have them and can end all
the trouble they have been causing us! Yet you expect me to believe their lies?
I’m sorry, Sire, but I can’t do that. I don’t believe any of it. It’s too much
of a coincidence to be true.”

Breq’s eyes narrowed as he spoke, “I have
been monitoring the transmissions, and I have had my translator off, for most
of it. I have also had the technicians going over the recordings looking for
any anomaly. We’ve found nothing. She speaks perfect Invaru. That is a sign
that she is who she says she is.

“Furthermore, The Mandate is intact! As she
says, it is not up for dispute. You will apologize to her, to keep this from
becoming an embarrassment against the Invaru people. That ship, for now, is ‘hands
off.’ Do I make myself clear?”

“I...,” Taeade said.

“That had better be a ‘Yes, Sire’ coming from
you, or so help me…” Breq said.

Taeade swallowed hard as he glanced back in
Terri’s direction.

“Yes, Sire,” Taeade said. He knelt and bowed
as he continued, “Honorable Hunter, please forgive my previous actions.”

“Forgiven, Captain Taeade,” Terri said.

Her right foot was making a grinding motion
on the floor as she smiled.

“Captain Taeade,” Breq said, “we can’t just
ignore the rules of engagement, and the laws of our Empire, simply to suit our
whims. There has to be order, and we must set the example.”

“I understand that, Sire,” Taeade said. “I
see this as a major threat, though. They have the ability to move about our
space without any repercussions. Doesn’t that make us vulnerable?”

“True, they have the ability to move about
with freedom,” Breq said. “However, I don’t see how one single ship can make
that large a difference. The Emperor will no doubt change The Mandate, and make
it null and void.”

“The council will never allow that,” Sa’oliq
said. “With the emergence of the Cyphers, treaties and documents between races
will mean more, not less.”

“The council are nothing more than pawns used
by the Emperor to get what he wants,” Breq said. “How do you really think they
will vote?”

Sa’oliq got quiet as she thought about what
was being said.

“However, until that time, ships flying under
the Cypher Flag can’t be touched,” Breq said. “We can’t afford a civil war,
with what is happening in the Empire right now. It would tear us apart at the
seams. Though, I would suggest that the Honorable Cypher find a less
threatening means of transport.”

Terri bowed.

“Sa’oliq,” Breq said. “What is the Castanian
position on this new Cypher?”

“My people accept Honorable Hunter as a true
Cypher,” Sa’oliq said.

“So shall the Invaru,” Breq said. “We will
take our leave, now. I must report back to the Emperor in person about this
matter. I also must enter Honorable Hunter in the database, so that all can
recognize her as a Cypher. We don’t want this to happen again. With your
permission, Honorable Hunter, I’ll take my leave.”

“As you wish, Admiral Breq,” Terri said.

All three Invaru ships entered hyperspace as
everyone on the Atlantis let out a sigh of relief. Terri stepped out of camera
view and grabbed her face with a hand and made a motion like she was pulling
something off it. She made the motion of tossing it on the ground and then
stomping on it as she smiled. Jon chuckled as he watched his sister do her
little dance. Terri then stopped and smoothed her clothes as she stepped back
into view.

“We will continue our escort and assist you
with your repairs,” Sa’oliq said.

“Thank you,” Jon said.

“Sir,” the Com officer said. “We received a
burst transmission from the Wrath’s Revenge just before she entered
hyperspace.”

“What does it say?” Jon said.

“Well, Sir,” the Com officer said. “It looks
like a set of coordinates. There is also a small note that says ‘go here.’ It’s
signed: Admiral Breq.”

“Con have you plotted the coordinates?” Jon
said.

“Yes, Sir,” the Con officer said. “It’s a
dead end system with five planets. It’s actually situated pretty close to Ghost
Station.”

“I know this system,” Sa’oliq said.

Jon arched his eyebrow as he spoke, “You do?”

“Seems you have more friends than I thought,”
Sa’oliq said.

“That isn’t widely known,” Jon said.

“Yes, I thought not,” Sa’oliq said. “We will
keep your secret. Some believe that system is the home of the Cypher Guild.
Whether it is or is not, I have no idea. No one who has ventured there has ever
come back to report.”

“Interesting,” Jon said. “But, what
significance would it have for us?”

“I do not know, Jon,” Sa’oliq said. “I only
know what I have been told or heard.”

“Sounds like a place we need to visit,” Jon
said.
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on stepped onto the Bridge of the Atlantis, followed closely by
Terri and Mike. They had completed their repairs thanks to the Castanians.
Atlantis stood next to Jon’s chair, smiling.

“Good to see you, Atlantis,” Jon
said as he returned the smile.

“Good to be back, Sir,” Atlantis
said. “Glad to have you back, too, Captain.”

“Glad to be back,” Jon said.
“Wearing my uniform with the helmet deployed was getting a bit awkward.”

“No joke,” Terri said. “I would
have never guessed they lived in an atmosphere that thick.”

“You could breathe it if you had
too,” Mike said. “It’s pretty close to our own. It would make you light headed,
though, because the helium content is a bit high. It would also tire you out
quickly and you would probably suffocate from exhaustion if left exposed for
too long. The density, combined with the pressure, is what allows them to
breathe. I gathered from speaking to them that they absorb it, rather than
inhale it, as we do.”

“An interesting race,” Jon said.
“Speaking of them, how are our guests doing?”

Mike turned to check a few read
outs as he spoke, “Deck six environmental systems report the atmosphere is a
match for their own. They should be quite comfortable for the trip.”

“Tactical, make sure guards are
posted at all entrances and exits,” Jon said. “I don’t want any of our people
wandering in by accident. Our guests also have limited access to the whole
ship. Just make sure they have an escort. If Sa’oliq needs anything make sure
she gets it, if we can do it.”

“Aye-aye, Sir,” the Tactical
officer said.

Deatra stepped off the transport
tube, followed by her guards, and walked towards Jon as she spoke, “So how was
it?”

“Confining,” Jon said. “But,
pleasant and interesting. Their capital is something to see.”

“So I have heard,” Deatra said.
“Is it true what they say?”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Their
city is made from an amber substance which is created by a lower caste of drone
workers. It’s almost as hard as steel. Yet, at the same time, it is flexible
enough to absorb impacts. It’s a massive golden city that reaches far into the
sky and shines brightly under their sun. It’s very beautiful and breathtaking.”

“I’m glad everything has worked
out,” Deatra said. “I’m also glad you all are okay.”

Jon watched Deatra as she spoke.
His heart thumped as he felt her love reach out to him, as his own love warmed
her.

“You know,” Jon said. “I have a
job for you.”

“Anything I can do to help,”
Deatra said.

“I want you to go to the
secondary bridge and get with Carla,” Jon said. “I want you to make sure the
preparations for the Castanians’s arrival at Ghost Station are ready. Pick a
deck, and work with Engineering to get it prepared. Carla and the secondary
bridge crew will be at your disposal. I’ll also leave it to you to contact
Sa’oliq to find out if there is anything special she will need done.”

“It will be my pleasure,” Deatra
said.

“If you have any problems, Carla
is there to help you,” Jon said.

Carla’s hologram, which was
across the room looking over the shoulder of one of the holographic personnel,
looked up at Jon and nodded as he spoke.

“I’ll be honored to assist you,”
she said.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Taldage,”
Deatra said.

“‘Carla’ is fine, Princess,”
Carla said.

“In that case, you can call me
Deatra,” Deatra said.

Jon stood up and gave Deatra a
kiss and then swatted her ass as he said, “Off you go, then.”

Deatra jumped and let out small
squeal.

“Just you wait,” Deatra said as
she walked away. She swayed her hips a bit more than usual as she added, “I’ll
get you back, Mr. Hunter.”

“Yeah, well you better bring your
guards with you,” Jon shot back as he winked.

“No, I think my handmaidens will
suffice,” Deatra said.

She grinned at Jon, who was
open-mouthed and trying to think of something to say. Before he could say
anything, she disappeared into the transport tube with her guards close behind;
every one of them was snickering.

“Have your hands full bro?” Terri
said with an evil little grin on her face.

“You have no idea,” Jon said.

“Oh, I think we do,” Atlantis
said as she winked at him.

Jon just blinked as the chuckles
started.

“Way too full,” Terri said as she
turned back to the Con.

“I, um,” Jon said. “Never mind,
prepare for departure. Have all stations report readiness.”

“That’s what I thought,” Terri
said.

“Stuff it,” Jon said.

He smiled as his sister giggled.

“Oh! Our big strong Captain is at
a loss for words,” Terri said. “Who would have thunk it.”

Mike had been laughing the whole
time as the two went on, as was most of the bridge crew.

“Hey, Chuckles,” Jon said,
looking over at Mike, “how about a report when you’re done laughing it up?”

“Sure, just give me a second,”
Mike said.

Mike began laughing harder and
wiped some tears from his eyes. Then suddenly, he stopped in mid-laugh.

“Engineering is reporting all
green.”

This made more than one of the
crew to start laughing again, and even Jon smiled at the antics.

“Oh, you’re a regular riot. You
both are, you should be a team and tour the known systems.”

“Really, you think so?” Mike
said.

“Yeah, really?” Terri said.

“No,” Jon said.

Terri stuck her tongue out at
Jon.

“Party pooper,” Mike said.

“That’s me,” Jon said. “Okay,
folks that’s enough! Let’s get down to business.”

“All stations reporting green,”
the Tactical officer said.

“We have clearance to depart at
our convenience,” the Com officer said.

“Con,” Jon said, “take us out. Prepare
for initial jump once we’re clear.”

“Aye-aye, Sir,” Terri said.
“Docking clamps released. Making speed at one-quarter power. Preparing to fold
in four minutes.”

The Atlantis turned from her
docking berth, making her way towards the outer markers. She picked up speed
and suddenly disappeared in a flash of light.

 

Two days later, the Atlantis
sat at the edge of the mystery system. Jon was staring at the hologram of the
system. Atlantis was going through some readings on the other side of the
table, and Terri was standing next to Jon staring at a planet.

“You’re sure about that, Terri?”
Jon said.

“Yes,” Terri said as she pointed
at a small planet displayed on the hologram. “That’s where we will find what we
have been sent to find.”

Deatra and Sa’oliq stepped onto
the bridge, and made their way to where Jon was standing. Sa’oliq was dressed
in a special type of environmental suit that was also battle armor.

“I’m getting a power reading from
that planet. It’s very low, almost as though it was trying to remain hidden. I
almost missed it, and if Terri hadn’t pointed the planet out I probably would
have not seen it,” Atlantis said.

Deatra and Sa’oliq looked at each
other briefly, and then turned their gaze back to Terri.

“What?” Terri said.

She was looking at Deatra and
Sa’oliq.

Jon looked up at the pair as his
sister spoke.

Deatra glanced at Atlantis as if
she was seeking confirmation.

“I told you,” Atlantis said. “She
is the one.”

“Of this you’re sure?” Sa’oliq
said.

Atlantis nodded.

“The one what?” Terri said.

Mike stood up, joined the small
group, and he was listening intently as they spoke.

Deatra glanced at Sa’oliq, who
just nodded.

It was Atlantis who spoke first
though.

“Terri, remember when I told you
that you were special and very rare?”

“Yeah,” Terri said. “You told me
I had a special ability to understand languages and even learn them quickly.”

“Yes,” Atlantis said. “But that
isn’t all of it. When I scanned you after the accident on Earth, I noticed your
brain worked in a very similar way to how a Cypher’s brain worked. It was that,
which made you special.”

Your brain functions in such a
way, that you can’t help but interpret what is going on around you. As a matter
of fact, I would say you have a more advanced brain than a Cypher, because you
do this with almost everything around you. Piloting is an example. The
hand-to-hand fighting Oojoung has been teaching you, is another example.”

You’re more of a Ga’sahde than a
Cypher. Sa’oliq and Deatra agree on this and we have had many talks about how
to handle this situation.”

“And following the appointed one,
shall be the appearance of an ancient and long forgotten sect of the Cyphers,”
Deatra quoted.

“This is the same as our
prophecy,” Sa’oliq said.

“Two questions,” Jon said. All
eyes turned to him. “What the hell is a Ga’sahde and why wasn’t I informed of
this little bit of prophecy?”

Deatra cast her head down as she
spoke, “My love, I’m sorry. You have to understand if word of this slipped out
by accident; the Emperor would have done everything in his power to destroy
you.”

“As if he hasn’t already,” Jon
said.

“No, Captain Hunter,” Sa’oliq
said. “He hasn’t put effort into finding and destroying you. Right now, he sees
you as a thorn in his side. To him, you are nothing more than a bug to be swept
aside.”

“I guess I can understand the
need for secrecy, even though I don’t agree with it,” Jon said. “However, I
don’t want any more secrets kept from me! It’s very important I have all the
facts so I can make choices based on them. Now, about these ‘Ga’sahde’…” Jon
let the last of hang in the air.

“Simply put,” Atlantis said.
“They were the warriors of the Cyphers. The galaxy used them to force peace
agreements when there was no hope of a peaceful resolution. In those matters,
they held power above the Kings, Queens, and Emperors. They’re who kept the
peace, and would have protected your world had they still been around. My base
was a station for the one who protected earth and its people.”

“If they were so powerful what
happened to them?” Mike said.

“No one really knows,” Deatra
said.

“My people say they encountered
something dark and more powerful than them,” Sa’oliq said. “What was called a
Black Death. They were gleaming ships able to withstand massive amounts of
damage. However, this is just a story my people pass around. I don’t know if it
has any truth. I remember the Ga’sahde. While they died like normal beings,
they also were capable of remarkable feats. They had different ranks,
Engineering, Command and on from there.”

“You’re an Alpha, Terri,”
Atlantis said. “A supreme Ga’sahde.”

“That means what, exactly?” Terri
asked.

“You will rule the Ga’sahde,”
Deatra said.

“What?” Terri said. “No thanks.”

“They will need you,” Sa’oliq
said.

“Who will?” Terri said. “There’s
no one left.”

“My people began testing a week
ago,” Sa’oliq said.

“And Ghost has been going over
medical scans for over a month,” Atlantis said.

“I’ve seen a couple of my
handmaidens, transmitting back to Euthara. They have been secretly transmitting
medical scans back to the station, for just as long,” Deatra said.

“Great,” Jon said, muttering to
himself. “The handmaidens know and I don’t.”

“I never said they knew why they
were doing it, just that they were,” Deatra said.

Jon slammed his fist down on the
planning table. Everyone in the room jumped at the sudden outburst. Jon glared
up at Deatra as he spoke, “This is all some big game to you, isn’t it?”

“I…” Deatra said.

Jon interrupted her as he raised
his voice, “Shut up! I trusted you, and this is what I get back in return:
secrets!”

“Jon…” Deatra said.

Tears were filling her eyes as
she took a step towards him.

“Shut up! I don’t want to hear
any more from you right now,” Jon said. “Guards confine her to quarters until I
decide what I’m going to do with her, no visitors. Com, no calls to or from her
room until I say otherwise. I’m so sick and tired of being led around by the
nose, so I can do what you all want me to do.”

The Royal Guards escorted a
crying Deatra off the bridge.

“Jon,” Mike said. “That was a bit
harsh, bro.”

Jon glared at Mike.

“No need to get that upset,”
Terri said. “It’s a bit much for us all.”

“I’m not done yet,” Jon said. He
focused his attention on Sa’oliq who backed up slightly.

“Captain,” Atlantis said.
“You’re…”

“Computer, disable AI! Minimal
functions, only,” Jon said. Atlantis disappeared from sight as Jon finished.
“Sa’oliq, I want you to think real long and hard about my next question.”

“Yes, M’Lord,” Sa’oliq said as
she bowed.

“Is there anything else I need to
know?” Jon said in an even voice. “Any more secrets I need to know about?”

“No, M’Lord,” Sa’oliq said.
“Nothing I’m aware of.”

“I swear I’ll space the next
person who keeps something like this away from me,” Jon said.

Carla’s hologram had walked up
next to Jon. Even though she was on the auxiliary bridge, she could hear
everything that was going on. Up to this point, she had been listening and
staying out of the discussion. Now she felt it was time to speak up, and she
did so.

“Captain,” Carla said.

“What?” Jon said, his voice still
showing his anger.

“You once told me that I needed
to see a larger picture when I’m in command,” Carla said.

“Yeah? So?” Jon said.

“Well, Sir,” Carla said. “You’re
not seeing the larger picture, here.”

“I think I see more than you
realize,” Jon said. “This secret business will end up hurting us in the long
run. I’m tired of people and their secrets! They should have told me about this
a long time ago. For them not to tell me, makes me think they don’t trust me!
If they don’t trust me, why are they here?”

“You’re right,” Carla said. “They
should have told you about something this important. You’re our leader, and you
have a right to know everything going on. You are also going to have to
understand that even though you’re our leader, you will not know everything.
You have to trust those people around you to do the right thing. You’re blowing
this whole thing way up, for no reason. Simply telling everyone you would like
to know about important things like this would have been fine.”

“Have you been talking to Marc?”
Jon asked. He blew out a breath as he tried to calm down. “I did over react a
bit, didn’t I?”

“No. Why? And yes, a bit,” Carla
said.

“You just sounded a lot like him,
there, for a second,” Jon said. “Computer restore AI. Com, have Deatra brought
back to the bridge.”

Atlantis blinked into existence
and opened her mouth only to see Jon hold his finger in front of his mouth, and
then pointing to her, motioning her to be quiet. Atlantis nodded and then
started looking through the data streams on the hologram as she waited.

Deatra stepped off the transport
tube a few minutes later, and made her way to where the small group was
standing.

“We’re here, now,” Jon said. “I
over reacted a bit about the whole thing. I do need you to keep me informed
about anything major that might affect the ADF as a whole. I’m not sorry for
what I said, but rather, for how I said it. So, let’s get back on track here,
and do what we have come here to do.”

Jon gave Deatra a brief smile as
he reached for her hand. She took it and nodded to Jon as she leaned into him.

“I’m sorry,” Deatra said. “I
didn’t mean to keep anything that was vital from you. I was just protecting
Terri until we knew more. We were all just trying to help.”

“I understand and respect that,”
Jon said. “I was caught off guard by the whole situation. After, when we talked
about it, it hit me wrong. I don’t keep anything from you, and I expect the
same in return. That is one thing you need to understand about me. I don’t hide
things from the people I care about.”

Everyone nodded his or her
understanding when Jon finished.

“So,” Jon said. “What do we know
about this system?”

“It’s said to be the base for the
Cypher Guild,” Atlantis said.

She touched the hologram and
zoomed to a planet that had a small pulsing dot marked on its surface.

“This planet has a small energy
reading, with a debris field around it. The planet has a breathable atmosphere
and multiple life signs.”

“Life signs?” Deatra said.

“Yes, I’m guessing it’s the
planets indigenous wild life,” Atlantis said. “I’m not getting any readings that
would point to a civilization being present.”

“Any idea what the debris field
is?” Jon said.

Atlantis nodded as she spoke, “It
appears to be some sort of battle field. However, they’re from an unknown class
of ship.”

“Strange,” Jon said. “Con, lay in
a course to that planet and put us in orbit.”

“Aye-aye, Sir,” the Con officer
said.

“Not really,” Sa’oliq said.

“Not really what?” Jon asked.

“She’s right,” Deatra said as
Atlantis nodded her agreement.

“She’s right about what?” Jon
said.

“The Cyphers are peaceful by
nature,” Sa’oliq said. “Their ships are unarmed and are usually protected by
the owners of the territory.”

“What about the Ga’sahde, I
thought they were the warrior sect,” Jon said.

“They were, but they were
destroyed long before the Cypher Guild was destroyed,” Sa’oliq said. “The
Cypher Guild stood for hundreds of years after the Ga’sahde. They weren’t seen
as a threat and served a purpose to the galaxy.”

“You mentioned something about
testing people,” Jon said. “How many are we talking about?”

“Ga’sahde or Cyphers?” Atlantis
said.

“Both,” Jon said.

“So far, about three hundred,”
Atlantis said. “Two hundred and twenty of them have the ability to be Ga’sahde,
the rest have the ability to be Cyphers.”

“How will all this work?” Jon
said. “Do we really want to bring them back?”

“What?” Sa’oliq said. “Of course
we want to bring them back.”

Deatra held her hand up as other
people started to speak. “The choice isn’t ours to make! It’s Terri’s right to
decide what happens with the Ga’sahde. She is the one who has to decide,”
Deatra said.

“Look,” Jon said. “This is
something we all have to agree on. It’s not something one person can decide.”

“It is and she will,” Deatra
said. “She outranks you on this matter.”

“Like hell she does! She’s my
sister, and I’m responsible for her,” Jon said.

“Jon, you’re not listening,”
Deatra said. “She is the Ga’sahde Alpha. It is her choice as to whether she
brings them back. You’re bound by the same law as the rest of us.”

“I’m not bound by any laws,” Jon
said.

“Sorry, Jon,” Atlantis said.
“When you took command of me and the station, you bound yourself to those laws.
If you refuse those laws we can’t allow you to command us.”

“They’re ancient laws,” Jon said.
“I can’t believe…”

“Stop,” Terri said, interrupting
him. “They’re right, I’ve read the laws, and this is something I have to decide
on my own.”

Jon looked at Terri, stunned. He
couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Terri, I don’t know if this is the best
thing for us,” Jon said. “We don’t know enough about this Guild. I know they
have their uses, and I can respect that, but I just don’t know if it’s the best
thing.”

“They’re maintainers of the
peace,” Terri said. “Well, at least the Ga’sahde was like that. Cyphers were
more like the lawyers of the galaxy, they made sure that contracts were binding
on both sides and no one took advantage of the other.”

“Oh great,” Jon said. “Lawyers in
space! Just what we need. Can this possibly get any worse?”

“It’s not that bad,” Terri said.

She giggled a bit at Jon’s
antics.

“So, how does all this work?” Jon
said. “I would like to know something about what is going on.”

“It’s pretty simple,” Terri said.
“The Cyphers are diplomats and are allowed to come and go freely, no matter
what is going on. Opposing parties called on them to ensure contracts between
people and races are legit, and say what they’re supposed to say. Governments
used Cyphers to negotiate treaties. All treaties have to have a Cypher present
to validate them. Without a Cypher to validate them, all major agreements are considered
nonbinding.”

Jon’s eyes widened as he spoke,
“Did you just say what I think you said?”

Terri nodded as she spoke, “Yes!
All agreements between the Invaru and their allies – and I use that term
loosely – are null and void.”

“This is why we hid Terri's true
identity,” Sa’oliq said. “Our people aren’t bound to the Invaru anymore, with
the reappearance of the Cyphers. We’re currently relocating closer to Ghost
Station. You see the danger now? Admiral Breq is the only reason you lived.
This is why I said you have important friends. If it had been any other Invaru,
you would have been attacked.”

“I had no idea,” Jon said.

“Part of what Breq said is true,”
Deatra said. “He will have to report it. He needs to log her as a Cypher. This
is both good and bad at the same time. It’s good that it lets the other races
know there is a Cypher. It’s bad that it puts her into a dangerous situation.
The Emperor will attempt to kill her if given the opportunity.”

“I have no plans on leaving the
Atlantis,” Terri said. “My place is by my brother’s side and that is where
I will stay. This Ga’sahde just allows me to do what I want: fight and fly.”

“In a way, yes,” Atlantis said.
“However, you will also have other responsibilities. It’s very important that
if you start rebuilding the Guild, that you keep it a secret and build up
quietly. One or two more Cyphers showing up and no one will think much of it,
as you’re already here. A massive migration of people, though, and people will
start poking around. At the early stages, the Cyphers will be vulnerable.”

“Let me get this straight,” Jon
said. “The Cyphers mean the downfall of the Invaru Empire… or at the very
least, a downsizing. Right?”

“Yes, in certain aspects,”
Sa’oliq said. “The Invaru will try to declare the old laws redundant and have
them removed before Terri can make a presence.”

“How can we stop that?” Jon said.
“Now I’m starting to like the idea of rebuilding the Guild. Anything to put a
thorn in the Emperor’s side makes me happy.”

“Our people are already spreading
the word and the holo vids of the emergence of a Cypher,” Sa’oliq said. “That
should slow them down a bit.”

“You’re sneaky Sa’oliq,” Jon said
as he smiled.

“Thank you,” Sa’oliq said.

“Sir,” the Con officer said.
“We’re approaching the planet.”

“Contact,” the Tactical officer
said. “Fold event forming directly in front of us.”

“Condition red,” Jon said.

A ship the size of Atlantis
appeared in front of her. The hull was a deep red and it had cyan markings on
its hull in tiger stripes. The cyan colored lettering on the side, named her as
the Brisqeth.

“What is that?” Jon said.

Everyone’s answer was the same,
they didn’t know.

That is until Sa’oliq said, “That
is a Ga’sahde ship.”

“Sir, we’re being hailed,” the
Com officer said.

“On main viewer,” Jon said.

A figure dressed in blood red
battle armor and cloak holding a large staff that glowed at either end stood in
the middle of the screen. A helmet visor deployed made it impossible to tell
what race or sex it was.

“Kiosah nuh ikas jutlaes,” the
figure said.

Jon tapped the side of his head
as he spoke, “Are the translators offline?”

Atlantis pulled up a screen on
the planning table and looked it over. “No, they’re working fine,” she said.

“It is what they are,” Sa’oliq
said. “Their language can’t be deciphered by normal means.”

“Ovax madij lakode ufaw,” the
figure said.

“How do we respond t…” Jon said.

“SHHHH!” Terri said.

The figure raised the staff in
its hand and tapped it on the floor as it spoke again, “Ighas ologen hufeq
ousad.”

“Pohus ikkjas,” Terri said. “Hope
I got that right.”

“What did you say?” Jon said.

“We come in peace,” Terri said a
she grinned.

Jon rolled his eyes as Mike
chuckled.

The figure’s head turned slightly
in Terri’s direction. “Onneas hijooa kilap neaw unjissak,” the figure said.

“Utepi pewea ijusah,” Terri said.

“You will be tested,” the figure
said.

“Tested?” Jon said. “What does it
mean by that?”

“I have no idea,” Terri said.

The figure made a motion with its
staff and a glow surrounded Terri. Jon reacted instantly, and grabbed her. A
blinding flash of light filled his vision. When his vision came back, he was
standing next to Terri, in front of the strange figure aboard the other vessel.

“What the hell is going on,
here?” Jon said.

The figure struck out with the staff,
hitting Terri in the chest. Terri immediately crumbled to the floor as Jon
eased her fall.

“What did you do to her?” Jon
said. He had taken up a defensive stance.

“I only put her to sleep,” the
figure said. “You aren’t supposed to be here. You might cost her everything,
including her life.”

The figure swung the staff at
Jon’s head. Jon reached up and deflected the blow. Jon’s foot snapped out, and
struck the figure in the chest. The figure reacted instantly, and grabbed Jon’s
foot as its other hand lanced out, catching Jon in the chest. Jon's body wanted
to stumble back, but the hold on his foot made that impossible.

The figure’s hand lanced out
again, this time grabbing Jon by the throat. It picked him up off the floor.
The pressure increased around his throat making it hard for him to breathe, as
his feet dangled. Jon reacted and grabbed the hand around his throat trying to
break free.

“Nice, but not good enough,” the
figure said.

The pressure increased, and Jon
began to black out.
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on woke up in a small nondescript room. He sat up on the bed as he
looked around. He rotated himself so he could get out of the small bed. Pain
lanced through his chest, and his throat ached from the recent fight. Jon
unzipped his uniform, and looked at his chest. A large ugly bruise had formed
in the center of his chest. He reached up and touched it lightly, which sent
waves of pain coursing to his brain.

“Cracked sternum and three
cracked ribs,” a familiar voice said. “Your throat is also slightly bruised.”

Jon jumped and turned on the bed
to face the person speaking. The figure stood in the doorway, its arms crossed.

“Where’s my sister?” Jon said.

Pain radiated from his throat as
he spoke. Jon ignored it as his anger flared.

“She is fine,” the figure said.
“Her trials will start soon.”

“Trials?” Jon said. “What
trials?”

“I’ve bound the ribs,” the figure
said as Jon stood up and groaned from the pain. “I wouldn’t move around much,
though; you could do more damage to yourself.”

“You didn’t answer my question,”
Jon said.

“She must go through the trials
to secure her place,” the figure said. “You can watch the trials from this
terminal since they do pertain to you, too.”

“I want to see her right now,”
Jon said.

“That is impossible,” the figure
said. “She is preparing.”

Jon took a step towards the
figure as he spoke, “I’m not asking.”

“That would be very unwise,
Captain Hunter,” the figure said. “You’re in no condition to fight me. You will
see her in due time. As I have said, the outcome of these trials will affect
you, too.”

Jon stopped for a second and
sized up the figure then turned and took a seat at the display table. “You said
these trials affect me?” Jon said.

“Yes,” the figure said.

“How so?” Jon asked.

“If she fails,” the figure said,
“she forfeits her life; and because you’re here, you do too.”

“I think I’m liking this trials
thing less and less by the moment,” Jon said.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” the figure
said, “but, by the rules of the trials, you being here makes you a part of the
trials. You will take part in them at a later date, as her last test … if she
makes it that far.”

“Great, sounds like fun,” Jon
said.

“I’m glad you approve,” the
figure said.

“That was sarcasm, asshole,” Jon
said. “After this is over, you and I are going to have a very long talk.”

“Assuming she completes the
trials and commands me to do such,” the figure said.

“Let me get this straight,” Jon
said. “My sister can command you?”

“Not right now, as she has no
status in the guild,” the figure said. “However, she is my commanding officer,
and yes I must follow her orders.”

“Wow,” Jon said. “Confuse people
much?”

“Captain,” the figure said. “It’s
very simple. She is my commanding officer and has the ability to give me
orders. However, the orders I have to follow, at this point, are very limited.
She has no real status in the guild yet. If she is what she appears to be, I’ll
be very happy to serve her. She will be the first Ga’sahde in ages, and as such
will be able to rebuild the guild to its former glory and usefulness. I have
been waiting for this moment for a long time, and now that it’s here I find
myself hopeful.”

“Right, I’m sure you are,” Jon
said. “Sarcasm again, in the event you missed it.”

The holographic display popped up
as a control panel appeared with in Jon’s reach. He didn’t understand anything
written on either display.

“Why can’t I understand what I’m
looking at?” Jon turned to look at the figure that was still standing in the
same spot.

“Your nanites have been
suppressed and are currently in a sleep mode,” the figure said.

That brought another thing to
Jon’s attention, the emptiness he felt. Deatra was there, and he knew she was
okay, but that was it.

“You’re suppressing my bond,
too,” Jon said.

“Yes,” the figure said. “No
communication is allowed. I have changed the displays to English for you.”

“What about my ship?” Jon said.

“Unharmed, and in orbit around
the planet,” the figure said. “Sa’oliq and Deatra have explained to the crew
what is going on. There was a brief moment of tension when I took your sister
and, inadvertently, you. They will be monitoring the trials too. One last
thing, Captain Hunter …”

“Yes?” Jon said. He glanced back
over his shoulder at the figure.

“Any attack by you or your people
in orbit forfeit the trials, and both your lives,” the figure said. “You must
listen to my commands at all times, or again the trials will be forfeit. Do you
understand?”

“Yes,” Jon said. “I’ll be a good
boy.”

The figure nodded as it spoke,
“Good, most everything will be translated as it happens, so you will have an
idea what is going on. Now, I must go and start the trials.”

The figure turned and walked
through the doorway, which closed behind it as a panel beeped and then flashed
red, locking the door.

“This should be loads of fun,”
Jon said.

He brought up the holo display
and enlarged it to its fullest size. On the screen, Jon watched Terri enter the
room. She pulled her cloak off and tossed it into the corner, as she stepped
into a small circle, scribed on the floor.

“Terri Hunter,” a voice said.
“Are you ready to start your trials?”

“Yes,” Terri said.

“You understand what happens if
you fail?” the voice said.

“Perfectly,” Terri said. Terri
turned her head and stared directly at Jon. “Though, I ask he be excluded since
his coming here was an accident.”

“This is not possible,” the voice
said. “How your brother came to be here was of his own doing. As such, he is
bound by the old laws.”

“I understand,” Terri said.

She turned her head back so she
was staring straight ahead.

“Let the trials begin,” the voice
said. “Why have you sought us out?”

“To rebuild the Ga’sahde and
Cypher guilds,” Terri said.

“For what purpose?” the voice
said.

“To establish some stability
between the current races of this Galaxy,” Terri said.

Jon was following the questioning
and noticed Terri’s every answer was carefully constructed. Every question was
also in a different language.

“What status do you claim?” the
voice said.

“Ga’sahde,” Terri said.

“The Ga’sahde can’t be rebuilt
without a leader figure,” the voice said. “Are you claiming this title also?”

“Yes,” Terri said.

“You think you’re strong enough
to fill that position?” the voice said.

“Yes,” Terri said.

Jon watched as a figure slipped
into the room and slowly snuck up on Terri while she continued answering
questions. It was dressed in combat armor from head to toe. Jon didn’t see any
weapons on the strange figure. Jon yelled out for her to watch behind, as the
figure prepared to spring into action.

The figure leapt at Terri as a
small knife appeared in its hand. Terri turned to the side at the last second
and grabbed the figure by the arm slamming it into the floor. The figure
slammed a foot into the hand holding its arm. Terri released it just before the
foot connected and she took two steps back.

The figure spun around and leapt
to its feet, taking a defensive stance.

“You understand the meaning of
this trial?” the voice said.

“Yes,” Terri said.

“You understand it’s to the
death?” the voice said.

“Yes,” Terri said.

The figure ran towards Terri and
jumped into the air doing a spinning kick aimed where Terri’s head had been
just seconds ago. Terri had sidestepped and almost in a blur grabbed the
figure’s leg. Using its own momentum, she slammed it into the floor on its
back, forcing the air out of its lungs. Terri reacted quickly, slammed her foot
into its neck, and gave it a stiff pull on its leg. A sickening crack filled
the room as she killed her opponent.

“Impressive,” the voice said. “I
believe that is the fastest I have ever seen an opponent taken out.”

Terri had returned to the circle
on the floor as two figures came into the room and retrieved the body. “I hope
you have better than that,” Terri said.

“Rest assured it will get
harder,” the voice said. “You have no qualms about killing?”

“That depends on the situation,”
Terri said.

“How so?” the voice said.

“Right now,” Terri said, “it
isn’t only my life on the line. I will kill to save another. The other is my
brother. That makes me the deadliest being on this planet right now.”

“You have strong ties to your
brother?” the voice said.

“Yes,” Terri said. “I would do
anything to save his life.”

“Even give your own?” the voice
said.

“In a heartbeat,” Terri said.

“What about the ship in orbit?”
the voice said. “Would you sacrifice all those people to save your brother?”

“Yes,” Terri said.

“What if I gave you an option
right now?” the voice said.

“I’m listening,” Terri said.

“Your life and those on board the
vessel in orbit and I’ll let your brother go,” the voice said.

Terri was silent.

Jon watched his sister as he
waited for her answer.

“No, Terri, don’t do it,” Jon
said.

“I can’t do that,” Terri said.

“You just said you would give
your life and those on the ship for your brother’s safety,” the voice said.

“My brother’s life isn’t in
danger right now. So, I have no reason to make that choice,” Terri said.
“Besides, the death of those aboard the Atlantis would also mean the death of
my brother because he is bonded to one of them.”

“That is a minor detail,” the
voice said. “I’ll let her go too if you agree.”

“No,” Terri said. “This trial
isn’t over yet, and as such, my life and my brother’s life haven’t been
forfeited.”

“It will be too late by the end
of this trial,” the voice said. “What if I told you that one of you will die?”

“I’m sorry, I still can’t make
that choice as the outcome is still unknown,” Terri said.

“So it is,” the voice said.

“You also asked if I would,”
Terri said. “You never asked me if I could do it.”

“There’s a difference?” the voice
said.

“Of course,” Terri said. “Being
willing to do something is one thing. Actually doing it is a completely
different matter. Would I be willing to sacrifice those on the ship and myself?
Yes. Could I do it? That depends on the situation; what would it actually
accomplish by doing so. Right now, my brother is very important to the events
in this Galaxy. If he dies the hopes of millions die with him.”

“That doesn’t change the trials,”
the voice said.

“That is why I’ll pass then,”
Terri said. “Something more important than me is at stake.”

“You’re pretty sure of yourself,”
the voice said.

Jon yelled at the screen as one
of the two new figures swung a sword at Terri from behind. At the last second,
Terri dropped and the sword passed over her head where her neck had been just seconds
ago. Terri spun around sweeping her foot out and tripping her assailant. She
kicked again and dislodged the sword from its grasp and sending it spinning
across the room. Terri rolled back and regained her feet as the second figure’s
sword struck the ground where she had been laying.

“You’ll have to do better than
that,” Terri said. “You guys make too much noise, and give yourselves away.”

Jon sighed with relief as he saw
his sister was unhurt. The unarmed figure rushed Terri trying to strike her in the
chest. Terri countered, grabbing its wrist and using its own weight to toss it
past her. As the figure passed her, she lanced out with her foot and caught it
in the small of the back. The force of the kick and its own momentum caused it
to slam into the wall with a sickening thud. Terri was sure at least a few
bones were broken and smiled, turning her attention to the standing figure.

The figure’s sword flashed as it
attempted to hit a dodging Terri. Jon was having a hard time watching the
sword. The fluid motion and speed at which the figure was using the sword
showed years of practice. Suddenly, the figure stopped and backed away, taking
a defensive posture. Jon was trying to figure out what was going on when he
realized Terri now had the other sword. Then something caught Jon’s attention
as it dripped from Terri’s elbow and hit the ground, blood. She had received a
cut at some point in the attack. Her uniform made it hard to see where she was
cut or how badly.

Terri looked down at her arm for
a second and got a questioning look on her face.

“Your nanites are not active
here,” the voice said. “They’re not allowed in the trials.”

The first figure was starting to
get up off the floor. It stumbled around as if it was drunk and was clutching
its left arm. It shook its head several times as if trying to clear it.

Terri locked her eyes on the
figure with the sword as she kept track of the first figure. They were
maneuvering to try to catch Terri between them. The figure with the sword
resumed his attack, the sword blurring with the speed. Terri, as calm as could
be, deflected each attack as she backed up from the assault.

The unarmed figure, directly
behind her, stepped in to grab her. Jon gasped as he watched Terri perform a
back flip into the air over the figure behind her, her sword blurring as she
passed over it. She landed on her feet behind it, in a crouch. She held her
sword at a forty-five degree angle, arm extended with her head held slightly
down.

The figure Terri had leapt over
fell to the floor as he caught his head in his hands. The last figure howled,
rushing Terri, sword raised. That was its fatal mistake. It realized too late,
as Terri rolled to the side and her sword flashed out. The figure’s sword
clattered to the ground with both hands still grasping it. Terri stood up and
turned back to the small circle, her back to the howling figure that was
looking at its stumps. Terri did a quick spin and her sword flashed out. The
howling suddenly stopped when the figure’s head fell to the ground. Terri jerked
her sword in a downward motion and purple blood splattered the ground as she
stepped back into the circle. Terri rested the sword tip on the floor, with
both hands on the pommel.

“Seems you can use a sword quite
well, something rarely seen,” the voice said.

“I have a great teacher, though
I’m what he would call ‘a novice.’ He trains our elite units and gives basic
training to our troops and personnel,” Terri said.

“You mean the ADF?” the voice
said.

“I mean our as I have said,”
Terri said. “My allegiance will always be to my brother, Ga’sahde or not. Since
my brother is the ADF, then yes you can say I mean the ADF too.”

“Interesting,” the voice said.
“It is evident you have the skills to be a Cypher.”

“I know your rules,” Terri said.
“If I pass these trials I must pick a ruler to serve under, and that ruler will
be the only power I have to answer to. While I would control the guilds, the
ruler would in effect be my commander.”

“Yes, it is part of the process,”
the voice said. “We have no allegiance and that is why you must choose someone
to answer to. The choices made by the head of the guilds direct the guilds
power. It can be for peace or war depending on the ruler chosen.”

“You already know my choice,”
Terri said.

“Are you sure of your choice at
this point?” the voice said.

“I know where my loyalties lie,”
Terri said. “I will rebuild the guilds and serve the people the way they need
to be served. Darkness has ruled this Galaxy for far too long, and it’s time
for the people to have some hope. My brother is that hope and he will bring the
people together. Something he has started doing already.”

“There is a darkness greater than
the Invaru Emperor seeping into the Galaxy,” the voice said. “And for now, it
is the Invaru holding it at bay. I’m afraid your brother might have started a
cascade of events that will cost millions of lives.”

“What he has the potential to do
or not do, has not yet been seen,” Terri said. “As for this new darkness, we
will deal with it when the time comes.”

“That time is fast approaching,”
the voice said.

“And we will be ready,” Terri
said.

“I hope so,” the voice said.
“Does he understand the responsibilities which will be placed on him?”

“No,” Terri said. “But he will
adapt. He has done so before.”

Jon frowned at the hologram as he
spoke, “Great.”

“He will have to be well
protected,” the voice said. “If he dies it forces you to choose another and the
second choice might not be to your liking.”

“He is already well protected,”
Terri said.

“I captured him easily,” the
voice said.

“That was a fluke, you didn’t
actually capture him. He came with me.” Terri said. “If this wasn’t what it
was, there would be very little you could do to stop me from getting to him.”

“Pretty sure of yourself aren’t
you?” the voice said.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Terri said.
“But for my brother I would die trying. I love him more than my own life.”

“Humans are interesting
creatures,” the voice said.

The holo suddenly went dead as
the door opened and the strange figure stepped into the room. Jon stood up and
faced him as the figure searched him for a weapon.

“I have no weapons and I’m not
here to do you harm,” the figure said. “My name is Cantella, I’m one of the
last Ga’sahde in existence.”

“You’re a Ga’sahde?” Jon said. “I
thought you all were dead.”

Cantella shook her head as she
spoke, “No, there are about fifty of us in hibernation. They woke me when you
entered this system. We’re waiting for the chosen one to come and claim the
leadership of the Ga’sahde.”

“Why not one of you,” Jon said.

“We aren’t ranked high enough,
nor are we powerful enough,” Cantella said. “Please walk with me. We will talk
on the way.”

“Can I ask where we’re going?”
Jon said.

“To your sister of course,”
Cantella said. “The other Ga’sahde are being woken now, to witness and pledge
their services to the new head of the guild.”

“So, she passed the trials?” Jon
said.

“Yes,” Cantella said. “There is
but one more and we would like your presence.”

Jon walked next to Cantella as
they spoke, “What do you mean you’re not powerful enough?”

“You know how your sister is able
to learn languages right?” Cantella said.

“Yeah, not that I understand it
completely, it has something to do with mental powers,” Jon said.

“Yes,” Cantella said. “Her mind
lightly scans whoever she’s speaking to, and she gleans how their language
functions and how to speak it, fluently. Most Ga’sahde can only read that much.
Your sister’s powers go a bit deeper. She has the ability to predict how people
are going to react to a given situation.”

“She can read minds?” Jon said.

“No. She is what we would call an
empath,” Cantella said. “A very strong one. She picks up how people feel and
gets an idea of what they’re thinking. Like, kill, love, hate and the like. If
a person thinks ‘turn left’, she might get an idea they will turn to the left.
We don’t know how strong that is in her. She predicted what the assailants were
going to do.”

“Was it really necessary to kill
those men?” Jon said. “Why not fight until submission.”

“Yes it was,” Cantella said.

Jon sighed.

“Trust me when I say it was their
privilege to die in such a manner,” Cantella said.

“Somehow that doesn’t comfort me
any,” Jon said.

Cantella changed the subject,
“You know your sister will become one the strongest people in the Galaxy.
People will try to kill her, or you, to force her to choose another.”

“I don’t understand that, why
would they care,” Jon said. “The Cyphers are peaceful and help races come to
agreements.”

“That is true,” Cantella said.
“Your sister isn’t a Cypher she is a Ga’sahde.”

“Yeah,” Jon said. “I understand
that and I understand the Ga’sahde are a bit more forceful.”

“You don’t understand, even
though you think you do,” Cantella said. “The Ga’sahde are the last resort. The
Ga’sahde are sent in to force an agreement when everything else has failed.
Empires fear the Ga'sahde throughout the Galaxy. They’re the shock troops of
the Cyphers. If the Ga’sahde show up, you know it’s time to settle your
dispute.”

“Oh,” Jon said.

“Yes, ‘oh’, indeed,” Cantella
said. “We’re upholders of the laws of every race. The Cyphers make sure they
don’t abuse each other. We make sure they follow the laws. We maintained the
peace for hundreds of years.”

“Galactic police force,” Jon
said.

“In a way, yes,” Cantella said.
“We only step in if the Cyphers fail. The Cyphers only step in when asked to
intercede on a party’s behalf. The only other ways we get involved is if
something threatens to disrupt the Galaxy, or our leader orders us to go in.
Our leader reports to one person, the Galactic Authoritarian.”

“And how is this person chosen?”
Jon said.

“According to the Galactic Laws
that person is chosen by the head of the Ga’sahde,” Cantella said. “That would
make you that person if your sister succeeds.”

“Great,” Jon said.

“You can choose how tightly you
monitor our actions,” Cantella said. “You’re a balance to our power. It’s to
keep us from stepping out of bounds and going rogue. You’re one of two people
who can reverse a decision, the other being your sister.”

“Interesting,” Jon said.

“If your sister succeeds, you
will be the closest thing to a Galactic Emperor we have,” Cantella said.

“Not something I really want or
need,” Jon said.

“I didn’t say you would have the
power of a Galactic Emperor,” Cantella said. “That is something you have to
earn on your own. We can help, to some extent, but we cannot go beyond our
charter. Let me just say that in the past, the appointed person was given much
respect, and the Galaxy responded to their words. However, with the current
state of the Galaxy, I doubt you will get the same response.”

“You think?” Jon said.

“Sarcasm, I take it,” Cantella
said as she smiled.

“Yup,” Jon said smiling back.
“You catch on quick.”

Cantella winked at Jon as she
spoke, “We’re here. Your sister is through that door. I can’t go any further.”

 “Thanks,” Jon said as he stepped
through the doorway and into the room beyond.

Terri was in the center of the
room standing as Jon had last seen her. The door behind him shut and latched.
Jon caught movement out of the corner of his eye and noticed several figures
standing around the room, each holding a sword.

“This is the final trial,” the
voice said. “If you survive this you will have passed.”

“I understand,” Terri said.

“I don’t,” Jon said.

“It’s simple Captain Hunter,” the
voice said. “This is a fight to the death.”

As the disembodied-voice spoke
the last word, eight figures launched themselves at Jon and Terri with swords
raised high.

One of the figures closest to Jon
swung at him barely missing him. Jon reached up, grabbed the edge of the
figure’s helmet, and gave it a sharp jerk like Oojoung had taught him. The
snapping neck echoed through the room as a clang of metal sounded behind Jon.
Jon spun around and he let go of the helmet. Terri had caught a sword that had
meant to cut Jon in two, with hers.

Terri reached down with her foot
and kicked the sword of the dead figure up in front of Jon. Jon grabbed it but
he didn’t know much about using it, having had only a few lessons from Oojoung.
Terri spun her sword about knocking the figure’s sword out of its hands. Her
sword flashed and sliced its throat.

The other six figures kept a
respectable distance and had all guessed the same thing, Jon was the weak link.
Four of them lunged at Terri distracting her as the last two engaged Jon in a
dance of death. Slowly, they separated the two. One of Jon’s attackers found
their mark as they slashed a deep cut in his back. The spinal armor on his suit
was the only thing that saved him.

Jon screamed in agony as he fell
to the floor. The second attacker slashed down at Jon’s neck only to find his
hands missing from its arms, just as quickly Terri separated its head from its
body.  Jon grunted, pushing himself back to his feet. He shoved the pain to the
back of his mind.

Suddenly, he felt a second
person: Deatra. She was helping him control the pain coursing through his body.

Jon fell to one knee, as he felt
the nanites go to work repairing the wound. Jon let out a small sigh of relief
as the pain lessened. By the time Jon was ready to get back into the action,
Terri was a whirling dance of death, weaving between the figures. When she
finally stopped, the only other person standing was Jon.

Terri turned towards her brother
and dropped her sword. Tears were falling down her face as she looked at him.

“What’s wrong Terri?” Jon said as
he approached her. “We won, or rather you won, I didn’t do much. I think I need
to spend some more time with Oojoung.”

“Jon,” Terri said.

“What is it?” Jon said. “What’s
wrong?”

“We can’t both leave this room.
Only one person can,” Terri said. “You must kill me.”
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erri stared at Jon, who was standing there in shock. He held his
sword loosely in his hand. He couldn’t believe he had just heard his sister ask
him to kill her. He would rather kill himself than to do such a thing. Terri
stood up and approached her brother, tears rolling down her cheeks.

“Jon, you have to kill me. It’s
the only way,” Terri said.

“I don’t believe that,” Jon said.
“I refuse to believe that!” Jon took steps back from his sister, and dropped
the sword.

“Jon if you don’t, they will kill
you,” Terri said. “We, I, would have gone through this for nothing.”

“If I kill you, all this was for
nothing, anyway,” Jon said. “The Ga’sahde won’t have their leader, and I will
have lost someone I truly love. I can’t kill you. You’re one of the few things
that keep me going. You keep me grounded in these trying times; you’re my voice
of reason.”

“I’m already the leader of the
Ga’sahde,” Terri said. “By their laws this is the last step to confirm you as
the supreme ruler. If you die, I have to choose another. If I die the rule
defaults to you, until the Ga’sahde find a new leader. This is your test, not
mine.”

“But, they said it was your final
test,” Jon said.

“No, and yes,” Terri said. She
scooped up the sword Jon had dropped. Her tears had dried up and she had a
determined look in her eyes.

“Enough talk, finish this,” the
voice said.

“You can just shut up! Who in the
fuck do you think you are?” Jon said.

He yelled it loud enough for it
to echo across the room. Jon was looking around the room for the source of the
voice.

“Jon,” Terri said. She was
offering the sword to him. “Do it, please.”

Jon’s eyes turned back to his
sister and he started shaking his head. “I’m not going to! I refuse! If you
give me that sword I’ll kill myself.”

“You would be willing to
sacrifice Deatra and everyone else for me, one person?” Terri said.

“I couldn’t live with myself,”
Jon said. “Just the thought of it makes me numb.”

Terri cocked her head and gave
her brother a small smile and then her face took on a serious look. She flipped
the sword so the pommel was in her hands. “Have it your way,” Terri said. “One
of us has to die. There is no other way out.”

“I don’t believe that for a
second,” Jon said.

“Doesn’t matter what you think,
silly boy,” Terri said.

Terri charged Jon, sword raised
in a classic deathblow fashion. Jon got wide eyed and stumbled as he dodged the
swing. The sword lightly contacted his arm as he dodged leaving a light cut and
a little blood.

“Terri?” Jon said.

“I told you, one of us will die.
If you don’t have the balls to do it, I do,” Terri said. Her voice was a growl
that Jon had never heard.

She swung again at Jon who
managed to dodge the blow only to catch a foot in the side of his head. It sent
him reeling as the room swam from the impact. Jon stumbled and shook his head,
to get only enough of his senses back to dodge the next slash.

Terri spun in a dance like
fashion as she hacked at her brother. Tears had started again as she slipped
deeper into the swordplay. Jon dodged another misplaced foot and the sword
slashes that followed.

“Terri, STOP!” Jon said. He was
starting to get a bit winded as he dodged his sister.

“I can’t and I won’t,” Terri
said.

“Terri, please,” Jon said. “I
love you.” Jon dodged another kick and missed the sword that followed right
behind it. The sword tore into his leg making him fall and roll to dodge the
stomps from his sister.

“Too easy,” Terri said. She
backed off and paced as she watched her brother collect himself and stand up.
She walked over and kicked a sword, which was lying on the floor, to him.
“Fight back.”

Jon kicked the sword across the
room away from him as he spoke, “No, I’m not going to fight you.”

“Then,” Terri said. “DIE!” She
launched herself at him again this time the swordplay was much faster and Jon
took multiple impacts from her feet, arms, and hands. Her sword would flash in
and nick Jon every once in a while.

Jon was starting to tire a lot
faster, and was laboring to dodge the attacks.

“Terri,” Jon said. “I don’t
understand why it has to be this way.”

Terri stopped her assault and
backed up. She began to pace, and showed a lot of rage to Jon.

“What don’t you understand?”
Terri said. “You caused this. This is what you wanted and now you can’t follow
through. Or maybe they’re right and you’re weak. Maybe everyone else in this
Galaxy has it wrong and you’re not the person you appear to be. Just like back
on Earth where everyone pushed you around and I had to protect you there too.”

“Terri, stop,” Jon said.

His eyes were starting to tear
up.

“Weak and pathetic,” Terri said.
“You know our parents never understood what was going on. I always helped you
hide the fact you couldn’t stand up for yourself.”

“Don’t,” Jon said. “You’re just
trying to make me angry and I’m not going to let you. I know you don’t mean it
and I still love you.”

“Then I’m sorry,” Terri said.
“Time for one of us to die.”

Terri charged Jon and engaged him
with a flurry of blows that had him working hard to avoid the sword slashes.
Terri lashed out with her hand and caught her brother in the throat hard enough
to make him gag. She then grabbed Jon by the back of the head and leaned her
forehead on his.

“I love you,” Terri said. “I’m
sorry for everything. It will be okay. Don’t judge them too harshly, you need
them.”

Jon tried to talk but could get
nothing out. His eyes widened as he realized Terri had reversed her sword and
from the outside, it looked like they were struggling. She reached up and
kissed his forehead as she pushed her full weight on to him and the sword. The
sword suddenly sprouted from her back and Terri gagged as blood sprayed from
her mouth, covering Jon’s face.

Jon and Terri fell to the floor
in a pile. Jon scrambled to his knees and pulled the sword from his sister’s
chest. She gagged as blood flowed from the wound. Tears poured from Jon’s eyes
as he tried to help her. Unable to speak he was mouthing the words he was sorry
and he loved her.

Terri reached up, rubbed the side
of his face, and smiled.

“I will always love you,” Terri
said.

Her eyes closed as she gasped her
last breath and became still.

Jon leaned his head back and
screamed as he began to cry uncontrollably.

“This trial is over,” the voice
said.

Jon’s head was resting on his
sister’s chest as the voice spoke.

He raised it up and in a hoarse
voice said, “Fuck you! I will slaughter every last one of you for this.”

“You might,” the voice said.
“But, you have gained our support and we ask you think about what has happened
before you make a rash choice. We will return you to your ship, now. You’re
free to stay in orbit as long as you need. We will send a representative to you
shortly.”

“Fuc…” Jon started.

“You!” Jon finished as he
appeared on the bridge of the Atlantis. Jon collapsed from the stress and
strain. The last thing he saw before he passed out was a teary-eyed Deatra, and
a somber Sa’oliq kneeling over him.

 

Jon woke with a start and sat up
in the bed. Sitting not far away, Deatra and Sa’oliq were involved in a quiet
discussion. Both of them stood up and rushed to Jon’s side when they saw him
wake up.

“Doc!” Deatra said.

Jon started ripping leads off his
body and he started getting out of bed. “Where are we and how long have I been
out?” Jon said.

“Lay back down, Jon. I haven’t
cleared you yet,” Andie said.

“Andie? How did you get here?”
Jon said.

Deatra laid her hand on Jon
stopping him from getting out of bed. “We’re at Ghost Station,” Deatra said.

Jon pushed her hand away and he
continued to get up. “Why?” Jon said.

“Jon lay back down,” Andie said.

“No, I have things to do,” Jon
said. He had gotten fully out of bed now, and was looking around for his
clothes.

“Jon, I’m ordering you to lie
back down,” Andie said.

“Where are my clothes,” Jon said.

He ignored Andie as he continued
to search.

“I have them, and you’re not
getting them back until I release you, medically,” Andie said.

“Fine! The gown it is,” Jon said.
He started for the door. “Atlantis, prep for departure.”

“Yes, Sir,” Carla said over the
intercom in the room. “How long?”

“We will be leaving when I get
there,” Jon said.

“Sir, I’m not showing you released
from medical yet,” Carla said.

“He’s not,” Andie said. “You’ll
belay that order and stand down.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Carla said.

Jon whirled on Andie as he spoke,
“How dare you?”

“Jon stop and think a second,”
Deatra said.

“How dare I?” Andie said. “How
dare you usurp my authority as CMO? You put me in this position, and if there’s
anyone on the station that should be listening to me, it’s you! You’re supposed
to set the example.”

Jon’s eyes showed his grief as he
spoke, “Andie, they killed Terri. They have to pay for that. I need to go,
before they run and hide again.”

“You need to calm down before you
go off halfcocked, and get yourself and others killed,” Andie said.

“I’m going to have my revenge,
and no one will stop me,” Jon said.

It was clear to everyone in the
room that Jon was not thinking straight and grief was ruling him at the moment.

Deatra reached out through the
link they shared and tried to calm him down.

Jon felt the touch and spun on
Deatra.

“Get out of my head!” Jon said.

“I’m sorry, I’m just trying to
help,” Deatra said.

She pulled back from his mind as
she spoke.

“I don’t need help,” Jon said.
“I’m taking my ship and I’m going to get my therapy.”

“I won’t clear you and I’ll call
control and make sure they lock Atlantis down. You need time to heal,”
Andie said.

“Fine,” Jon said. “I quit and I’m
pulling the Atlantis out of the ADF. Have fun doing whatever it is you
people think you’re doing.”

“You can’t quit,” Sa’oliq said.
“You’re needed and you know you’re needed.”

“Watch me,” Jon said as he
stepped through the door.

 

Jon stalked down the hallway
towards the Atlantis as stunned people parted to let him pass.

“Carla, clear all personnel off
the Atlantis,” Jon said.

“Sir?” Carla said.

“Don’t ‘Sir’ me,” Jon said. “I’m
not your commander any more. I want all personnel off my ship by the time I get
there.”

Suddenly a bulkhead door closed
in front of him as Ghost appeared.

“Open the door, Ghost,” Jon said.

“I’m sorry Commander, I can’t do
that,” Ghost said.

“It’s an order,” Jon said. “Open
the door.”

“I’m sorry, Sir,” Ghost said.
“You no longer command on this station as it is an ADF station.”

“Oh, really?” Jon said.

Jon rattled off his command codes
and cycled the door open.

Ghost followed him, walking
beside him.

“So, now you just use people however
you want, and the hell with everything else?”

“Yep,” Jon said.

“I thought you were a bigger man
than that,” Ghost said.

“You thought wrong,” Jon said.
“Don’t you understand? Those people killed my sister?”

“I’ve seen the recordings,” Ghost
said. “What I saw was her giving her life to protect her brother.”

Jon stopped and looked at Ghost
as he spoke, “She was forced to do what she did by them. She didn’t have a
choice. They murdered her regardless of whether it was by their own hand or
not.”

“Your sister wouldn’t want you to
do this,” Ghost said. She followed Jon as he started back down the corridor.

“How do you know,” Jon said.

“I loved your sister as much as I
love you,” Ghost said. “She gave her life so that you may continue doing what
you need to do.”

“What I need to do right now is
kill the people who caused her death,” Jon said.

“So, you’re after revenge?” Ghost
said.

“Yep, it’s a plate best served
cold, or so I’ve been given to understand,” Jon said.

“I’m begging you as a friend to
reconsider your actions,” Ghost said as she faded from view.

“Not likely,” Jon said.

“Then I’m very sad for you, as
you can’t see the bigger picture and all the people who need you now,” Ghost’s
voice said.

“What about what I need for my
own peace of mind?” Jon said.

 

Jon rounded a corner and into
Oojoung and a squad of Black Ops all battle ready. Jon stopped short and looked
at them as he waited for them to make a move.

“Oojoung come and squad help,”
Oojoung said.

“I can’t ask you to do that,” Jon
said.

“Oojoung loved Terri,” Oojoung
said. “Oojoung needs to go and help with beatings.”

The entire squad nodded as a
Eutharan spoke up, “Terri was a Princess to the Eutharan people, and we want to
help. You’re our Prince and we must help you and protect you. Please allow us to
come with you.”

“Are you sure?” Jon asked.

“Oojoung sure of only one thing,”
Oojoung said. “Oojoung sure someone is going to pay.”

“Fine, come on then,” Jon said.
As he started back down the corridor, his Royal Marines showed up running down
the corridor towards them from behind. Jon stopped and turned as the squad
surrounding him got ready for a fight.

The Sergeant from the Royal guard
stopped short and saluted Jon as he spoke, “Sir, were here to help and continue
our duties.”

“Why?” Jon said.

“Princess Deatra has given us
strict orders you’re to be protected and we aim to do that,” the Sergeant said.
He smiled at Jon as he winked. “Besides, we want pay back too. Half us are from
the Princess’s detail, the others are staying to make sure the rest of the royal
family is well taken care of.”

“Welcome to the fun,” Jon said.

 

Five minutes later Jon and his
small army walked through the airlock and on to the Atlantis where Carla
was waiting for him. Jon frowned as he looked at the crew assembled behind her.
They were all dressed for battle.

“Carla, you’re relieved I’m
assuming command,” Jon said.

Atlantis appeared next to Jon as
Carla spoke, “You have command. We however would like to stay and help.”

“You sure?” Jon said.

“Absolutely,” Carla said.

“Atlantis,” Jon said as he turned
to look at her. “Are you here to stop me?”

“Hell, no,” Atlantis said. “I’m
here to support you. You’re my Captain and always will be I will always follow
you no matter what. However, I agree with this action. Terri was like my best
friend.”

“I didn’t know you two were that
close,” Jon said.

“We talked a lot and spent a
great deal of time together,” Atlantis said.

Jon started towards the bridge as
he spoke with Carla, “How many crew do we have left?”

“Well, it seems Terri was very
popular,” Carla said.

“Really?” Jon said.

“Yeah, you’re quite the star,
too,” Carla said. “As far as crew, we’re at full complement. I’ve had to turn
down requests.”

Jon stopped and stared at Carla
as he spoke, “Full complement?”

“Well, a little over,” Carla said.

“Miracles will never cease,” Jon
said as he started back towards the bridge.

“Not a miracle Sir,” Carla said.
“Love, people love you. They have a lot of faith in you and believe in you.
Most of them would do anything for you.”

“Amazing,” Jon said.

“Why’s that?” Carla said.

“I haven’t done a lot,” Jon said.
“It just surprises me that people think so much of me.”

“You haven’t done a lot?” Carla
said. She almost laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Jon said.

“You have restored the greatest
military asset in the Galaxy,” Carla said. “Not to mention getting races that
have been warring for hundreds of years to actually work together. I would say
you have done quite a lot.”

“Never really thought about it
that way,” Jon said. “I guess I have been a bit busy.”

Carla nodded and stopped at an
intersection as she spoke, “I’ll see you on the Bridge.”

“Take care Carla,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Carla said.

“No need for the Sir,” Jon said.
“I quit the ADF and no longer have a rank.”

“Sir,” Carla said. “If you’ll
excuse me, you are the ADF. You can’t quit.”

“Interesting,” Jon said as Carla
started towards the Secondary Bridge.

“Indeed,” Carla said.

Jon started back down the
corridor as Atlantis fell into step beside him and spoke, “Captain, I’m sorry
about Terri.”

Tears threatened to spill again
as Jon forced himself to hold it back. “I am too, I loved her very much. I
don’t think I ever told her enough.”

“She knew,” Atlantis said.

“I hope so,” Jon said.

“She did,” Atlantis said. “She
often told me that she knew you loved her deeply, and that it was her duty to
make sure nothing happened to you.”

“That’s why she did what she
did?” Jon said.

Atlantis nodded as she spoke,
“She knew how important you are to all of us.”

Jon reached up and wiped a tear
from under his eye as he continued to fight for control, pushing his emotions
down and letting the only emotion that he needed surface, hate. He refused to
let himself feel sorrow or pain. The only emotion he needed was rage! That
would suit him well!

Jon stepped on to the bridge and
immediately his crew started rattling off their readiness. Jon walked over and
sat down in his chair.

“Con, set course to the Cypher’s
home system,” Jon said.

“We already have the course
plotted,” Mike said.

“Mike?” Jon said. He was stunned
when he saw his friend.

“Of course,” Mike said. He
grinned at Jon. “You didn’t think we would let you have all the fun without us,
did you?”

“We?” Jon said.

“Yeah, bro’s down in
engineering,” Mike said.

“Thanks,” Jon said.

“Terri was family and we always
take care of family,” Mike said.

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Seems
we’re all family here.”

“That, we are,” Mike and Atlantis
said at the same time.

Jon smiled as he spoke, “Con,
take us out and prepare to fold.”

“Yes Sir,” the Con officer said.
“Ghost Station, this is the Atlantis requesting permission to depart.”

“Atlantis, you’re not
clear for departure. The lanes are full,” a voice said.

Jon blinked as he looked at the
screen. There wasn’t a ship in sight. “Ghost Station, what lanes are you
looking at? I don’t see any traffic,” Jon said. “Give us clearance for
departure now.”

“Jon,” Gilas’ voice said. “You
can’t go off halfcocked like this. You need to calm down and think about what
you’re doing. You need time to grieve.”

“When I’m done,” Jon said. “I’ll
grieve. Until then I’m on the war path.”

“We all lose loved ones Jon,”
Gilas said. “You’re not the first and you won’t be the last.”

“That was my sister!” Jon said.
He jumped up from his seat and started yelling. “How dare you tell me you know
how I’m feeling? Release us or I’ll order the clamps cut.”

A hand touched Jon’s back and he
felt a little bit of peace seep into him. He turned and he stared directly into
Deatra’s eyes.

“Thought you didn’t agree,” Jon
said.

“Being worried about my future
husband’s health doesn’t mean I don’t agree,” Deatra said. “I told you, I’ll
back you up one hundred percent and I mean it.”

“Thank you,” Jon said. He hugged
Deatra tightly, tears threatening to well up again. “You don’t know how much
that means to me.”

“Oh, I have an idea,” Deatra said.
She smiled as she looked Jon in the face and then gave him a quick peck. “Go
get them.”

“Sir, sorry to interrupt,” the
Con said. “But the clamps have released and we’re free.”

“Thanks Gilas,” Jon said. “Con,
get us moving.”

“Thanks for what?” Gilas said.
“I’m not letting you go until you calm down a bit. You’re just going to get
everyone killed.”

Ghost’s voice echoed in the
bridge, “Commander, I have thought about what you said about your peace of
mind. If this is what you need, then so be it. Just come back safely.”

“Thank you Ghost,” Jon said.
“I’ll do my best to return in one piece.”

“How did you get free?” Gilas
said.

“A little Ghost helped me,” Jon
said.

 

Atlantis headed for the outer
markers, the Titan close on her tail. Atlantis picked up speed as
they approached their fold point.

“Stand down Jon,” Gilas said.
“Please don’t make me fire on you.”

“Condition Red,” Jon said.
“Gilas, if you fire on my ship. I promise you one thing. You’ll pay dearly. The
Princess Deatra is on board.”

“I’m trying to protect you and
the Princess,” Gilas said. “I’m with in my rights to disable your ship and hold
you until you calm down. You’re not thinking straight.”

“Titan, this is the
Earth Revenge,” Bill’s voice said. “If you fire on that ship I’ll shoot you
down.

“I can’t believe this,” Gilas
said. “Are all humans so irrational?”

“Most of us yes,” Jon said.
“Especially when one of our families is killed or hurt.”

“Fine,” Gilas said. “Have it your
way.”

The Atlantis and
Earth’s Revenge both folded at the same time, followed shortly by the
Titan.

 

A day later, all three ships
appeared in the Ga’sahde’s system and made the short jump to the home planet.
Jon, Gilas, and Bill stood at the planning table as they scanned the surface of
the planet looking for anything unusual.

“I’m telling you it was right
here,” Jon said. He was pointing at the map.

“Well it’s not there now,” Gilas
said.

“You think they fled?” Bill said.

“I have no idea,” Jon said.

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said.
“I’m picking up several hyperspace events in close proximity.”

Jon switched the map and it
showed ten little dots where the events were located. Gilas and Bill faded from
view as Jon spoke, “All ships, Condition Red.”

The Marudas exited the
hyperspace event as several battle cruisers did the same. Jon gasped at the
small fleet. “Prepare for evasive maneuvers,” Jon said. “All fighters to
stand-by and all guns prepare to fire.”

“Incoming transmission from the
Marudas,” the Com officer said.

“On screen,” Jon said.

Prasuh’s face faded into view and
a smile slowly spread over the Invaru’s face as he saw Jon. “Captain Hunter,”
Prasuh said. “We meet again.”

“Well, at least one of us is
happy about that,” Jon said. “What do you want?”

“Why you of course,” Prasuh said.

“Sorry, I’m already spoken for
and I don’t think Deatra is the sharing kind,” Jon said. “I really don’t swing
that way either. I know a few who do and would be glad to set up a meeting for
you.”

“Always the smart ass,” Prasuh
said. Prasuh’s face faded from the screen as the Atlantis shook.

“They’ve opened fire on us,” the
Tactical officer said. “Shields at seventy percent and holding.”

“Guess he’s not in a talkative
mood,” Jon said. “Weapons free.”

“Sir,” the Com officer said. “The
Titan and Earth’s Revenge are reporting power failures, and major
damage to several decks. The enemy seems to be concentrating their fire on
them.”

The Earth’s Revenge still
wasn’t completely finished with her refit and Jon half expected this. “Bring us
about and target those Battle Cruisers. Try to draw some of their fire.”

“Aye-aye, Sir,” the Tactical
officer said.

The Atlantis turned and
approached the Titan as she spread fire to several of the Battle
Cruisers. It worked as they started targeting the Atlantis, as the two
other ships were almost dead in space.

“New fold event,” the Tactical
officer said.

“Fold?” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” the Tactical officer
said. “Oh my God, it’s the Ga’sahde vessel we encountered when we first arrived
here. They’re powering up weapons and have their shields up.”

“Oh, fun times!” Jon said.
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 hologram of a person in blood red robes appeared on the bridge of
every vessel, simultaneously. It stood in the middle of the bridge with its
hood pulled over its head, so that it covered the person’s face. Several of the
guards reacted, and brought weapons to bear on the figure. Jon raised his hand
and motioned them to lower their weapons.

“As you were. It’s a hologram,”
Jon said.

He walked up to the figure so he
was standing directly in front of it.

Deatra and Sa’oliq stepped on to
the bridge as the hologram started to speak.

“By order of the Ga’sahde, all
hostilities are to cease,” a woman’s voice said. “This area of space is
neutral, and always has been declared a safe zone. Failure to comply will force
a swift reaction that no one will like. The Atlantis and her crew are
under the protection of the Ga’sahde! The Ga’sahde has declared Captain Hunter
the High Councilor. An attack on his vessel is an attack on the Ga’sahde!”

“Who do you think you are?”
Prasuh’s voice said. “The Ga’sahde have been extinct for hundreds of years. How
do I know this isn’t some kind of trick?”

A second hologram faded into view
next to the cloaked figure.

“I assure you, Captain Prasuh,
this is no trick. We have been waiting for the time to come, and the time is
now.”

“Terri?” Jon said.

The cloaked figure’s head turned
to look directly at Jon as she spoke, “I’m sorry, Councilor. I’m Arianna. I am
captain of the Desmodi, a battleship of the Ga’sahde fleet.”

“Too bad,” Jon said. “Tactical
lock onto the Ga’sahde vessel, and prepare to fire.”

“Captain Hunter,” Prasuh said.
“You can’t be serious, if they are who they say they are …”

“I don’t give a damn about you or
your quest!” Jon said. “These people have killed my sister! I will have my
revenge.”

“That is your right,” Arianna
said. “We will do nothing to stop you. Whatever you feel you need to do, the
Ga’sahde will follow. If you must destroy this vessel to have peace in your
heart, then do so.” Arianna pulled her hood back as she spoke.

Golden hair mixed with hints of
red hair fell to her shoulders. A tattoo of red and gold marked her face in a
strange symbol. It began at her chin and ended just above her right eye, it
covered most of her face on the left side. Her exposed ears had two slight
points and her left ear had a small cuff attached to it. Her pale blue eyes
showed no hint of fear or sorrow as she stared in Jon’s direction.

When she revealed her face, the
reaction was immediate. People on all the ships bowed and knelt on one knee.
The fighting immediately stopped. Gasps and murmurs filled all ships. Even
Prasuh was silent as he knelt, his head bowed.

Jon looked around his bridge.
Over half his crew was doing the same, including Deatra and Sa’oliq. Jon looked
back up at Arianna trying to figure out what to do as she knelt and bowed her
head.

“Please forgive us, Councilor,”
Arianna said. “All is not as it seems to you, right now.”

“Three more fold events,”
Tactical said. “One of the events is very … Oh my God! I have never seen
anything like this!”

“On screen!” Jon said.

The main viewer changed from the
battlefield to the area of the incoming fold events. A ship twice the size of a
Super Carrier suddenly appeared. Two beams reached out, and grabbed the two
disabled ADF vessels. They began pulling them towards the larger ship.

“What the hell is that, and what
is it doing?” Jon said.

“Councilor,” Arianna said. “That
is our flagship, the Odarius. She is towing the disabled vessels in, to
start rescue and repair operations. The two other ships are her escorts.”

“A ship that size needs escorts?”
Jon said.

“The Odarius is well
armed,” Arianna said. “However, even a well-armed ship needs some additional
protection, at times. Her normal fleet is about sixty ships. From transport
ships, all the way up to carriers.”

Jon looked back at Arianna as he
thought for a second. She was still kneeling as she spoke to him.

“Arianna,” Jon said. “I want you
here, right now. I have some questions. How I react will be determined by your
answers.”

“The captain of the Odarius
is my superior,” Arianna said. “He would know more than I.”

“Fine. Contact him. Both of you
will report to me, immediately,” Jon said.

“Transmissions coming in from the
Earth’s Revenge and Titan,” the Com officer said. “They are
reporting that repairs are underway, with partial power restored. The Titan
is reporting heavy casualties. The Earth’s Revenge is reporting light
casualties.”

“I’ve shifted extra repair bots
to the two ships, to assist in their repairs,” Atlantis said.

“Good. Keep me informed,” Jon
said. “I’ll be in the briefing room. Have our guests shown in when they arrive.
Deatra and Sa’oliq … care to join me?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Deatra said
as she walked past Jon.

“Me neither,” Sa’oliq said. “This
is going to be interesting.”

“That’s not the word I would
choose,” Jon murmured as he followed them into the briefing room.

 

Ten minutes later, Jon received a
call announcing that two Ga’sahde had landed, and were on their way to him. Jon
looked up at Deatra as a thousand things went through his mind.

Sa’oliq had been silent. She had
been pacing slightly, ever since they’d entered the briefing room.

Jon eyed her for a second before
he spoke, “Sa’oliq why are you on edge?”

Sa’oliq stopped and looked at Jon
for second before she spoke, “You really have no idea who they are do you? You
have no idea of the power you have, now that you speak for them.”

“I don’t speak for them,” Jon
said, his tone was flat with a hint of anger. “I don’t want anything to do with
these people. Don’t you both understand?”

“In a way, you do,” Deatra said.
She stepped forward to stand next to him. “You have already acknowledged your
status over them.”

Jon shook his head as he spoke,
“No, I haven’t. I never will.”

Deatra glanced at Sa’oliq and
then returned her attention back on Jon. “You ordered them here. That, alone,
tells them you recognize your authority over them.”

“When you did that, you accepted
the position,” Sa’oliq said.

“That can be cleared up,” Jon
said. He narrowed his eyes as he thought about what Deatra and Sa’oliq said.

“No, it can’t,” Deatra said.
“There is no clearing it up. When you gave your first order, you accepted the
position as their leader and spokesman.”

“This is true,” Sa’oliq said. She
nodded her head as she agreed. “The laws clearly state that once the first
order is given, the leader’s position is sealed. Even Invaru law states it.”

“Old laws,” Jon said.

“You can’t keep the ones you
want, and throw the rest out,” Deatra said. “It doesn’t work that way.”

“That’s how it worked for my
people,” Sa’oliq said. “I offered, and you accepted. You gave us our first
command. From that point on, you are the ruling figure. I’m nothing more than
your voice.”

Jon sighed and slumped in his
chair a bit, as he stared at both women.

“You’re right. I don’t like it,
but you’re right. So, what am I going to do about my vengeance problem, and
then my quitting the ADF in the process?”

Deatra bent down and brushed
Jon’s bangs back. She ran a hand down the side of his face. She felt a shiver
of pleasure through their bond, as she did so.

She smiled as she said, “My
beautiful lover, the object of all my desire and love, when are you going to
learn?”

Jon arched an eyebrow as he felt
his temperature jump from Deatra’s touch.

“Learn what?” Jon stammered as he
worked to control the reaction from her touch.

“You can’t quit the ADF, nor can
you quit as leader of any of the people you bring into the ADF,” Deatra said.
“Everyone is still waiting on you to come back at the station. I’ve been in
contact the whole time, and have been issuing orders in your stead.”

“Finally used some of the power I
let you have?” Jon said as he shivered again.

“You have been training me, in
case choices needed to be made, and you could not be contacted, have you not?”
Deatra said. “What better time than now?”

“Sneaky, yet thoughtful,” Jon
said.

It was Deatra’s turn to shiver as
Jon reached up and cupped her chin. He pulled her face close and kissed her,
she melted as passion flowed through her body.

Sa’oliq cleared her throat. “Do
you two need me to step outside and lock the door for a bit?”

“No,” Jon said as he regained his
composure.

“Then please stop, as you two are
working me up. If you keep going, I might have to excuse myself!” Sa’oliq said.

Deatra giggled as Jon smiled.
“Sorry.”

“Deatra is correct,” Sa’oliq said
as she sat down and folded her arms on the table. “Even if you quit and walked
away, everyone would follow you, even if we had to shadow you.”

“So, I’m stuck,” Jon said.

Deatra and Sa’oliq nodded in
unison.

“Then what do I do about the
Ga’sahde?” Jon said.

Deatra sat back down and grabbed
Jon’s hand. “You let it go, and move on. Though I have a feeling Terri’s not
dead.”

“I can’t feel her through the
bond,” Jon said. “I have always been able to lightly feel her through the
bond.”

“Neither can I,” Deatra said.
“But, that doesn’t mean she is dead. I just have a feeling, from some of the
things Arianna has said.”

“Yes,” Sa’oliq said. “The, ‘All
is not as it seems’, told me something was up.”

Jon leaned back as he released
Deatra’s hand.

“Yeah, I caught that, too. I just
didn’t make any type of connection.”

The com beeped, ending their
conversation.

“Yes,” Jon said.

“Sir,” a female voice said. “I
have an unarmed shuttle from the Marudas asking for clearance to land.”

Jon wrinkled his brow, and looked
at Deatra who shrugged her shoulders, followed by a similar response from
Sa’oliq.

“Did they state a priority?” Jon
said.

“They say they have Captain
Prasuh on board. He is here for your meeting with the Ga’sahde,” the female
voice said. “According to scans, there are only two people on the shuttle.”

“I didn’t invite them, turn them
away,” Jon said.

“We did,” Arianna said as she
stepped through the door. “They have the right to join the meeting, if they so
wish. Captain Prasuh expressed that wish and we’re obligated to accept that
request.”

“You might be, but I’m not!” Jon
said as he stood up. “That Invaru will not step foot on this ship!”

A slightly taller figure dressed
in silver robed lined in red stepped around Arianna and spoke, “Are you casting
out the Invaru, my lord?” a deep male voice said.

Jon caught the expressions of
concern crossing the faces of Sa’oliq and Deatra.

“Please drop your hoods, I like
to see who I’m speaking to. What do you mean by ‘casting out’?”

Silver and red runes etched the
man's face, from his chin up along his nose. When the runes connected his
forehead, they spread out to the left and right, respectively. Close-cropped
silver hair covered his head, as steel gray eyes took in everything around him.

“Sorry, my lord. I’m Gabriel.”

“Jon, casting out is …” Sa’oliq
stopped mid-sentence, as Gabriel looked in her direction. “I’m sorry for speaking
out of turn.”

Sa’oliq knelt and bowed to
Gabriel.

“Excuse me?” Jon said. “You can
finish, Sa’oliq.”

Gabriel’s gaze switched to Jon.

“What?” Jon said.

He stood up as if challenging
Gabriel.

Gabriel’s eyes didn’t waver as he
stared Jon down.

“This is my ship! I will say who
can or can’t speak! Sa’oliq is one of my councilors. As such, she has the right
to speak in my presence at any time. Deatra is my fiancé. As such, she has the
right to give orders in my stead. If you have a problem with this, you can
leave and return to the planet,” Jon said.

Gabriel glanced at Arianna, who
had taken a knee, and then back at Jon, “You mean my ship, don’t you?”

“No, I meant the planet,” Jon
said. “I’m in command, here! You’ll either learn that, or I’ll replace you with
someone who does.”

Gabriel’s eye twitched for a
second, as he thought about what Jon had said.

Arianna glanced up at Gabriel and
slightly shook her head.

“Do. I. Make. My. Self. Clear?”
Jon said.

“Of course, my lord,” Gabriel
said. He knelt on one knee and bowed his head. “My apologies. It has been long
since we’ve had a leader.”

Jon sat back down as he spoke, “I
understand that this is awkward for both of us. You’re used to commanding the
Ga’sahde.”

Gabriel looked up at Jon, started
to speak, and then stopped himself.

“Say what is on your mind,” Jon
said. “It’s one of the things I promote on my ships. I don’t profess to know
everything. People speaking out is how I learn.”

“My Lord,” Gabriel said.
“Different leaders lead differently. Some are strict, and allow only certain
people to speak. Some are not. It’s just a matter of learning how the current
leader handles things. The last leader only allowed certain people to speak in
her presence.”

“Can the ‘My Lord’. My name is
Jon. You can address me as such,” Jon said. “I’m not very formal as far as
titles go.”

Gabriel nodded, as a small smile
crossed his face.

“Com, give the Invaru shuttle
permission to land. Have a squad of Marines meet them in the hanger. They are
to detain them there until I get this figured out,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” a female voice said.

“I have other questions, but it’s
obvious I must once again put my wants behind me. Sa’oliq, what were you
saying?” Jon said.

Sa’oliq nodded, but she glanced
nervously at Gabriel who nodded his head slightly.

Jon caught the brief look and the
nod.

A loud bang echoed in the room,
as Jon’s hand slammed onto the table. Everyone in the room jumped at the sudden
noise.

“That’s it,” Jon said as he stood
up. “Both of you! Wait outside!”

Jon motioned to Gabriel and
Arianna.

“My Lord?” Gabriel asked.

Arianna and Gabriel had both
stood up. Arianna was already making her way to the door. Gabriel was staring
at Jon in disbelief.

“What is so hard to understand?”
Jon said. “Let’s try this one! Return to your ship. You’re confined to quarters
until I speak to you again.”

Arianna stopped in her tracks and
turned to look at Jon as she gasped.

“Have I done something to
displease you?” Gabriel said.

Jon’s eyes narrowed as he stood
up.

“Your presence here is a
disruption. Your resistance to following my orders when I give them makes me
uneasy. Even though I understand the Ga’sahde just appointed me and that alone
will take time to get used to, I want you off my ship! I want to finish what
brought you here in the first place.”

Gabriel turned and left the room
without another word.

“Good,” Jon said. “Maybe he’s
starting to understand. Com, get me the current commanding officer of the
Odarius. Arianna! Sit, please.” Jon said as he motioned to a chair.

“Sir, I have Lieutenant Commander
Tasnie from the Odarius,” a female voice said.

“Put him through, please,” Jon
said.

A man a bit younger then Gabriel
appeared on the screen in the briefing room. Jon stood up, and stepped in front
of the screen.

“Do you know who I am?” Jon said.

The man knelt as he said, “Yes,
my Lord.”

“Good,” Jon said. “Captain
Gabriel is on his way back. He is to remain in his quarters until I contact
him.”

The man’s eyes widened slightly.

“My Lord,” the man said, “if
you’ll excuse me, it’s ‘Admiral Gabriel’.”

“Very well,” Jon said. “Admiral
Gabriel is to remain is his quarters until I contact him.”

“Yes, my Lord,” the man bowed
slightly.

“Are you sure you don’t have a
problem with this?” Jon said. “If you do I’ll find someone else to command the
Odarius.”

A slight smile crept into the
man’s face as he spoke, “No, my Lord, it will be as you desire.”

Jon nodded and cut the
connection.

“Nice to see that even the
Ga’sahde has flaws,” Jon said as he retook his seat. “Now about this ‘casting
out’ business, what is it?”

Arianna spoke up this time, “If
you … and by you, I mean the leader … excludes a race from formal talks in a
neutral area of space, you cast them out of the Unified Ga’sahde Treaty. They
will have all their rights and privileges revoked, and will no longer be able
to call for our services or help from other Treaty members. It is something
done only as the very last resort. In fact, no leader has invoked it before.
The Treaty allows all members to be present at all formal meetings. They can’t
be turned away.”

“The Invaru don’t follow this
treaty, anyway,” Jon said. “What difference does it make if I choose to cast
them out? I mean, they have been nothing but trouble, and the Ga’sahde have
been inactive for a long time.”

“Jon,” Deatra said, stepping up
next to him and laying a hand on his arm, “you don’t understand it completely.
If you do this, you mark them all for death. They will be attacked on sight and
not allowed to enter any space controlled by a member of the treaty.”

Jon looked at Deatra with a blank
expression as he spoke, “So?”

“All of them, Jon,” Deatra said.
“Even the people, who have done nothing wrong, such as the innocent women and
children living on their home planet.”

Jon blinked for a second, and
then looked at Arianna. She nodded in reply to his unspoken question.

“Com, have the Invaru escorted to
the briefing room. Double the Marines on the bridge.”

 

Minutes later Prasuh stepped into
the briefing room. He bowed slightly to Arianna and Deatra, and then scowled at
Sa’oliq.

“Your people are going to pay for
what you have done,” Prasuh said. “No one breaks from the Empire, no one.”

Sa’oliq stared back at Prasuh as
if she didn’t hear what he had just said.

“Captain Prasuh,” Jon said, “you
can either join this meeting, or you can be escorted back to your shuttle.
Either way, your threats will stop, and you will conduct yourself in a
dignified fashion. Am I understood?”

“Of course, Captain Hunter,”
Prasuh said as he took a seat at the far end of the table. “Please forgive my
outburst.”

“Back to business,” Jon said. He
sat down and looked at Arianna as he spoke again. “You’re here for one reason.
I want to know what happened to my sister.”

Arianna opened her mouth to
speak, but Jon held his hand up and stopped her.

“Remember one thing,” Jon said.
“How you answer, is how I’ll react. I came here to wipe the Ga’sahde out for
the death of my sister. Now, I have reason to believe she might still be alive.
I want the truth, or there will be problems … severe problems.”

Prasuh sat watching Jon speak. A
small smile crossed his face when he heard that Terri might be dead. It was
just a bonus that the Ga’sahde had done the deed. Maybe this problem would
resolve itself here. Perhaps the thorns pressing into the Empire’s side will
remove each other.

“Jon?” Deatra said.

Jon tapped the side of his head
to answer her.

Deatra closed her eyes, and let
her mind expand as she searched. Seconds later, she found what she sought.
Although it was very dim, it was there. A smile crossed Deatra’s face as she
opened her eyes. She grasped Jon’s hand and squeezed it.

“She is alive,” Arianna said.

Jon stood up as he spoke, “Take
me to her right now.”

“I can’t,” Arianna said.

“Can’t or won’t?” Jon said.

He leaned down and planted two
fists on the table, as he stared at Arianna.

“No one sees her, unless she
requests it,” Arianna said. “I can send a formal request on your behalf, if
you’d like.”

“‘Interesting times’,” Prasuh
said. He stood up and walked towards the door. “In-house problems, missing
sisters, and conflicts everywhere. This is going to be good, and I wouldn’t
miss it for the world. However, I think I’ll watch from the sidelines if you
don’t mind.”

“Don’t let the door hit you in
the ass on your way out,” Jon said.

Prasuh stopped in mid stride and
looked back at Jon, an eyebrow arched in question.

“Sorry,” Jon said. He grinned at
Prasuh. “Old human saying.”

“Meaning?” Prasuh said.

“See you later, and don’t bother
hurrying back,” Jon said. “At least that’s how I always took it.”

“You know, one of these days,
these human sayings will all be extinct, and you with them,” Prasuh said. He
stepped through the doorway and was gone.

“Com to Captain Hunter,” a female
voice said. “Transmission from the planet, they’re requesting to speak to you.”

Jon looked up at Arianna, an
unspoken question on his face. She reached up and tapped the side or her head,
where what looked like a piece of jewelry hung.

“Put them through please,” Jon
said.

He turned and looked at the
viewer in the room waiting for the transmission to come through. His heart
pounded loudly in his chest as he was almost certain who would be popping up on
the screen.

“Jon,” Terri’s voice said. The
screen remained blank and that puzzled Jon a bit.

“Terri,” Jon said. His voice was
almost frantic with relief. “Why can’t I see you?”

“You don’t want to see me, right
now,” Terri said. “I’m still healing. I am having work done to repair the
damages from the fight.”

“I don’t care, I want to see
you,” Jon said. “I’ll come down right now.”

“Jon,” Terri said. “I’m fine.
Even if you came down, the Ga’sahde wouldn’t allow you to see me right now.
It’s part of the ritual for me ascending, and taking the leadership of the
Ga’sahde.”

“This is a trick, isn’t it?” Jon
said.

Something was wrong. He felt it,
deep down. Jon spun in Arianna’s direction, ready to spring at her.

“I don’t like people playing
games with me, not in this fashion,” Jon added.

“No, it’s not a trick, Slinky,”
Terri’s voice said.

It was a term never used in the
presence of others. It was a pet name she had for him, and only Terri would
know it.

“There’s more going on here than
you know. I’ll brief you at Euthara, when we meet there. I’ve ordered the
Odarius to escort the Earth’s Revenge and Titan back to Ghost
Station. I’ve also had a very long talk with Gabriel. He now understands his
place. I’m sorry about his attitude towards you.”

“Euthara?” Jon said.

“Yes. There’s some matters of
importance that we both need to address there,” Terri said. “As soon as I’m
well enough to travel, I’ll be following you.”

“I don’t …” Jon said.

“You do know what you need to do
there,” Terri said. “You might not know right now, but you will after you
arrive. The Desmodi will accompany you there, as your escort vessel.”

“I thought I was the one in
command,” Jon said, but he was smiling as he said it.

“You are,” Terri said. “You have
command of the ADF and Ga’sahde. I am enrolling the Ga’sahde into the ADF, as
of now. You just need a little push in the right direction. I have a bit more
information than you do on the current situation. Before you ask, no, I can’t
give it to you just now. That is something prohibited by the treaty. I am bound
by it, too.”

“I understand,” Jon said.

“No, you don’t. You think you do,
but really you don’t,” Terri said. “Now I need to get some rest. I’ll talk to
you at Euthara … and Jon?”

“Yes?” Jon said.

“I love you with all my heart,”
Terri said.

“I love you, too,” Jon said.

“Take care,” Terri said.

“You, too,” Jon said.

The transmission ended, and Jon
turned back to Arianna.

“Get your vessel ready to
depart,” he said.

“My Lord,” Arianna said as she
bowed, then turned and left the room.

“Well, ladies,” Jon said, “it
looks like we’re going to Euthara.”

“I’m going home,” Deatra said.

Jon smiled at Deatra as he spoke,
“Told you I’d get you back there.”

“Yes. That way, you two can be
married,” Sa’oliq said.

“A proper state ceremony,” Deatra
said.

She was practically glowing with
excitement.

Jon moaned.

 

Ten minutes later, The
Atlantis and Desmodi folded out of the system, to begin their
journey to Euthara.

 

Unseen to them, half the Invaru
fleet still in orbit, followed them.

 

The other half returned back to
their home.
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