
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    Euthara

  


  By Michael McClain


   



  Copyright © 2014 Michael McClain


  Published by Bluespace Publications at Amazon (Kindle)




 


 


 


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review to be printed by a newspaper, magazine, or journal.

 


All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Amazon (Kindle) and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.





 


 


 


 


I would like to thank my friends and family for all the support I received while writing this book. Even though this books took a while for me to complete, they stood beside me as events in my life started to spiral out of control, delaying this book. I would also like to thank all the reader and people who have helped proof this book to make it better to read. Even though it is not perfect it is much better than when I first wrote it. Again thanks!





Contents

 


 Title

Table Contents

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25



  


About the Author

Other Books

 


 






Chapter 1


  Homecoming

 


 


Jon stood on the observation deck looking out over Euthara. From space, the planet looked much like Earth; white clouds and blue oceans, with land masses covered in forests and deserts. The four main cities, one on each of the major continents, could be seen from space. From what he understood, this is where the bulk of the Eutharan people lived. Smaller settlements were scattered about, but none of them had over five thousand people.

Industries were no longer allowed planet side, and all manufacturing was done on space platforms orbiting the three moons or on the surface of the moons themselves. This practice actually led to the rapid development of their technology and preserved their environment for future generations.

Mining was strictly forbidden on Euthara and her moons and was punishable by banishment from the solar system or worse. The outer planets were where all the mining took place; several different corporations had operations there for both gas and minerals.

Despite all the precautions for the preservation of Euthara’s ecosystem, the Eutharan people were slowly dying out. Births had declined by fifty percent in the last ten years, and deaths from natural causes had risen by sixty percent. Even the animal and plant life was suffering from the effect. The total population of Euthara was just under one billion and steadily declining.

“Something just isn’t right with this picture,” Jon said as he leaned heavily on the rail in front of him.

“What do you mean?” Deatra asked. She stepped up behind him as he gave a slight jump in surprise.

“Jesus, you scared me!” Jon said as he turned and hugged her. “I didn’t know you were here. I thought you were taking care of Sam.”

“Oojoung has her,” Deatra said. She was fondly staring out the window towards her home planet. “They’re playing hide and seek. Now, what did you mean by something being wrong?”

“I think there’s something going on here that just doesn’t add up,” Jon said, thoughtfully. “Euthara has an almost perfectly balanced ecosystem. There’s no reason for the rise in deaths or the decrease in birth rates.”

Deatra nodded as she spoke, “Some of our finest scientists have worked for years to find a solution or the cause of the problem.”

“And?” Jon asked.

“They've found nothing conclusive.” Deatra said. “The dominant belief is that it's natural, and they expect births and deaths to start balancing out eventually.”

“Another thing I don’t understand is the lack of a defense fleet,” Jon said. “We've settled into orbit of the homeworld, and no one's even challenged us.” Jon’s com beep as the last words left his mouth.

‘Captain,’ a female voice said.

“This is Hunter; go ahead,” Jon said. Then to Deatra he said, “Maybe I spoke too soon.”

‘Sir, a Eutharan vessel, is approaching us on an intercept course and the Captain is demanding to speak to you,’ a female voice said.

“Yep, too soon,” Jon said. “Patch them through down here.”

‘Patching them through,’ the female voice said.

Jon turned to face the only screen in the room as it came to life. Displayed on the screen was an older Eutharan dressed in a fleet issue uniform that displayed his rank as an Admiral.

“Admiral Mequa,” Deatra said. “Tough as nails and a by the book man.”

“Good to know,” Jon said. “Admiral, how can I help you?”

“Captain Hunter, I’m guessing,” Mequa said.

“That is correct,” Jon said. “What can I do for you Admiral?”

“To the point; I like that,” Mequa said. “What you can do for me is power down your engines and prepare for inspection. No vessels are allowed to approach Euthara without permission, or invitation of the King or Queen.”

“I don’t remember inviting you aboard my ship, Admiral,” Jon said. “We’re flying royal colors of the House of C’loth, I’m bondmate to Princess Deatra C’loth and we’re returning for the formal wedding.”

Deatra’s eyes widened in joy; this was the first she had heard of this. Suddenly she was very excited to be going home. Finally, she would be married and be able to take her rightful place as next in line for the throne.

“If you’ll excuse me, Captain Hunter,” Mequa said as he stood up from his chair. “I don’t know you and those colors you’re flying mean nothing if I don’t know you. For all I know it could be a ruse for you to gain entry into our port for some unknown reason.”

“Oh come now, I know you have heard of the human that bonded with the Princess. It has been the talk for some time between every Eutharan I know. Even other races have heard of the bonding. You can’t tell me that you don’t know of it. A man in your position would make it his job to know everything going on that affects Euthara,” Jon said. He was watching for a reaction from Mequa as he spoke. Nothing of what he said got the reaction he wanted; Mequa was good at hiding his emotions. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard that I control Ghost Station either.” Mequa glanced off to the side of the screen and then quickly shifted his eyes back to Jon. That told Jon all he needed to know, everyone slips up, it’s just a matter of finding what makes them do it.

“Sorry, Ghost Station?” Mequa said in a strained voice as if he was trying to hide something. “Never heard of it.”

“You have never heard of Ghost Station?” Jon said as he raised an eyebrow. “A station that was once garrisoned by the Eutharan people and their allies? The central point for their operations as well as the main source of their ships?”

“Well,” Mequa said.

“Look, don’t lie to me,” Jon said. “I know you know about Ghost Station. Lying gets people nothing but distrust. It makes me think you have other reasons for wanting to come aboard my vessel. Which we both know is Atlantis, and she holds the keys to the station. Your people have already sent someone to try to take the station by force and in the process almost got my sister killed. I’m not too happy and will be speaking to someone about that little incident. You also know I am who I say I am, and you know I have the right to approach Euthara. If by some wild chance you really don’t, know let me show you my proof.” Jon reached out and took Deatra’s hand and moved her into the picture.

“Admiral Mequa,” Deatra said. “How is your mother?”

“Princess,” Mequa said. “I… um, my mother is fine. I didn’t know you were aboard.”

“Really, you didn’t have any clue?” Deatra said. “Maybe I should speak to the Fleet Admiral about how your memory is slipping. It might be time for you to retire if you’re forgetting your training and losing control of your crew. I’m pretty sure according to custom I did send a transmission of my coming visit.”

“I didn’t receive it,” Mequa said. “And I haven’t seen any such transmissions.”

“Don’t all transmissions pass through your ship as it is the flagship?” Deatra said.

Jon was taking mental notes on how Deatra was laying a trap for Mequa. He smiled slightly inside as he watched her careful manipulation.

“Yes, they do, and I’m saying I’ve seen no such transmission,” Mequa said. He was fidgeting slightly now as he worked to get himself out of the spot he was in.

“So, what you’re telling me is you are losing control of your ship and what happens on it?” Deatra said as she crossed her arms and fixing him a hard stare.

“I… uh,” Mequa said.

“Perhaps you should look over those records again, Admiral,” Deatra said as she raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, certainly, as soon as I get a chance I’ll…” Mequa said.

“No, you’ll do it now so we can resolve our current situation,” Deatra said as she pointed at the screen. “You’ll also give my bondmate, soon to be the heir to the throne, proper recognition. As long as I’m around I’ll not let him be stepped on by anyone. Do I make myself clear?”

Mequa bowed as he spoke, “Yes, your Highness.”

Jon finally spoke up, “I have a question for you, Admiral.”

“Yes?” Mequa said as he locked Jon with a stare.

Deatra glared daggers at Mequa as she frowned at him.

“Excuse me?” Jon said. “How did you just address me?”

Mequa lost color in his face as he realized his mistake.

Deatra raised her hand and pointed at the screen as she spoke, “Guards, confine Admiral Mequa to his quarters until he learns some manners. When you do that, Admiral, you may contact me, and then we can talk about your being reinstated. Until then, you will sit and think about how to act around my bondmate.”

Two guards dressed in combat armor escorted a protesting Mequa from the bridge as a younger Eutharan wearing Commander's insignia stepped into view. “I’m second in command of the Ha’ith, acting Captain Aneoi. Maybe I can answer your question, your Highness.”

“'Acting Captain' that is rather presumptuous of you, Commander,” Deatra said icily.

“I'm sorry Princess I did not mean to infer-” said Aneoi apologetically

“Glad to hear it, Commander, see that you don't misinterpret my orders in the future,” Deatra said interrupting Aneoi mid-sentence.

“Right! Now that is cleared up, I wanted to know what took you so long to respond to our presence in system?” Jon said. “Had we been an attacking fleet it would have been over before you got here.”

“The fleet is spread thin,” Aneoi said. “I believe you have the Titan at Ghost Station, if the reports are correct. We have two carriers in the next system over and two battleship class vessels out on a ranged patrol.”

Jon raised an eyebrow in question as he spoke, “That’s it? That’s your fleet?”

“Yes M’lord,” Aneoi said.

Jon glanced at Deatra who nodded in response and then he turned his eyes back to Aneoi as he spoke, “Why so small?”

“Actually, the fleet is very large,” Aneoi said.

“How so? I wouldn’t call six ships very large,” Jon said.

“We have over two hundred vessels in our fleet,” Aneoi said. “These are just the remaining ships that are functioning.”

“I’m confused,” Jon said as he reached up and rubbed his forehead. “You have over two hundred vessels but you only have six operational? How is that possible?”

“That is correct, the rest are in dry dock needing repairs or have been salvaged to make the ones we have, functional,” Aneoi said. “We also lack the crew for the other ships, the ones we might be able to get back up and running that is.”

“Why are you not training crews from your population to crew these ships?” Jon said. “At the very least, the ones you can put into service right away?”

“Uh, well that is a complicated issue,” Aneoi said.

Jon shook his head in disbelief at what he was hearing. “Atlantis.”

Atlantis appeared beside Jon and Aneoi let out a small gasp as he muttered, “A functioning AI?” A look of amazement crossed his face as he stared at Atlantis.

“Yes, among other things,” Jon said as he turned to Atlantis and was about to speak when his Tactical Officer contacted him. “Hunter here, report.”

‘Sir, the Desmodi has dropped out of fold and is approaching our location,’ a male voice said.

“Hail them and have them take up station next to us as an escort,” Jon said.

On the screen, Aneoi was talking to someone off screen, “What just dropped out of fold? Impossible! They haven’t been seen in hundreds of years.”

‘Sir, I ran a database check, and that is a Ga’sahde Battleship,’ a voice off screen said.

Aneoi looked at Jon, his eyes widening as another voice spoke up off screen, ‘Sir, we’re being hailed by the new vessel.’

“On speakers,” Aneoi said.

‘Eutharan vessel, this is Terri Hunter-C’loth, Matriarch of the Ga’sahde. The Atlantis and her crew are under the protection of the Ga’sahde and any acts of aggression against them or their vessel will not be tolerated. Let it be known Jonathan Hunter-C’loth is the House Primus and shall be afforded the rights of that rank in the Ga’sahde,’ Terri’s voice said.

Jon’s head pulsed in pain as the nanites received a transmission, ‘Brother; I’m well, and I’ll be coming to the Atlantis as soon as we’re alongside.’

Jon reached up and pressed the palms of his hands against his temples. An effort that didn’t dull the pain; in all this time it was still something that caused him pain. Very few people in the ADF could use the nanites this way without getting a headache. ‘I’ll talk to you when you get here, we’re in the observation room,’ Jon sent back. He stumbled a bit as the connection was broken, and the room swam.

Deatra reached out and grabbed his arm to help steady him as she spoke, “Terri?”

Jon nodded at Deatra as he opened a channel to the bridge, “Terri’s coming, allow her to dock.” Deatra’s face glowed from learning that Terri truly was alive and well.

You could almost hear the excited chatter break out on the bridge as the response came back, ‘Yes Sir!’

Jon turned his attention back to the screen that now showed a kneeling Aneoi, who spoke with his head bowed, “My apologies, I had no idea you carried that rank.”

“I try not to force titles down people’s throats,” Jon said. “To be honest, it’s a recent development and for the love of all that's holy, stand up. There is no need to kneel before me. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, I remember now. Atlantis, I want scans of those ships and reports on their conditions. I assume Commander; you wouldn’t mind sending their location.”

“No need, Captain,” Atlantis said. “They’re in storage around the space dock on the second moon in orbit of Euthara. I’ll dispatch some of my whiskers to do the scans. However, I can tell you the space dock is powered down along with almost every mining operation or industrial complex in scan range. Most of them have been off-line for a very long time.”

“Strange,” Jon said as he looked back towards Aneoi. “Why would all of these be shutdown?”

“My Prince,” Aneoi said as he tried to hedge around the issue. “That is part of the complex problem I mentioned.”

“Atlantis, have Mike and Brad go over and take a look at the dock. See if they can get it up and running again,” Jon said.

“Sir,” Aneoi said. “I can’t allow that. That station, as well as all other outposts and complexes, is off limits by order of the King.”

“You can’t stop me,” Jon said.

“I’m duty bound to the King, and I would have to try,” Aneoi said. His tone left no room for doubt or in his conviction to what he said. “Even if it meant the death of myself and everyone aboard this vessel.”

Jon glanced at Deatra who gave him a slight nod.

“Well, I wouldn’t want that,” Jon said. “I’ll settle for the scans for now and I’ll talk to the King about gaining access.”

Atlantis nodded as she disappeared just as Terri appeared next to Jon in a shimmer of multi-hued light.

She was very different from the last time he had seen her. Now dressed from head to toe in red and gold etched battle armor, hair was pulled back into a tight braid and wrapped around her neck, secured there from moving with a thin golden hair pin. Streaks of gold and platinum ran through her hair from the scalp to the end of the braid.

Her face was no longer spotless and unblemished as he remembered. A red band outlined in gold covered most of her forehead and dipped slightly in the center as though pointing to her nose.

Both of her eyes were framed in a deep blood red that looked like it had been allowed to run down her face. Her lips were the color of copper and shimmered in the light. Her emerald green eyes now had silver and golden flecks in them. Her hand rested on the hilt of a sword that hung at her waist.

It took a second for Jon to react. This wasn’t the way he expected Terri to arrive, “Terri!” He squeezed her in a hug that made her armor creak. She rested her head on his shoulder as she returned the hug.

“I’m sorry for your pain, it was the only way the trial could end,” Terri said in a soft voice.

Jon pulled back and stared into her eyes as he grinned, “I don’t care about all that, I’m just happy you’re alive!”

“It was the nanites that saved me,” Terri said as she reached up and wiped a tear from Jon’s cheek. “I was supposed to die, but somehow the dampening field failed and allowed the nanites to reactivate. With no rules governing that situation, they just pushed forward with the ceremony of ascension.” Terri released Jon as she turned to Deatra. “Sister, I hope you fair well.” Deatra and Terri both rested their hands on each other’s shoulders and touched foreheads in greeting.

“I’m fine and happy now that you’re back with us,” Deatra said as she pulled back, wiping happy tears from her face.

“Always,” Terri said. “I’ve made the Atlantis my seat of power for Ga’sahde operations while I’m out and about. That is if it’s OK with her Captain.” Terri grinned at Jon.

“I’m sure her Captain has no problem with that,” Jon said as he winked at Terri. “I know him personally and we see eye to eye on a lot of things.”

Aneoi cleared his throat on screen to get Jon’s attention.

Jon looked up at the screen and scowled for a second before he spoke, “Yes?”

“Once we get you settled in, Sire,” Aneoi said. “I’ll look into the matter of allowing you access to the space dock and the ships stored there. However, I don’t know how we will crew them. I already have an audience with the King set up for you about this matter. He’s most anxious to see you and his daughter. ”

Terri turned to the screen and looked the Eutharan over as she spoke, “That won’t be necessary, I’ve already dispatched people to the space dock to bring it back on line. That includes Mike and Brad.” The last part she said as she looked at Jon. “Hope you don’t mind that I’ve made that call.”

“Not at all,” Jon said. “Your position in the ADF is still in force and I would say you even have a bit more clout.”

“Um, Mistress Hunter,” Aneoi said as he gulped hard. “I can’t allow that…”

Terri cut him off in a harsh voice that left no room for argument, “Can’t allow that? You will allow that and you will do nothing to stop the shuttles going there. You had better contact the rest of the inbound ships. Make certain that they understand that any act of aggression towards the Ga’sahde or the ADF, will be met with equal or greater aggression. Is this understood?”

“Excuse me? This is Eutharan space, and you have no authority to give…” Aneoi said. A look of anger filled his face as if Terri had just slapped him.

“That is true, this is Eutharan space,” Terri said as she interrupted him again.

“Orders here.” Aneoi said, finishing the sentence. He crossed his arms in triumph at Terri’s words.

“However, as per the Treaty that was signed by your people,” Terri said. A grin split her face as she continued. “The Ga’sahde are to have rights to all Space Docks without question or hindrance. We’re also allowed to post guards throughout any dock we’re connected to. I’ll be making sure we have guards posted in every area once we get it back online.”

A stunned look crossed Aneoi’s face as he spoke, “That treaty is very old and…”

“Hasn’t been over-turned by the Eutharan council who are the only ones authorized to make changes,” Terri finished for him. “Therefore, it is valid and can’t be argued with. My one question is, why are you fighting so hard to keep us away from the dock? Is there something there we’re not supposed to see? Something the public isn’t supposed to know about that has been locked away?”

“I… no, not that I’m aware of,” Aneoi said. He stumbled on his words because of the pressure from Terri.

“One thing you might want to convey to your council and ruling members,” Terri said. Her eyes flashed as she pressed home her advantage. “I’m not here to play games or to coddle people. I’m here to restore order and find out why this world and its people are in the state they are in. If I find anything amiss, and I’m sure I will, there will be repercussions to those involved. The Eutharan people of today aren’t the people spoken about in the ancient Ga’sahde texts that I’ve studied, and I plan on finding out why.”

“Yes Mistress,” Aneoi said as he knelt and bowed his head. “Please forgive me. I’m only trying to do my duty.”

“Rise, there is no need to kneel before me,” Terri said. “I understand what you’re trying to do. No matter how misled you have been from the truth surrounding you. I’m here to correct this oversight and to bring back, balance and prosperity to the Eutharan people. My ship will be approaching the dock and then docking once it is brought back on line. Don’t hinder her in any way, is this understood?”

Aneoi didn’t speak he just nodded his head in agreement.

“Good, I’m going to speak to my leader,” Terri said as she indicated Jon. “If he agrees we will be sending out scouts to take a look at the operations that are shut down. I’ll also be speaking to him about setting up patrols for system security while we’re here.”

“I’ve already done that,” Aneoi said. “I have several squads on patrol as we speak and have recalled our two battleships to provide additional support.”

“Yes, I know this,” Terri said. “That is why I told you to make sure they don’t interfere with what is going on at the station. However, I want my own people on patrol, and I would like to have patrols from the Atlantis involved too.”

Jon spoke up; he was a bit in awe of what had just happened, “I’ve recalled the Titan to come help here as well as the Earth’s Revenge for additional support and I have no problem with the patrols. I’ll leave that to you to set up as you’re still the CAG on the Atlantis.”

Terri nodded her assent.

“I think you can help their cause out Captain,” Deatra said as she spoke up for the first time during the exchange.

Aneoi did not miss the fact that Deatra had just placed him in command with her blessing.

“As you can see, my bondmate and I, support the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde. I want you, by my order, to get me a list of all retired navy personnel still living, anyone with experience. Once we’ve settled planet side, I’ll need you to recall them so we can meet with them. I also want a list of all living owners of the industrial complexes in system and set up another meeting with them, once we’re settled of course.”

“As you wish, Princess,” Aneoi said as he bowed his head. “I, of course, will pass this request through your father.”

“Who is next in command?” Deatra said in a calm tone.

Aneoi almost stumbled in fright as he spoke in a stutter, “Uh, t-that w-w-would be Lieutenant N-N-Nafiea.”

“Is she present?” Deatra said.

“Yes Princess,” Aneoi said.

“Maybe I should place her in command while you talk to my father about my requests,” Deatra said.

“My Princess that won’t be necessary I can handle it while I place the requests,” Aneoi said. “The information is available to all in the national database anyway and can be easily retrieved.”

“Good, since it’s so simple I expect it transmitted to me on board the Atlantis in a couple of hours,” Deatra said. “Unless you have a problem with that.”

“I can do that, Princess,” Aneoi said.

“Good, send your requests and get me the information within an hour,” Deatra said. “We’ll contact you if we need anything else, you can remain on station as an escort.”

“Yes Princess,” Aneoi said as he bowed.

The screen went dark as Jon disconnected the channel.

“That poor man,” Deatra said. “He might have been able to handle one or two of us. But, he wasn’t prepared to handle all three. His head is spinning right now trying to figure out what to do.”

“I thought Eutharan crews weren't mixed? How come there's a female serving on board that ship?” Jon asked.

“It's an experiment. Since this is a sentry ship, and since we are getting so short on people, we are experimenting with mixing the crew,” Deatra explained. “I don't think it's expanded to any of the other posts yet.”

Jon nodded as he turned back to look out at the planet. “I think there’s more going on here than meets the eye,” he paused in thought. “I don’t think Aneoi is involved, but he knows something is wrong. He just doesn’t know what to do about it. I feel sorry for him. He’s in a bad position right now.”

“Jon,” Terri said. “You have to make sure you protect him as best as you can. His crew too, he can be a valuable ally once he wakes up to what is going on around him.”

“I’m not going to use him,” Jon said. “We did just that right now and the poor man is confused. But, I’ll protect him as best as I can. I’m not going to let him take the fall for something we did and besides that he has access to information we might need.”

“There’s no information I can’t get access to,” Deatra said.

“I’m sorry,” Terri said. “If you think that my sister, then you’re a bit on the naive side. All governments have secrets they don’t share except with top officials. While you might be a Princess, it doesn’t make you a top official. I mean the Top Secret: King’s Eyes Only type of information.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Deatra said. “I guess you’re right, but how would he help in gaining access to that type of information.”

“All officers have connections,” Jon said. “They spend time around each other and information tends to slip, especially when drinking. That’s how I know he knows more than he is letting on. His hesitation on some of the questions just confirmed it. He might not know what it means on a bigger scale, but he knows he holds secrets.”

Deatra was about to say something when Jon’s com beeped.

“Hunter here,” Jon said.

‘Tactical Sir, I have eight ships dropping out of hyperspace on the edge of the system,’ a male voice said.

“Any ID on them,” Jon said.

‘No Sir. I’m dispatching two patrol ships to get a closer look. It looks like they’re masking their signatures by dipping into one of the gas giants,’ the male voice said. ‘The electrical storms are interfering with our sensors.’

“I’m on my way to the bridge,” Jon said. “Keep me informed, Hunter out. Ladies would you care to join me on the bridge, it seems the fun never ends.”

Deatra and Terri each took an opposite arm of Jon’s, and they all made small talk as they left the observation room.
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“So what are they doing?” Jon said. He was looking at the hologram above the planning table in the center of the bridge.

Eight ships were shown as small red dots. They were in orbit around the outermost Gas Giant. However, even the ship he had dispatched to take a look at them couldn’t get a reading on them. All they could report back was that the ships were Invaru, and they didn’t react to their close fly-bys.

“If I had to make a guess,” Atlantis said. “They’re watching us to see what we’re doing here.”

“Why would they be interested in what we’re doing?” Jon said.

“Simple, we have disrupted their hold on a few of the races that they held under their sway,” Atlantis said. “We have awakened the Ga’sahde, and that makes them nervous. Their hold on the galaxy is slipping. Your sister is now the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde, and you’re the House-Primus. All these things combined don’t bode well for them or their Empire. They’re waiting for you to slip up and make a mistake so they can take advantage of the situation. Now, you’re at Euthara which, for some unknown reason, isn’t in their control.”

“Euthara isn’t a threat; that’s why we have flown under the radar,” Deatra said. “They still send envoys to us, but they never send assistance. They’re happy to let us die out in peace as it’s something they ondon't need to focus their attention on.”

“Maybe,” Sa’oliq said. “My people breaking away have caused much dissension among the other member races, if you can call them members and not slaves.”

“Sir, we’ve settled into high orbit around Euthara,” the Con Officer said.

“Good, Tactical, keep tabs on the Invaru vessels. I want to know if anything happens,” Jon said. “We’re not to fire on the vessels unless we’re fired on.”

“Aye Sir,” the Tactical Officer said.

“Think they’re going to try something?” Terri said.

“You never know,” Jon said. “I’m a thorn in their side, one they would like to be rid of I’m sure. If I weren’t tied down as I am now, I would just go in guns blazing and be rid of them one way or the other.”

“The Desmodi has docked at the shipyard,” Terri said. “Mike and Brad have the power coming on-line. They say there doesn’t seem to be any major damage to the station, and it should be up and running shortly. They say the only thing lacking is personnel.”

“I’m working on that,” Jon said.

“Sir, I have an incoming transmission from the surface of the planet,” the Com officer said.

“Put it through,” Jon said.

The main viewer lit up as an aging Eutharan filled the screen. He glanced around before nodding.

“Daughter,” He said in a deep voice. “It is good to see you well.”

Deatra knelt as she spoke, “Father; it fills my heart to see you looking well.”

The King’s eyes locked on Jon as he spoke, “Bond-Son, I’ve heard much about you from my officers and other sources. It seems 'leading' suits your blood and mind.”

It was Terri who spoke next, “How dare you!”

Jon looked at his sister in shock as the Eutharans on the bridge gasped.

“So, the stories are true,” the King said. “You must be his sister.”

“You, Sir, are treading on very shaky ground,” Terri said as she took a step forward. “How dare you address the House-Primus in such a manner and then address me in the same way? Have you forgotten your manners, or has age made you take leave of your senses?”

“This is my planet, and I’ll address people as I see fit,” the King said. “If you expect anything else you’re sorely mistaken.”

“In that case I’ll take my leave of this system and mark you as non-compliant,” Terri said. “Desmodi pull all forces off the station and disembark; we’re returning home.”

‘As you wish Matriarch,’ a female voice responded.

Deatra paled and was staring at Terri mouth agape. She couldn’t believe what she had just heard.

“You wouldn’t,” the King said.

“She would,” Jon said.

“You’re the House-Primus,” the King said. “Tell her to stop this nonsense.”

“Why?” Jon said.

“If she does this, every vulture in the known universe will descend on us and destroy what is left of our way of life. This system will become a war zone as we’ll be considered outsiders,” the King said.

“Sounds to me like you want your cake and to eat it too,” Jon said. “You either accept the treaty and all it offers as if it has always been in place. Or you go on insisting that you no longer follow it.” Jon turned towards Deatra and gave her a half smile in assurance. “Excuse me, Your Highness, I have something more important to take care of. A situation has come up that needs my attention.” Jon reached down and disconnected the communication feed.

Terri knelt and bowed slightly as she spoke, “Brother; I must be on my way. We’ll be on the edge of the system when this is resolved, call us and we’ll come back.”

“It shouldn’t take long,” Jon said. “I’d like you to try and find out a bit more about what those eight ships are doing for me while you wait.”

“As you wish,” Terri said as she stood up. Jon leaned in and hugged her in a tight embrace.

“Sir, priority communication from the planet,” the com officer said.

“Who is it?” Jon said. He watched Terri depart the bridge, before he turned to Deatra. He reached up and caressed the side of her face and smiled. “Don’t worry it’s a ploy. I would never abandon our people. Let him stew for a bit and then I’ll let him wiggle his way out of it.”

“The Desmodi has jumped to the edge of the system,” the Tactical officer said.

“Well that will make my father have fits,” Deatra said as she smiled.

“You think that will give him fits? Watch this,” Jon said. “Con, plot a course out of system past the fourth planet.”

“Aye Sir.” the Con officer said.

“Tactical, I want all installations scanned as we get in range of the planet,” Jon said. “Engineering, prepare to test the sub-light engines. I want to push them past their limits and see how much they can take,” Jon said.

Both stations answered affirmatively.

 


 


Jon stared at the hologram of the planet as it rotated. Several installations showed up as inactive on the surface, and the low orbit station showed that it was running on minimal power.

“Who owns these installations?” Jon asked as he brought up one of the mining outposts.

Various readings scrolled next to the hologram of the mining outpost. From the data that had been sent by Commander Aneoi, Jon knew that it was used to gather various metallic resources. The outpost’s reactor was running at such low levels it was barely readable on scans. The low power allowed computer access and airlock activation, if it failed, manual activation of airlocks would be needed.

That would mean any team sent down would have to land on the surface of a hostile planet and not in the safety of the landing bay. It was one of the main reasons installations of these types were left on stand-by power. EVA on a hostile planet could be very dangerous.

“The Eutharis Mining Corporation owns all installations on this planet,” Atlantis said. She reached out and pulled up a company profile as she spoke. “Jao’uos is the CEO of the corporation. It was one of the largest mining and manufacturing corporations on Euthara and held a lot of government contracts, most of which are still active and unfilled. The Corporation actually owns the planet and used to have a private navy. After the collapse of the Eutharan economy their fleet was disassembled and all installations were shut down.”

They couldn’t afford to support their small Navy or pay the employees of the corporation as their only contracts were to Euthara. The Invaru disallowed any outside selling of Eutharan commodities. It was one of the leading factors causing the collapse.”

“Sir, the King is still requesting to speak to you,” the Com Officer said.

“Tell him I’m busy and I’ll contact him at my earliest convenience. Then I want you to get this Jao’uos on the line for me; his contact information should be in the database,” Jon said.

“What are you thinking?” Deatra said.

“Oh, I’m going to give him the opportunity to get back on his feet,” Jon said as he smiled.

“Oh, you’re just trying to get under my father’s skin aren’t you?” Deatra said as she laughed.

“Is it that obvious?” Jon said. He grinned at Deatra flashing his perfect teeth.

“Slightly,” Deatra said. “But, do you really think it’s a good idea to agitate him?”

“I think any ruler that allows his people to fall to such a state is no ruler at all. There’s something more than what meets the eye going on here. He ordered the takeover of Ghost Station, and I don’t shine to well on that fact alone, even if it did fail. Now he’s trying to say the Ga’sahde, the best possible thing that could happen for the Eutharan people, have no voice here,” Jon said, “Now what person in their right mind would do something so damning?”

“He’s right,” Sa’oliq said. She had been silent the whole time as she watched how Jon handled the situation. “Any ruler in their right mind would have accepted the Ga’sahde back the moment they saw them. Your father should see that the Ga’sahde is the saving grace for his people. It would allow him to open up trade with other races, even allow them to borrow the money and manpower to get their various installations up and running. It’s just crazy for him to shun the Ga’sahde.”

“I might be agitating him, but really my only intent is to make him open his eyes,” Jon said. “Atlantis, access the computer core on this mining outpost and bring the reactor to full power. Start up all essential systems and start running diagnostics. I need to know what we need in order to get it fully operational. Do the same for the orbital station.”

“Yes Sir,” Atlantis said. “I’ll be in Engineering if you need me.”

Jon nodded, and Atlantis faded from view.

“Sir, I have Jao’uos,” the Com officer said.

“Put him through,” Jon said as he turned to the view screen.

Jao’uos was an older Eutharan with silver hair. He was sitting back in a plush looking chair overlooking a large desk with stacks of paper everywhere. He looked up as he spoke, “Yes, how can I help you…”

“Jonathan Hunter,” Jon said. He intentionally left the C’loth out; he didn’t want the man to agree to everything he said because of his name. He had Deatra standing out of sight so her presence wouldn’t interfere with what he was doing.

Jao’uos nodded as he looked Jon over. “Well, I don’t think I have seen your species before,” Jao’uos said. “Where are you from?”

“A small planet called Earth located in the Sol system,” Jon said.

“Sol system, don’t think I’ve heard of that system,” Jao’uos said as he looked over at something off screen as he typed on a small screen in front of him.

“Does it really matter?” Jon said.

“Mr. Hunter, call it a habit, but I like to know whom I’m speaking with,” Jao’uos said as something beeped. “Ah, here it is. Says here the Sol system is off limits. The people living there, Humans, are not yet space faring. Entering that system is punishable by banishment from the known galaxy for the ship and all crew onboard. This was passed down by the Ga’sahde to protect the Humans from exploitation by the known races.” Jao’uos looked up at Jon with a bit of confusion on his face.

“That was something I didn’t know,” Jon said.

“Did you know the Ga’sahde commissioned the Eutharan and Buranis Empires to place an outpost on Earth for observation of your people?” Jao’uos said as he raised an eyebrow in a questioning manner.

“I knew about the outpost,” Jon said. He wasn’t sure how much he wanted this man to know. “I didn’t know it had been commissioned by the Ga’sahde.”

“Only one ship was allowed to enter that system,” Jao’uos said. “She was a top of the line battle cruiser named Atlantis. Her construction was pretty much secret and involved the brightest minds from the known galaxy. She was also the first to have an experimental jump drive that would allow her to travel vast distances in the blink of an eye. The model for the now widely used fold drive found on most Eutharan and Buranis ships.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “So I’ve seen, although I’m at a loss as to why some ships still travel in hyperspace, if fold drives are more efficient.”

“Because my corporation invented, and still to this day, holds the patent rights on the fold drive,” Jao’uos said. “The various races that don’t have access to them wouldn’t sign an agreement with us.”

“I see,” Jon said. “What would stop someone from copying the drive if they got their hands on one?”

“Key codes built into the ship and engine.” Jao’uos said. “Specially encrypted key codes built into the ship and drive pair. Key codes so advanced it would be impossible to copy or reproduce by anyone but my corporation. They’re also installed in several places in the computer code that the drive uses. If you tried to copy or transplant a drive and its software the drive simply wouldn’t work. The codes contain various data about the ship they’re installed on and checks are run to make sure everything matches.”

“Interesting,” Jon said. “What if I told you, I know for a fact; the drive has been copied and works as intended?”

Jao’uos stared at Jon for a long second then said, “So, the Atlantis survived after all these years.”

“Possibly,” Jon said, he really didn’t have anything to hide from the man; he was more interested to see what he knew.

“Oh, come on now, no need to be coy,” Jao’uos said. “If your people have copied the drive and it’s working it would have to be the Atlantis’ drive. It’s the only one that didn’t have these key codes installed as it was experimental. It was a project my Grandfather worked on, and I only have very basic references about her construction. I even have a picture of her when she was completed and leaving our space dock. She’s something of a family heirloom you might say. Plus, I have heard stories of a ship fitting her description causing mischief for the Invaru and their allies. They say the ship is captained by a man fitting your description.”

“And?” Jon said.

“And what?” Jao’uos said. “That’s pretty much what I’ve heard. Information here on Euthara is a bit scarce, and we mainly get bits and pieces that the government doesn’t mind getting out. I also have agents in places that keep me informed about what’s going on, but that’s sporadic at best and takes some time to separate fact from fiction.”

“And if I told you I was Captain of the Atlantis and we stumbled upon her on Earth?” Jon asked.

“It would fit with some of what I heard,” Jao’uos said. “It would also make you the prophesied one.”

Jon frowned; it was happening again. Was there no one that didn’t know?

“I can see by your reaction that I’m correct,” Jao’uos said. “I believe you’re bound for great things in this galaxy. Others believe differently, that you’re going to destroy what we all know and love. But, if you look closely at the scriptures, that’s not what they say at all. They say you will bring about a long and lasting peace between the people of this galaxy and its inhabitants. There will also be a time of upheaval and destruction throughout the galaxy and its inhabitants from outside forces. You’re the pin that will hold us all together and drive these invaders away.”

“So I’ve heard,” Jon said dryly. He glanced over at Sa’oliq and Deatra, both of whom were grinning at him. He shook his head as he focused his attention back on Jao’uos. “Would it surprise you to know I don’t believe in prophecy? I believe we all control our own destiny. We alone choose our own path and have to deal with the consequences of those choices.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” Jao’uos said. He smiled at Jon as he continued. “Anyway you’re here now and doing what you must, and having chosen your own path what is it I can do for you?”

“Well, the Alliance Defense Forces would like to buy into your company, the Eutharis Mining Corporation,” Jon said.

Jao’uos raised an eyebrow and looked at Jon as if he had just sprouted another head and breathed fire. “You want to buy into a dead company? Why would you want to do that?”

“Let me explain,” Jon said.

“Oh, by all means, you have my undivided attention” Jao’uos said. He sat back in his chair as he stared at Jon.

“We’ll help supply people and parts to get the installations back into working order. We’ll barter contracts with other races for the corporation. You can then finish filling the contracts you have outstanding and start opening new contracts with the various governments,” Jon said. “All we want is a fifty-one percent share in the corporation for the first two years of operation.”

“Even if I believe you had the resources to pull this off, and somehow I think you just might,” Jao’uos said as he stood up and walked around his desk. “You’re asking me to hand over my corporation for two years to someone I don’t know and have only read about in vague reports. You’re asking my corporation to commit treason against the Eutharan Government by import and export, which is strictly forbidden. Yet at the same time I'll fill all my outstanding contracts to the government I’m committing treason against.”

“If you put it that way, yeah, I am,” Jon said. “Though, I don’t think it will be so complicated in the coming days.”

“Why would you think that anything is going to change in the next couple days?” Jao’uos said.

“Let’s just say I have the attention of the King and your government right now,” Jon said.

“Oh, you do, do you?” Jao’uos said.

“Yeah, it’s one thing I do really well,” Jon said. “I have this habit of getting people’s attention.”

“That I believe,” Jao’uos said as he laughed.

“Look, even if things don’t change, the ADF, as the controlling entity of your corporation can still fill the contracts on your behalf,” Jon said. “We don’t fall under any restrictions the Eutharan Government has in place. As such, if, in two years, things haven’t changed, we can retain control until they do change.”

“Do you have plans for every situation?” Jao’uos said.

“I like to think outside the box,” Jon said as he winked.

“I can see that,” Jao’uos said. “Think a way out of this one. Technically you will still be held under Eutharan law as the installations are in Eutharan space. How are you going to get around that?”

“I’ve done my homework,” Jon said. “Eutharan law only governs the home planet and the space that comprises the Eutharan system. The planets and moons are not governed by the same rules or laws. According to Eutharan Law, installations on a planet or moon are only governed by the laws of the owning race. These laws were lax so that it would encourage outside development and help the Eutharan economy. If the ADF owns fifty-one percent of your corporation, then our laws will govern those installations.”

“So you have,” Jao’uos said. “This will cause a lot of problems for me here on Euthara with the government. Nothing I can’t deal with though, as I still have some clout in those circles.”

“If it causes you too many problems the ADF will relocate you and your corporate headquarters,” Jon said.

“To Ghost Station?” Jao’uos said. “Actually, I might like to do that anyway. My family and the families of my staff might be better off there anyway.”

Jon liked this man, and it might benefit him to have Jao’uos close at hand. His little spy network might come in handy. Hell, he might even learn something from him. “Certainly,” Jon said not missing a beat.

Jao’uos slapped his hand down on his desk as he spoke, “I knew it! I wasn’t sure, but I had a feeling.”

“When would you like to leave?” Jon said.

“There will be time for that in a bit. What I want to know is, do you have any idea what it would take to get the installations back online and running?” Jao’uos said.

“I’m working on that now,” Jon said.

“You are?” Jao’uos said. “Never mind, I’m not surprised actually. You have a bit of clout around here, and I can tell that just by the information you have.”

“You control all the stock in your Corporation,” Jon said. “Am I right?”

“Of course, every stockholder I had sold them off when the collapse happened. By our laws I had to buy them back when they sat on the market for too long,” Jao’uos said.

“If you enter this agreement with the ADF and give us the stock in your corporation we need,” Jon said. “In two years we’ll give you two percent back and you’ll once again have control of your corporation.”

Jao’uos studied Jon for a bit before he spoke, “You really think you can pull this off, don’t you?”

Jon looked over at Sa’oliq, and she stepped into view as she spoke, “My people will help staff the installations, and you’ll be free to open contracts between our people.”

Jao’uos eyes widened when he saw Sa’oliq.

“The ADF will also be allowing you to open contracts and will help with the supplies and personnel needs,” Jon said.

“I don’t think you have any idea what you’re stepping into,” Jao’uos said. “Though I’m impressed by what I have heard so far.”

“Oh, I have an idea what it will take,” Jon said as he smiled.

“Really? Do you?” Jao’uos said. “You have an idea what it will take to get every installation in the solar system up and running?”

“Yes, I have an idea what it will take to get every installation owned by your corporation up and running,” Jon said. “I’m in orbit of the majority of them now and doing diagnostics to get a starting figure.”

“I don’t think you understand,” Jao’uos said. “When the crash happened, I bought out every single corporation when their stocks bottomed out.”

“Do what?” Jon said. Jon was floored by what he heard. He wanted to start out small and work his way up. “Well, um.”

“That’s what I thought,” Jao’uos said. “A bit larger than you thought.”

“I take it they’re still all separate just under your control?” Jon said.

Jao’uos eyes narrowed as he spoke, “Yes they are.”

“Good,” Jon said. “For me to do this you’ll have to sell controlling interest in the other corporations back to their owners.”

“Why would I do that?” Jao’uos said. Jon could see he didn’t like where this was going.

“Because I’m doing this to help your people get back on their feet, all of them, not just one man,” Jon said. “You took advantage of the situation, I would have probably done the same thing, in hopes that someday you could profit from it, and you will of course. You turn over eighty percent of the controlling interest to all corporations that you snapped up and keep twenty percent for yourself. You will make profit on each corporation that way and still be helping your fellow Eutharans.”

“Again, why should I?” Jao’uos said.

“I won’t help you, and I won’t allow anyone else to help you if you don’t, for one,” Jon said. “The second reason is your corporation will build the parts needed to get these other corporations up and running. You can even contract labor out to them for a fee. This should make you wealthy enough. It will also give you and your corporation a name for helping those in need which will drive your sales across the galaxy.”

“I still don’t understand, I would be employing enough people that it would help everyone anyway,” Jao’uos said.

“Look, the idea here is to build Euthara as a whole back up, not just a single individual or corporation. How much do you really know about those other corporations you bought out? You asked me if I knew what I was getting myself into. Do you know what you would be getting yourself into?” Jon said. “What about all the bad feelings it would create by those people you screwed over in the crisis? The ADF doesn’t want the negative attention that would be gained by helping you. How would that affect your name and corporation throughout the galaxy when word got out? How about when people started to expand beyond this solar system and put installations in other systems close by? How will that affect you if you’ve created enemies?

“By doing what I ask, you'll have helped them twice. First when you bought the shares which helped them with money in their time of need. Then you gave them their shares back when you realized things were about to pick up. You would create strong ties between you and those you help.”

Jao’uos turned and walked back around to his chair and sat down as he thought about what Jon had said. “You’ve made your point,” Jao’uos said. “I’m a shrewd businessman, and I’m not stupid. You’re right by saying at first I would profit, but in the end it would destroy me and my name and the ADF along with it. By doing things your way, I secure the corporation for my family down the line. I’ll start contacting and transferring ownership and controlling shares to the former CEO’s.”

“Good,” Jon said. “So we have a deal then?”

“I have one condition, and then we have a deal,” Jao’uos said.

“That would be?” Jon said.

“The ADF stops making the fold drives, and all drives created by you are locked down so they can’t be replicated,” Jao’uos said.

“I can deal with that,” Jon said.

“Including the Atlantis’ drive,” Jao’uos said. He was watching Jon for a reaction.

“Certainly,” Jon said with no hesitation.

“My family and staff will be ready to be picked up at your earliest convenience,” Jao’uos said.

“I’ll contact you again when we’re in orbit and things have settled down a bit,” Jon said. “It will probably be a few days.”

“Fine, now what account do I transfer ownership of the shares to?” Jao’uos said as he smiled.

“Uh,” Jon said. It was the first time he was unsure of his self.

It was Deatra’s turn, and she stepped into view. Jao’uos gasped and immediately knelt with his head bowed as he said, “Your Highness.”

“Rise,” Deatra said. “You can transfer those shares to my account for the ADF under my care.”

Jao’uos stood up as he spoke, “Of course, Your Highness.”

“Princess will do, no need for all that,” Deatra said.

“As you wish, Princess,” Jao’uos said. He turned his attention to Jon as he continued to speak. “You Sir, have a bit more clout than I gave you credit for. Had you just made mention of the Princess it would have been a done deal from the start.”

“I understand that,” Jon said. He stepped up to Deatra and put his arm around her. “I wanted you to want to do it and not be forced to do it. I wanted to see what kind of a man I was dealing with.”

Jao’uos gasped when Jon wrapped his arm around Deatra’s waist. Deatra caught his uneasiness and laughed as she spoke, “He’s my bond-mate.”

“Oh my god,” Jao’uos said and dropped to his knee again and bowed his head. “Forgive me, My Prince, I had no idea.”

“For god sakes man, stand up,” Jon said as he chuckled. “I’m less formal than the Princess, you can call me Jon while were in private company. You also don’t need to bow when we’re in private company.”

“As you wish My Prince… Err Jon,” Jao’uos said as he stood up again.

“I think we’re going to get along just fine,” Jon said. “Prepare for your departure, I’ll call when it’s time. Take care until then.”

The viewscreen went blank just as the Tactical Officer spoke up, “Sir; we have an incoming hyperspace event. Ship is emerging now twenty thousand feet off our port bow.”

Jon dropped his arm from Deatra as he spoke, “On main view screen.”

Jon watched a ship exited the hyperspace event. It was twice the size of the Atlantis and if that wasn’t enough, the ship had a very dark look to it. Multiple gun ports littered its surface. It was definitely a ship of war from the way it was built. Jon watched as fighters swarmed over its surface heading towards the Atlantis.

“Condition Red,” Jon said. “Contact the Desmodi and request their assistance. Bring us out of orbit and plot a rendezvous point with the Desmodi. Launch all fighters and bring all guns and point defense systems online.”

“Sir the eight Invaru vessels are on the move. They’re headed directly for us,” the Tactical officer said.

“Desmodi is in route to us. They report they should reach us before the Invaru fleet,” the Com officer said.

Atlantis rocked slightly as if she had been hit by something.

“What the hell was that?” Jon said. “Did they fire on us?”

“No, Sir, they haven’t opened fire yet,” the Tactical officer said.

“Explosion on deck twelve, section four,” the Engineering officer said. “No casualties reported.”

Lights faltered on the bridge as stations shut down. Atlantis appeared next to Jon just as the last of the stations shut down.

“Failure in the primary and secondary power coupler,” Atlantis said. “Engineering is trying to reroute. Secondary bridge reported a systems failure too just as contact was lost with them.”

“What the hell is going on around here?” Jon asked.





Chapter 3
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Emergency lighting flooded the bridge as guards took up positions around Jon, Deatra and Sa’oliq. In a flash of light sixteen kneeling figures dressed in pitch black armor appeared in multiple places on the bridge of Atlantis. The guards on the bridge immediately cycled up their guns and pointed them at the intruders.

As if they were of one mind and body they slapped their chests and said, “We are to serve.”

“Who the hell are you and what are you doing on my ship?” Jon asked. He had pushed Deatra back behind him and was trying to look around the guards in front of him.

The figures all stood up at once and bowed their heads.

“Evacuate the bridge,” Jon said. Personnel quickly made their way to the transport tubes.

“Rerouting power from my personal supply to transport tubes one through twelve,” Atlantis said.

“I know this race,” Sa’oliq said. “Jon, do not trust them. They always have some ulterior motive for the things they do. Most times it doesn’t end well for the people they’re involved with.”

Jon nodded as he started to speak but was cut off by a crystal clear female voice.

“Why, thank you for the introduction Sa’oliq of the Castanian people,” the voice said.

Jon watched one of the armored intruders step forward and remove her helmet. Gold and silver hair fell down to her shoulders as her gold eyes took in the room. Her skin was almost as black as her armor and as she grinned her gold colored lips parted to show a set of perfect golden teeth. She knelt and placed her helmet on the floor as she bowed her head to Jon.

“Who are you?” Jon said.

“I’m Nefeit,” Nefeit said without picking her head up. “I’m the High Priestess of the Drovasian people.”

“Why are you on my ship?” Jon said. He quickly glanced at the other fifteen figures as if waiting for them to make some move. Each was like a statue as if waiting for a command to be allowed to move.

More guns cycled to ready behind Jon as Mark spoke, “Atlantis said you needed help on the bridge. Are you ok?”

“I’m fine,” Jon said as he raised a hand. He reached out and pushed through the guards in front of him so he could see Nefeit clearly. The guards shifted nervously as Jon exposed himself. “Care to answer my question Nefeit? ... and please no sudden moves. My guards are very nervous right now.”

“Of course,” Nefeit said. She still hadn’t looked up the entire time. “We’re here to swear allegiance to you and the ADF.”

“What kind of trick is this?!” Sa’oliq said, angrily. “The Drovasian people haven’t sworn allegiance to anyone, ever. The last time they even entered an agreement of any kind was when the Ga’sahde Treaty was signed.

Even then, they did so only grudgingly, and only so they could hide behind the Ga’sahde when they pulled another one of their little schemes. Funny how that all ended when the Ga’sahde disappeared, and how you suddenly show up when they make an appearance.” She turned to Jon as she continued to speak. “Don’t trust them, they’re up to something. I don’t know what, but they are.”

“Yes, this was true hundreds of years ago,” Nefeit said. She was still staring at the floor, and it was starting to agitate Jon because he wanted to see her face and expressions.

Jon interrupted her and said, “Please, stand up so I can see your face. I think the top of your head is pretty and all, but I think your face is much prettier.”

“Of course,” Nefeit said as she picked up her helmet and stood.

“Sorry for the interruption, please continue,” Jon said.

“While, what Sa’oliq has said is true,” Nefeit continued. “In the past one hundred years we have changed. Since I have taken up the mantle of High Priestess, I have prepared for your arrival according to the prophecies.”

“Oh boy,” Jon said, slowly shaking his head. He closed his eyes and put two fingers on the bridge of his nose. He rubbed slightly as if he was trying to fight off a headache. “Here it comes.”

Deatra chuckled slightly as Nefeit locked Jon with her gold eyes.

“In the time of need the darkness shall be lit by him you have never seen, from a place far removed. Releasing a ghost from slumber and arriving in special armor. He shall move to protect those he knows less.

“Shades from ancient times shall arrive by his side. A great dying tree he shall prune bringing life yet again to its branches. Mantle and title forgotten he shall lead all but yet lead none. In jeopardy, his life will be in the place of the tree.

His armor is breached by slight unseeing he shall be. Black and gold shall arrive to keep him alive. Fall upon a knee as ruler he shall be,” Nefeit said. “So, my people and I are here to give our allegiance to you and the ADF. I’ll be stepping down as the first High Priest in thousands of years takes his rightful place.”

“No,” Jon said.

“No?” Nefeit said the surprise on her face showed. For the first time, the fifteen black armored figures shifted uneasily.

“I don’t want to be your High Priest. I don’t want to command your people,” Jon said.

Nefeit frowned as she tried to figure out what was going on and why. “But the prophecy says you shall. It can be no other way.”

“Are you sure the prophecy is speaking about me?” Jon said. “What if it’s talking about someone else that hasn’t showed up yet?”

“You brought Ghost Station online, right?” Nefeit said.

“Out of necessity, but yes,” Jon said. He didn’t like where this was going.

“You arrived in Atlantis a ship far before its time,” Nefeit said.

“Again, I had little choice,” Jon said.

“The Ga’sahde was brought back because of you and your actions,” Nefeit said.

“No, the actions of my sister, I had very little to do with that,” Jon said.

“You used her status to gain the trust of the Castanian people, did you not?” Nefeit asked.

“She has you there,” Sa’oliq said as she smiled.

“Hush you! You’re not helping here,” Jon said.

“That event caused you to go explore the Ga’sahde space. Again it was your choice to do so,” Nefeit said.

“Again, something I had little choice about at the time,” Jon said.

“Because of that, you are now the House-Primus and your sister is the Matriarch,” Nefeit said.

“Again something I didn’t choose,” Jon said.

“You arrived here at Euthara to stop their decline,” Nefeit said. “You have even set in motion plans to restore their outside contacts and their ability to resume their manufacturing and mining plants. During these current events, Atlantis lost power due to some type of engineering failure.”

“Yes, that is correct,” Jon said.

“We arrived to protect you, our High Priest, during your restoration of Euthara,” Nefeit said. “The dying tree is Euthara and you’re preparing to do some 'pruning' while breathing life back into it.”

“I guess,” Jon said. He knew he was losing this battle and wasn’t pleased.

“You don’t care for any title you have now,” Nefeit said. “Yet you still lead those around you, even if you don’t realize it.”

Jon held up his hands in surrender as he spoke, “Okay, you win. I fit most of this prophecy of yours. I still don’t want to lead your people. No offense meant. I really don’t want to lead anyone. I just want to go home, which right now is impossible. Euthara is the closest thing to a home I have now, and I’m not going to let it die out.”

“That is why you make a good leader,” Deatra said. Sa’oliq and Nefeit both nodded in unison as they agreed.”

“Oh?” Jon said.

“You do what’s right, not what is politically expedient or what would move you higher in rank. You care about everyone around you and those associated with you,” Deatra said.

“Yes,” Sa’oliq said. “It makes people want to help you as they can see better times coming. You rally people to you even though you’re not trying to do it.”

“We’ve been watching you,” Nefeit said. “To make sure you were the one spoken about, the Strider of Life and Harmony. Have you not seen how people are drawn to you and want to help you?”

“All too much, it seems like almost everyone is falling over themselves to help me,” Jon said. “It gets a bit tiring.”

“People know when they see a good leader,” Nefeit said. “They will move to protect that person and help him move his cause along. You haven’t done much but help those around you.”

“The Invaru and Buranis don’t seem to feel that way,” Jon said.

“In time they will come to see the light,” Sa’oliq said. “They have a prophecy also and from my limited understanding of it you are mentioned in it.”

“Oh, great,” Jon said. “I don’t like the feeling that I’m not in control of my life and what I’m doing.”

“Oh, but you are,” Deatra said. “Prophecies are more of a guide to be used to see certain events. That way we can prepare ourselves for them. Think of the prophecies this way if it helps.”

“The prophets, as far as I know, of every race were someone who had high mental powers and were able to see events before they unfolded. The strongest of these could see far into the future,” Nefeit said. “They’re very rare and there hasn’t been one, as far as I know, named for ages. Most of the time what they saw was up to a broad interpretation by whoever read it. Sometimes, as in these prophecies, they’re pretty clear.”

“I’ll make you the same deal as I made Sa’oliq and her people,” Jon said. “You retain control over your people, and I’ll ask you if I need something specific done. It’s then your choice as to if you do it or not.”

Nefeit looked at Deatra and then Sa’oliq, and then settled her gaze back on Jon as she spoke, “That can’t work.”

“It’s the only option I’m giving you,” Jon said. “I really don’t want to have to deal with ten different races all wanting me to decide matters of their state. You want to call me a balance between the races fine that I can do. I can work to keep everyone functioning as one group. You want me to have military jurisdiction over your forces I can do that. I don’t want the politics though. I’m going to have my hands full with Euthara as it is. Because of my soon to be wife I’ll do it and deal with it. It’s something I’ve come to terms with and have accepted as part of my soon to be life.”

“I think you misunderstand me,” Nefeit said. Jon thought it was impossible, but the woman blushed slightly, a light red filled her cheeks as she spoke. “I can’t do it, and even if I stepped down and appointed another in my place, they can’t do it. In order for a High Priest and a High Priestess to rule as one, they have to be a mated pair. It’s part of our laws and is the only way my people will accept such a thing.”

Jon was floored and glanced at Deatra, who wasn’t showing any emotion but a slight grin on her face. Sa’oliq snickered quietly behind him. “Well, I, uh,” Jon stammered.

“I’m sorry,” Nefeit said. “You must take the mantle alone. There is no other way. See when you become High Priest of my people I’ll become an Arch Priestess, one step below you.”

“Good then you can rule as that,” Jon said. “I’m not interested in marrying anyone but Deatra.”

“An Arch Priest or Priestess has no authority in our society,” Nefeit said.

“Fine I’ll change that,” Jon said. “I’ll appoint you as regent.”

“I’m afraid it’s not something that can be changed,” Nefeit said. “You, yourself said you didn’t want to interfere with our politics. Yet you’re ready to change the most basic principle of our ruling caste.”

“Then we’re at an impasse,” Jon said. “I’m not going to be the supreme ruler of any race except maybe Euthara if the cards fall that way. Only then because it’s part of whom I am now.”

Deatra laughed as she stepped forward and spoke, “We accept your proposal.”

“Do what?” Jon said.

Deatra turned to Jon and smiled as she leaned in and gave him a peck on the cheek. She pulled back as she spoke, “My dear; I knew where this was headed the second she said you’re the High Priest. I know their race and how you would react. I’ve seen it two times before. The Eutharan society allows multiple marriages as long as all parties agree to it. It’s how we strengthen our ties with other races; nobles often took other wives and husbands.”

“But, I ...” Jon said.

Deatra reached up and put a finger on his lips as she spoke, “Hear me out and then decide.” Jon nodded as Deatra continued. “Drovasian people have the same social rules of conduct. They allow multiple marriages with races besides their own within the ranks of the nobles.”

“That is true,” Nefeit said. “But, it hasn’t been practiced in a thousand years or more.”

“The laws are still there, and it’s a simple solution to the current situation,” Deatra said. “I have no qualms about it.” She tapped the side of her head. “I know you love me and how much you love me. One of the reasons it’s easy to allow this is for my people. I also know you think she’s very beautiful.”

It was Jon’s turn to blush as he spoke, “No fair.”

“I feel what you feel,” Deatra said. “I wasn’t spying on you, just so you know.”

“I know,” Jon said. He looked at Nefeit and gave her the once over. She was rather startling and even easy on the eyes. He shook his head as if trying to wake from a dream.

“Nefeit, do you approve?” Deatra said.

“Now, wait just a second,” Jon said. “Am I some piece of meat to be passed around to every person we meet? What if I don’t approve of this?”

“Then there is no resolution, and we can sit here and debate for the next fifty years and get nowhere,” Deatra said.

“You have to do it,” Terri’s voice said behind Jon.

Jon spun around and stared at Terri. He didn’t know when she had arrived, but he was glad to see her.

“Their rules are very specific,” Terri said. Every Drovasian suddenly knelt in unison as Terri stepped around the guards behind Jon.

“The Drovasian society takes its laws very seriously. This is not something you can just ignore. The coming of the prophecy has been something they have been waiting a long time for. If Nefeit fails in this, she will be removed and destroyed.” Jon’s eyes widened as his sister said the last.

Terri continued. “Yes, as in killed, not that it matters in the greater scheme of things. Another will replace her and come to you again and request the same thing. This will continue until you accept one or every member of their race is dead. You have two choices if you want to avoid this. You either accept the title and all duties connected to it or you marry her and share the ruling of the Drovasian people.”

“Is this true?” Jon said as he turned to look at Nefeit.

Nefeit just nodded her head.

“So, I’m trapped again,” Jon said.

“You have a choice,” Nefeit said. “My people and I will accept whatever you say.”

“No, he has no choice in this,” Terri said. “Jon, did you know the Ga’sahde have a prophecy too?”

“Oh boy,” Jon said.

“It’s long winded and a lot of it applies to only the Ga’sahde. But, there is a part or two about you in it,” Terri said as she grinned. “I know how much you hate the prophecy and all it means.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jon said. “Spill it already.”

“It’s rather simple,” Terri said. “The Lord of All shall arrive with light on his left arm and dark on his right. Fire shall precede him as cold shall cool his steps as he passes before all.”

“That makes no sense to me,” Jon said.

Terri pointed at Deatra as she spoke, “Light.” She pointed to Nefeit. “Dark.”

“Yeah, well if you think that’s what it means,” Jon said. “Then what are the fire and cold?”

“That has yet to be revealed,” Terri said. “I know you will not let someone die to save you a bit of discomfort. Deatra has already given her permission, and you need to stop acting like you’re not going to do it. We need to move on and quit wasting time here.”

“You’re seriously telling me to take another wife?” Jon said.

“Like you’re not going to do it just to save her,” Terri said. “Everyone knows you well enough to know you won’t stand by while someone dies for no reason. It’s one of the reasons people follow you and even rely on you. You stand for something that this universe has lacked for a long time; truth, justice and peace for all.”

Jon sighed and looked at Deatra; she nodded as she smiled. Two wives; Jon wasn’t sure he liked the idea. He knew about the nobles of Euthara having other wives from other races to seal agreements and such. It wasn’t something he entertained himself.

“It will only tie you closer to the Drovasian people,” Sa’oliq said. “It’s commonplace even among my people.”

Jon eyed Sa’oliq and gave her a look like you’re not serious.

Sa’oliq chuckled as she read his face and said, “My race will only allow outside marriages if the two parties are not compatible. We’re not, and that is why the agreement you made with me was acceptable. If we had been compatible, it would have been different.”

“Is this going to end with my having forty wives,” Jon said.

“Certainly not,” Deatra said. “Once we start having children they will have arranged marriages as has been our way.”

Jon had never thought about children. Now if he has any they will be paired to people they probably don’t even know. He didn’t like the idea one bit; it was bad enough that he had to do this, but his children?

Jon looked up at Nefeit. She stood there stock still waiting for his judgment to find out if her life was forfeit or if Jon would save her the only way he could. Terri was right; he couldn’t let the innocent die because he was uncomfortable. He would marry her and then find a way out of it at a later date. He really only wanted to be with one person, and that one person was standing next to him.

He reached over and took Deatra’s hand and said, “Are you sure?”

Deatra reached her hand up and laid it in the center of his chest as she spoke, “You have a kind heart, and you care about those around you. Sometimes, your caring drives you mad and it makes you act crazy. While that isn’t the best thing sometimes, it isn’t the worst reaction to have. In the short time I have known you, I have seen your love for those around you, even the Invaru. You don’t like what they do, but you don’t hate them either. You have taken the time to listen to them and even invited them to your ship when you could have easily had them marked as outlaws.”

That is a sign of a great ruler, and while I had my reservations at first, even though I bonded with you, you have removed all those reservations from me, and I would gladly follow you to my death.” Deatra looked at Nefeit and smiled as she continued. “I would gladly call Nefeit my sister. I have seen into her soul and know she has nothing but good intentions. It’s as she says; she has reformed the Drovasian people. So, I have no problem agreeing to this addition to our family. I have prepared for this ever since I bonded with you and knew it was a very real possibility. The choice, however, is yours to make and yours alone. I’ll accept your decision whatever it might be.”

Jon looked up at Nefeit again as he spoke, “I agree to marry Nefeit. I’m not happy about it, but I agree.”

Terri looked at Nefeit as she spoke, “Do you agree to this?”

Nefeit looked at Deatra and then Jon. Then she settled her gaze back on Deatra, who nodded in her direction. “Yes, I agree,” Nefeit said.

“Then I hereby announce your engagement to Jonathan Hunter-C’loth and his appointment as High Priest of the Drovasian people,” Terri said. “Congratulations.”

Jon’s head was spinning. He felt trapped and there was no way out. Everyone was pulling his strings or wanting something from him. Now his sister was even on their side and doing the same thing.

The lights on the bridge flared back to life as the various stations came back to life. Jon watched as the room started to spin, and he stumbled a bit as he tried to stay on his feet.

“Jon?” Deatra said. Her voice carried worry as she tried to steady him.

“The Invaru ships,” Jon said as he regained his footing.

“They were warned off by me and the Drovasian ship. They have resumed their orbit of the gas giant,” Terri said. “Are you sure you’re Ok? You look a little pale.”

“I’m fine,” Jon said. He took Deatra’s hand and kissed it. “Thanks for the support.”

“Are you sure?” Deatra said.

“Yeah, I think the power returning, and the flash of lights just made me dizzy,” Jon said. “I’m tired and haven’t eaten in about twelve hours.”

Jon sat down in his chair as the guard on the bridge spread out. Nefeit walked over and stood opposite of Deatra on his right hand side. Her guard spread out and mixed with the other guards. The irony didn’t pass him as he remembered the prophecy his sister quoted.

“Jon to Carla,” Jon said.

“Carla here sir,” Carla’s voice said.

“Power is restored,” Jon said. His vision swam a bit as the room seemed to take one last spin. “You have control until I get the bridge crew back.”

“Aye, Sir,” Carla’s voice said. “Engineering here reports that the cause of the power failure was two small explosives timed to go off at the same time. It cut both the primary and secondary power conduits and caused a cascade failure. They have the primary conduit repaired and are currently working to restore secondary power conduits.”

“I thought there were secondary systems in case of something like this happening,” Jon said.

“There are,” Carla’s voice said. “Those systems were disabled and Engineering is still working to get them back on line”

“Thanks Carla,” Jon said. “Could you contact the bridge crew and have them return to the bridge?”

“Yes Sir,” Carla’s voice said. “Will that be all?”

“Yes,” Jon said. “Contact me if you get any new news, thanks.”

“Carla out,” Carla’s voice said.

“So, it seems we have a saboteur,” Jon said. “Mark, I want you to increase patrols in all vital areas.”

“Will do,” Mark said.

As the first of the Bridge crew began to arrive, Jon stood up. His head pounded and caused him to grunt in pain, almost doubling him over. People around him reacted as Jon collapsed into a heap on the floor.

 


Jon opened his eyes to the beeping of machines. He heard Andie speaking, “Stress, lack of rest and food. That appears to be the only thing I can see affecting him.”

“Don’t talk about me as if I’m not here,” Jon said.

Sam was the first to react and ran to him as she spoke, “Are you ok, Daddy?”

Daddy? When did she start calling him daddy? “I’m fine,” Jon said as he started to sit up.

Oojoung sat watching him carefully across the room. Jon almost chuckled as he realized that Oojoung was very close to where Terri was standing. A hand shoved him back down.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Andie said. “You need to eat something before I let you go. You can’t go missing meals and sleep, or you’ll kill yourself. Then where will we be?” She turned and walked away. “I’ll be right back.”

Jon relaxed as someone pushed some pillows under him to help him sit partially up. He glanced over to find Nefeit adjusting the pillows. Her skin shimmered in a golden hue almost as if her dark skin had trapped stars. He didn’t remember seeing that before.

The worry on her face eased as he smiled at her. “I’m happy you’re ok,” Nefeit said. He sensed her relaxing and her worry fading.

Jon scrunched his forehead as he tried to figure it out. Deatra took one of his hands as she spoke, “You had us all worried there.” She watched him staring at Nefeit and realized what the problem was. “Yes, Nefeit is bonded to us. Sometimes it happens when these agreements are reached. We don’t know why, just that it happens.”

Nefeit gave him a half smile, and Jon returned it, then turned his attention to Deatra. Her eyes were red as if she had been crying. “Are you ok?” Jon said as he reached up and pushed a strand of hair back.

“You scared me to death,” Deatra said. “I thought I had lost you.”

“I’m just exhausted,” Jon said. “I haven’t had much of a break in the past few weeks.”

“I know,” Deatra said. “That’s why I have ordered the Atlantis back into orbit of Euthara. We’re going to my home in the northern province so you can relax for a while.”

“Our people will be providing the security force and escorts along with your normal guards,” Nefeit said.

“We’ll be coming along too,” Terri said. “We’ve been officially invited by the Princess to visit her for an undisclosed amount of time.”

Jon laughed and then said, “You know this will rile you father, right?”

Deatra shrugged as she spoke, “I own the land and I can invite whom I want. Plus it was kind of my point. You know he’s still trying to contact you. Carla has been telling him you’re indisposed. She’s taken command in your absence and appointed someone named Janus to command the secondary bridge.”

“Yeah, I think I know him,” Jon said. “He’s a Eutharan, right?”

Deatra nodded.

“Yeah, I know him,” Jon said. “He’s been training with us for the past couple months. Gilas suggested him as an officer candidate, and I can’t say that I’m disappointed. Speaking of Gilas…”

“Safely returned to Ghost Station,” Terri said. “I’ve stationed the Odarius and her escorts at the station for defense under the command of Carex. The Earth’s Revenge and Titan are on their way here with Admiral Gabriel. You'll need to deal with him, as I need him, or I need to dismiss him from his current post and replace him.”

“I can do that as soon as they arrive,” Jon said.

“The shares have been transferred, and we can begin whenever,” Deatra said.

“No, we can’t,” Jon said. “I still need to iron out the few last hurdles. I don’t want to do anything that is outside the law. That’s not what we’re about. We need to get the King and his court to want to allow import and export. They have to want to get the stations and factories running again.”

“You kind of ignored that when you had Brad and Mike start working on the shipyard,” Deatra said.

“No, I didn’t. Technically it’s not a shipyard. It’s more of a space station that specializes in building ships,” Jon said.

“Really,” Deatra said. “I never knew that.”

“It has a whole city in its belly,” Jon said. “Everything from parks to markets and many other things the city needs to survive.”

“I read the laws pertaining to that piece of hardware floating in space. The Ga’sahde own forty percent of it and the rest are split up between other races. The Ga’sahde commissioned it to be built as a mid-point for passing ships and travelers. The Eutharan Government gave them the space to build it, and it was created as an international station. The Eutharan people had primary use of it and primarily ran it through the years. But, it was a hub for everyone and peoples from all over helped keep it in repair. According to Eutharan law, anyone can come to the station and work as its open for everyone.”

“Pretty smooth,” Deatra said.

“Yeah, it even had an international police force that at one time was over two thousand people from various races,” Jon said. “They worked together to keep the peace on the station and to make sure everyone was punished according to their races’ laws.”

“So, anyone can go to the station and bring it back online,” Deatra said.

“That is correct,” Jon said. “I plan on restoring it to its former glory in time. For now, I’m going to use it to repair the ships in the graveyard and construct new ships. That is once I get permission to touch the ships in the graveyard. I’m also going to turn it into a training ground for Navy personnel and Marines; something it could have done if the Combined Training Treaty had been signed. They even had the section that was going to be used for that completed before the station was shut down.”

“Why was it shut down?” Nefeit said.

“A question I was about to ask,” Deatra said.

“As far as I can see, the Eutharan Government decided to close its borders to all outsiders. So they shut it down, unlawfully I might add,” Jon said.

“Ok, enough shop talk, he needs to eat and then rest,” Andie said. She put a tray with different food on it in front of Jon and shooed everyone away after they said they would see him later.

Just as Jon had finished the last of his food and was dropping into sleep his com went off as Carla called him.

“Jon here, go ahead,” Jon said. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Andie look up from her office, a frown on her face. “Better make it quick.”

“Sir, a Eutharan vessel is refusing us orbiting status,” Carla said. “They say if we settle into orbit they have been ordered to open fire.”

“Carla, handle it,” Andie said as she stepped from her office door. “I’ve given orders that Jon isn’t to be disturbed. If you have to, contact Deatra and have her deal with it.”

“Hold on a second,” Jon said as he sat up. “Carla…”

“Computer, disengage all coms except for my office. Reroute all incoming calls through there,” Andie said. Andie pushed Jon back down and slapped a patch on his arm.

“Now wait just a minute,” Jon said.

“I’m sorry Jon, but you need your rest,” Andie said.

It was the last thing he heard as he faded into sleep.

 






Chapter 4


  Beauty

 


 


 


Jon’s eyes fluttered open as the shuttle shook from turbulence. Deatra was sitting next to him, and Nefeit was in the seat in front of them talking quietly with Sam. Jon looked out the small window next to his seat and gasped.

Rolling hills covered by trees with copper colored leaves shimmered in the sunlight as they swayed in the wind. Strange multi-hued birds took flight as the shuttle passed close over the forest. A light blue-grey mist covered the air above the trees, enhancing the effect even more as the light reflected off it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Deatra said as she squeezed his hand.

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Its breath taking. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“I told you Euthara was a very beautiful planet. We have a rich culture and try to live in harmony with the planet only taking what we need. For every tree cut down another is planted in its place.

“Hunting is limited to an amount based on the growth of that animal,” Deatra said. “At one time cities covered the planet and the forests were little more than reserves.

“We almost destroyed our ecosystem, and the planet started dying as a result of our actions. When we moved on to become a space faring race and started mining the uninhabitable planets in this solar system, laws were passed to protect the wildlife.

“All industries were moved off planet, as well as any operation deemed harmful to the planet and its inhabitants. Much of the population that worked in the operations that were moved off planet were also housed off planet.

“When the military started building space vessels, crewing them took away more population. The heavy draw on our population, combined with our decreasing numbers, literally emptied some cities and nearly emptied others. So many were torn down, and the local wildlife was allowed to take the land back.

“Now, there are only four main cities on the planet. The cities were rebuilt in coastal regions to help limit damage to the planet. Growth is regulated to allow only so much per year. In the last few years, there has been no growth as the birth rate has been below the death rate and the population is actually shrinking,” she finished.

“It is much the same on my home planet right now. Someday we might get wise like your people did,” Jon said. He was still watching out the window.

“Your people will,” Deatra said. “You’re the first step in that direction. The ability to be space faring has a lot to do with how you treat the planet you live on and see the destruction being caused.”

“One can only hope,” Jon said.

 


The shuttle passed over an open plain, and a herd of deer like animals with six legs began to run. Their coats were a deep green and shimmered as the herd ran for cover. Their antlers were silver and reflected the sunlight. The grass was golden brown in color as it swayed in the breeze.

“What are those?” Jon said.

Deatra leaned over and looked out the small window. “Those are Anclasi they’re hunted for their antlers and meat. The meat is some of the best on the planet. It’s considered a delicacy by some of the tribes, since hunting them has been restricted. Their numbers have been slowly shrinking too, just like all life on Euthara. They used to fill the plains, and they were the main source of protein on the planet.”

Jon quickly connected the problems of the Eutharan people with the animals. “So, the population shrinkage wasn’t just happening to the people it was happening to everything on the planet,” Jon said.

“Not everything,” Deatra said. “Plant life has bloomed and because of that plants have replaced most of our diet.”

“Strange,” Jon said.

“We’ve been searching for the cause,” Deatra said.

Jon turned from the window and looked at Deatra. She seemed to glow with happiness and excitement. Jon smiled at her as he rubbed her cheek. “Being home suits you,” Jon said. “You’re glowing with excitement.”

“Thanks,” Deatra said. “I’m just really happy to have you here and for you to see my home planet. We’re about to pass over the northern most city, our capital.”

“What was it called?” Jon said as he tried to remember. “Wait I remember, Paskame, right?”

“Correct,” Deatra said as she smiled happily. “You remember what it means in Eutharan?”

“City of Kings,” Jon said. “It’s named that because every ruler has maintained a residence in the city during their reign.”

Jon watched as a small, almost flat, fighter took up position next to the shuttle. They would be escorted from one side of the city to the other. A preplanned route was uploaded to the shuttle when they entered the cities air space. Any deviation from that flight plan and the shuttle would be shot down no matter who was on-board. It was for the safety of the royal family and upper class citizens. Not everyone was happy with how things were going on Euthara.

 


The city was massive in size. Buildings of all shapes and sizes covered the land. A massive wall surrounded the city on all sides all the way up to the edge of water. The buildings sparkled in the sunlight made of some type of crystal substance that had veins of gold and silver running through it. It was beautiful, and most pleasing to the eyes as the hues cast by the buildings shifted as the shuttle flew over the city.

“There's the Royal Palace,” Deatra said as she pointed out a tall building.

The Palace was situated on two square miles of land and had four spires that reached for the sky. The spires looked as if someone had taken the top and twisted them slightly as they rose from the ground. It was the only building that was made of the crystal substance that had an amber hue to it.

“The amber crystal is a very rare type of crystal we use in building,” Deatra said. “It takes years to grow it and cultivate it correctly. The clear crystal only took months to grow and cultivate.”

“It’s grown?” Jon said.

“Oh yes,” Deatra said. “It’s a natural product from our planet made by a large insect similar to what you would call a wasp. They build their nests from it and once it sets it’s as strong as our hardest metal. We make almost everything from it, excluding our ships. For some reason, space breaks the substance down in months. We call it Ixantrau, named after the large insect that creates it, the Ixantrax.”

“Large insects like wasps,” Jon said. “Must be very dangerous to produce and cultivate.”

Deatra shook her head as she spoke, “They’re quite docile, and most of the tribes cultivate and sell the substance to the cities. A few tribes trade it for items they need. There are four tribes I know of that do patch work when needed and bring the insects with them for on-site repairs. The largest of the Ixantrax are used as mounts, they’re the ones who produce the amber Ixantrau, a very rare strain of the species, and I know of only one tribe that has them.”

“Very interesting,” Jon said as he watched the city pass below. The streets were almost devoid of life. “With a city this size and the Royal Palace here I would have expected the city to be full of life.”

Deatra sighed as she sat back and turned her head to look at Jon. She paused a brief moment before speaking, “The city, as well as every other city and even some of the villages, has about one eighth the population it used to. My people are dying out, and we have no idea why.”

“Our people,” Jon said as he squeezed her hand. “The animals too, yet the plants aren’t, they’re prospering. The two have to be connected and I promise you I’ll find out why and then if I can do anything, I will.”

“I know,” Deatra said. She laid her head on his shoulder. “I just hope it isn’t too late.”

I just hope what is affecting the planet and people here doesn’t affect us while we’re here Jon thought as he looked back out the window.

“Jon you might want to come up here,” Terri’s voice said from the cockpit.

Jon kissed Deatra on the forehead as he stood up. “Be right back,” he said.

Deatra nodded and smiled at him.

Jon made his way and climbed up into the cockpit. Terri was seated in the pilot’s chair, and a Drovasian was seated in the co-pilot’s chair. He nodded his head at the young female Drovasian as he entered.

“My Lord,” she said as she returned the greeting, bowing as far as she could.

“No need for all that… Uh… I’m sorry I don’t’ know your name,” Jon said

“I’m Ifata,” Ifata said. “I’m one of the personal guards assigned to you and your family.”

“Great more guards just what I need,” Jon said under his breath.

But it was loud enough for Ifata to hear, and she frowned slightly.

Terri smiled as she reached over and patted Ifata’s arm. “Don’t worry he’s always that way. You’ll get used to it soon enough. He thinks one guard is too many,” Terri said as she smiled. “He has yet to meet his Ga’sahde guards.” Terri gave Ifata a sly wink and smile.

Jon groaned as he spoke, “Yeah, yeah, so what’s up?”

“Oh,” Terri said as she got serious again. “The escorts are demanding we change course and it’s off our planned flight path. So, I don’t know what we should do.”

“Did you check with control?” Jon said.

“Yup, and they say to follow the fighters orders,” Terri said.

“So, what’s the problem?” Jon said.

“First, our flight plan hasn’t been changed, and that alone causes problems based on their rules for flight over the city,” Terri said. “Second, they want us to land at the Royal Palace as supposedly the King wants to see you.”

“Hmm,” Jon said as he looked out at one of the fighters.

“Mainly the first is what bothers me the most,” Terri said as she looked back at her brother. Ifata even gave a slight nod as if she agreed.

“You can speak Ifata; you’ll find out I like input from everyone and if something is on your mind say it,” Jon said.

“I think, Matriarch,” Ifata said.

“Ifata,” Terri said. “I told you there was no need to be formal when you’re around me.”

“Sorry,” Ifata said as she blushed slightly. “I agree with Terri, it smells like a trap. If we change course without a change in our flight plan then they have the right to shoot us down without explanation.”

“I thought as much,” Jon said. “But, do you really think the King and Queen would shoot their own daughter out of the sky?”

“No,” Deatra said from behind Jon. “But, if someone else in the military is calling the shots and does it before word is passed to my parents. Then we might very well be shot down, and there would be no repercussions from it as we deviated from our flight plan.”

Jon turned and faced Deatra and gave her a half grin.

“Uh, oh,” Deatra said.

“What?” Terri said.

“He did it again,” Deatra said.

“Did what?” Ifata said.

“His half grin?” Terri said.

“Yeah, you know the one,” Deatra said.

“Half grin?” Ifata said. She was confused as to what the women were speaking about.

“Oh, come on it’s not that bad, and I didn’t give you the half grin,” Jon said.

“Oh, yes you did,” Deatra said. “I know that grin anywhere.”

“I did not,” Jon said. “I was just smiling at you as I didn’t realize you were there.”

“Right,” Terri said.

“Um, what am I missing?” Ifata said. “Is there something I should know?”

“No,” Jon said. But, both girls overrode him with a double 'yes' as he spoke. Jon rolled his eyes as if he was ready to give up.

“The eye roll!” Deatra said.

“Oh shit,” Terri said. She had a huge grin on her face.

Ifata looked like she was ready to die as she was trying to figure out what was going on.

“If he ever gives you this little sly grin it means he’s thinking of doing something that will rub someone the wrong way,” Deatra said. “He kind of has a way of going against the grain.”

“That’s putting it mildly,” Terri said as she grinned at Jon.

“Could you two stop,” Jon said. “We have pressing matters and poor Ifata is about to pass out from fright.”

Deatra stepped around Jon and patted Ifata on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about his hair-brained schemes; usually they come off without a hitch and for some reason no matter how deep he digs the hole he always manages to get out.”

“Hair-brained schemes?” Jon said. “When have I ever had a hair-brained scheme in my life?”

Both Deatra and Terri stared at him as he spoke.

“What?” Jon said. “Name one, I dare you.”

“Well,” Terri said. “There was that time at school when you decided to…”

“Er, I mean after we left earth,” Jon said, cutting Terri off.

“Oh, well in that case,” Deatra said. “There was the time when you decided to engage two Invaru ships with Atlantis even though she wasn’t done with her shakedown cruise and only had a quarter of the crew she needed.”

“That wasn’t a scheme,” Jon said triumphantly. “That was spur of the moment thinking.”

“Still it was hair-brained,” Terri said.

“I see what you two mean,” Ifata said quietly. “I’m going to have to be a bit more on guard than I thought.”

“Then there was the time…” Deatra said.

“You know what,” Jon said as he interrupted Deatra. “Never mind, I realize now that no man will win when he’s involved in a hen pecking party.”

Terri laughed as Ifata and Deatra stared at Jon wondering what he was talking about.

“I’ll explain it later girls,” Terri said when she saw their confusion.

“You do that,” Jon said as he stuck his tongue out at Terri.

“A bit childish too,” Ifata said.

“You have no idea,” Deatra said giggling.

“Live it up while you can,” Jon said as he tried to act hurt. The smile on his face gave away his true feelings to the three women around him.

“You know I love you,” Deatra said as she gave him a hug.

“Sure ya do,” Jon said as he returned the embrace.

The sound of the coms going off filled the air. ‘ADF shuttle, this is fighter escort leader you’re directed to change course and land at the Royal Palace,’ a male voice said.

Jon reached over and snatched a free headset off the wall behind Terri and put it on his head.

“Fighter escort, this is Captain Hunter-C’loth,” Jon said. “Sorry, but we can’t comply with that order. I’m ordering you to continue your escort of us over the city on our planned route.” It was then that Jon looked out at the fighter and realized it was made of the same crystal substance as the buildings. The fighter just had a coat of paint covering most of the crystal which made him overlook it before.

“I’m sorry Sir, but I have orders to escort you and your party to the Royal Palace. Your course is being updated,” the voice said.

“Jon tapped the side of his headset as he looked out the window at the fighter. “I’m sorry you’re garbled and I can hardly understand you. Did you say stay on our current course?” Jon said.

“No Sir, you’re to change course to the Palace,” the voice said. “I repeat, you’re to change course to the Palace. Do you understand?”

“Roger that, stay on course,” Jon said. “Will do, thank you for your assistance.” Jon pulled the headset off before he could hear a reply as he shut down the communications system and started waving his arms as if there was something in the air.

The pilot started pointing at the shuttle and making motions. Terri looked over and shrugged as though she didn’t understand what he was trying to say. But, she knew perfectly well what he was saying.

“You know you’re playing with fire,” Deatra said.

“There’s something going on here and I plan on finding out what,” Jon said. He slammed his hand down on the ship to ship communications back up and called the Atlantis.

“Jon to Commander Taldage,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir?” Carla said.

“Carla, I want you to send a communication to Eutharan Planetary Control and tell them we have had a communication failure, and you lost contact with us,” Jon said. “That we’re working on the problem now, and it should be back up soon.”

“Sir?” Carla said.

“Long story, I’ll explain it later,” Jon said.

“As you wish Sir,” Carla said. “Get me EPC on the line…” The communication went offline as Carla was speaking.

“That should take care of that,” Jon said. “How long do we have until we cross the edge of the city?”

“Another two minutes,” Terri said.

“Four more Eutharan fighters have intercepted us,” Ifata said.

“This is getting dangerous,” Terri said. “Someone out there means business.”

“Two of the fighters are locking on to the shuttle as well as a few of the ground batteries,” Ifata said.

“They wouldn’t,” Deatra said.

“Oh, I think they would,” Jon said.

“Not with the current leaders we have on board,” Deatra said. “It would be a political disaster and suicide for my people.”

“Our people,” Jon said. “And whoever it is isn’t thinking about that. They’re trying to think of how to get rid of any threat they see all at once. How better than to shoot down a shuttle carrying all the leaders that could be a threat to whatever they think they’re protecting?”

“My people would destroy this world if anything happened to you or me,” Nefeit said from behind them all. Everyone turned to look back at her. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help overhearing what was going on.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Maybe that’s what they want.”

“Well if they’re going to do something they will need to do it soon,” Terri said. “We’ll be out of the city limits in less than a minute.”

“They’re waiting for confirmation,” Deatra said. “They know who’s on board and they want to make sure of their orders.”

“Bring the shields online,” Jon said.

“The shuttle has shields?” Deatra said.

“Of course,” Jon said as he smiled. “It was something Brad and Mike did awhile back when we had a lull on the station. Between those two and the engineering crew they had put together, they figured out how to miniaturize the shield emitters enough to fit on the shuttles and fighters.”

“The fighters too?” Deatra said in an amazed voice. “No one has figured out how to do that yet. The project was something that was scrapped years ago due to the power requirements.”

“Oh yeah,” Jon said. “The fighters have shields too. Brad and Mike figured out how to reduce the power requirements while they increased the power output from the plants in the fighters and shuttles. The new designs for the power plants from the Buranis combined with some tweaks of our own increased the power output by almost thirty percent.”

“Amazing,” Nefeit said.

“All the fighters and shuttles on Atlantis, as well as the ship itself, have new power cores installed,” Jon said. “The fighters and shuttles are all being upgraded. But that will take time to complete, and it’s being done both on ship and at the station.”

“I would have to say that was a well-kept secret,” Deatra said.

“I have a few more,” Jon said. “Just so you know, we’re not trying to keep anyone out of the loop. We’re just being cautious with our developments. It makes plugging leaks easier as I’m sure we have more than one spy and at least one saboteur.”

A small beep followed by a flash in the center of the cockpit made everyone turn to look at the small central table. Tatiana and another unknown Buranis female flashed into existence as holograms.

Tatiana spoke first, “Captain Hunter, the Titan has arrived, and all repairs are complete.

The Buranis spoke next, “Captain Hunter, I’m known as Zadra, it’s an honor to finally meet you. My counterpart Tatiana has spoken highly of you and the ADF. I would like to thank you for awakening me. The Scythe is at ninety five percent repair status, and we’re making our way towards the space dock to complete repairs and deliver personnel.”

“Thank you,” Jon said. “Nice to meet you Zadra, I’m happy the awakening went well for you. Both of you please contact Atlantis so you can get up to speed.”

The AIs spoke at the same time, “We’re already in contact with Atlantis.”

“Good, who is in command of your respective vessels?” Jon said.

“Captain Gilas,” Tatiana said.

“Captain Vaes,” Zadra said.

“Would you please have them both report to me at Deatra’s retreat,” Jon said. “Tell them to bring extra men and equipment if they don’t mind.”

“I’m sorry,” Tatiana said. “Captain Gilas is being ordered to report to the Royal Palace as soon as possible. I can have the second in command, Lieed, fill your request.”

“I don’t think I know him,” Jon said, then nodded. “Do so, please. Then pass on to Captain Gilas to join us at the retreat at his earliest convenience. That will be all, have a good day, both of you.”

Again as one they spoke, “Thank you Sir.” then both faded from view.

“More surprises,” Deatra said.

“What?” Jon said.

“The Buranis AI,” Deatra said. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

“I did say we were going to turn all the AI’s back on,” Jon said. “The Scythe’s AI database was intact from what I understand. She needed a few repairs and a new core upgrade, which was installed during the repairs. At least that's what I’m guessing as she wasn’t active at the Ga’sahde home system.”

“If you didn’t know then how come you weren’t surprised?” Deatra said as she nudged him.

“Because, after the last few months, nothing anyone does around me surprises me,” Jon said. “I was expecting the Buranis AI, I just didn’t know when. The Earth’s Revenge has also had her AI turned on, or will have shortly, although she will need a complete rewrite and systems overhaul. That’s why I’m guessing she’s not here. I would think that Carex and the station crew is taking advantage of the Ga’sahde cover to do some of the backlogged things they haven’t been able to do.”

“They are,” Terri said. “With the Flagship and her escorts there to protect them, they don’t have to worry about dry docking a ship.”

“I’m sorry to break up this conversation,” Ifata said. “But, we have more pressing concerns.” She indicated the fighters they all started slowing down to take up attack positions behind the shuttle.

“I don’t think they will be much of a problem,” Jon said.

As Jon spoke, eight of Atlantis’ fighters dropped in from the cloud cover and took up formation around the shuttle. Jon reached up and flipped the com back on so they could communicate with the pilots if needed.

‘Escort Leader,’ a male voice said. ‘This is Gold Leader, Atlantis Special Escort Group Alpha. I’m ordering you to stand down as we now have escort of the shuttle.’

‘Gold Leader, this is Escort Leader,’ a male voice said. ‘You have no jurisdiction and even though you have authorized flight plan. I’m ordering you to leave this air space at once.’

‘Negative Escort Leader,’ Gold Leader said. ‘Your rank doesn’t exceed mine and I am giving you a direct order to return your flight group to base. I’m transmitting my authorization codes now.’

There were a few seconds of silence as Jon guessed the Escort was checking the authorization codes. ‘I’m sorry Sir, but I have my orders,’ Escort Leader said.

‘Listen here, Captain,’ Gold Leader said. ‘I’m giving you new orders and unless your orders come from a Royal Guard with a rank higher than Captain you will listen to me. I’m personal escort for the Princess Deatra and her bond-mate and as such I have ruling authority here. Do as you’re told, or I’ll have you up on charges if you survive the fight. Do I make myself clear?’

“We’ve just passed the city’s outer marker,” Terri said.

‘I, uh,’ Escort Leader said as he stumbled on words.

‘It doesn’t matter anymore,’ Gold Leader said. ‘You’re out of your jurisdiction as we’ve just passed the city’s outer markers. You can return to base. Oh, and I’ll be filing a report on this incident with the Royal Court.’

Without another word, the escorts peeled off and headed back towards the city. Jon knew they had won this round and just barely. He had planned for something of this nature, though he expected a straight out attack instead of something like this. Now he had to sit back and wait for the next attempt, if this was an attempt and not an honest mistake.

‘Gold Leader to shuttle Alpha One, we’ll be your escorts for the remainder of the trip,’ Gold Leader said.

“Roger that Gold Leader, you have the lead,” Terri replied.

Jon turned to the back of the shuttle and started climbing down as he spoke, “See, not all my ideas are hair-brained.” He was beaming with pride at the fact he had enough foresight to set up this little escort. He had set up a signal with Carla that if he called he would need an escort, no matter what reason he called. It had worked perfectly as the escort was following the shuttle in a suborbital trajectory waiting on the word that they were needed.

Deatra rolled her eyes as she stepped down to the lower platform and spoke, “You’re right; you had a good plan set up. But wasn’t it Atlantis and Mark that came up with the safety patrol idea and you just refined it?”

Jon’s smile faded as he spoke, “Do you always have to knock the wind from my sails?”

“Oh, I give credit where credit is due,” Deatra said. She flashed him a big smile. “You did have the better way of executing the idea. I just don’t want your head to explode before we get officially married is all.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jon said as he made like he was hurt.

“Besides the doorways in the retreat aren’t that big, and if your head swelled any larger I don’t know if you would be able to get through,” Deatra said.

Sam giggled as she spoke, “That’s funny.”

Jon turned on her and made claw like hands and flexed them as he spoke, “Hush you or your punishment will be severe.”

Sam put up her hands in defense and made like she was scared.

Deatra wrapped her hands around Jon from behind and leaned into his ear as she spoke, “You know I always think you do a great job, and that is one of the reasons, bond or not, I would love you so much it hurt.”

“I know,” Jon said as he dropped his hands and rubbed her arms. “But, you do a much better job at ribbing me when Terri is involved.”

“I heard that,” Terri yelled down from the cockpit. “Don’t worry your big head about it, there will be plenty of time for that later.”

Jon moaned as Deatra laughed and kissed him on the back of the neck. Nefeit had just stepped down, and her eyes locked on the two of them. Jon saw something in her face almost as if she was sad. She gave them both a slight nod and smile as she took her seat next to Sam.

“You know you’re going to have to talk to her,” Deatra said to Jon as they resumed their seating arrangements.

“Who?” Jon said.

“Nefeit dummy,” Deatra said.

“Um, why?” Jon said.

Deatra stared at Jon as if he had just grown another head. “You really have no clue about women do you?” Deatra said.

“I don’t understand what you’re talking about. I haven’t had time to talk to her,” Jon said. “We’ve only known each other about four days.”

“And you have been avoiding her,” Deatra said.

“I have not,” Jon said.

“Don’t you think she’s beautiful?” Deatra said.

“Yes, but not as beautiful as you though,” Jon said.

“I’m not vain,” Deatra said. “I’m old enough and sure enough of myself to realize there are women much more pleasing than I. You don’t have to butter me up or say something to make me feel better.”

“No, really, you’re the most beautiful woman I have ever seen,” Jon said. “I have seen women of comparable beauty, but there's something about you that makes them pale in comparison.”

“The bond,” Deatra said. “It has that effect. Once Nefeit’s bond is established, fully you will think the same thing of her. Then there will be no distinction between us, and you will love us both equally.”

“I don’t know about that,” Jon said.

“It will happen,” Deatra said. “That is why I said you need to talk to her. To get to know her before it kicks in fully. She is one of your wives now, and even my sister and heir to the Eutharan Crown. You have been avoiding her.”

“No, I haven’t,” Jon said. “I just haven’t had time to sit down with her.”

“You have been making excuses; checking on things that you never took the time to check on before,” Deatra said.

“No, I haven’t, I’ve been doing what I normally do,” Jon said.

“Like, eating lunch in the galley with the duty crew?” Deatra said.

“I’ve seen the need to make myself more available to the crew, and that is one of the ways to get to know them,” Jon said.

“Oh, I agree,” Deatra said.

“So, what’s the problem with it then?” Jon said.

“Have you ever invited us to eat with you so that we get to know the crew too?” Deatra said. “You used to eat lunch with Sam and me every day; how do you think that made us feel when you stopped doing it?”

“Oh,” Jon said. He looked a little sheepish. “I never thought it made that much of a difference to anyone.”

Deatra gave him a hard stare as she spoke, “You never thought it made a difference to Sam or me that the person we love doesn’t come around like he used to anymore?”

“That’s not what I meant,” Jon said.

“It might not be what you meant, but that’s what you said,” Deatra said. She crossed her arms.

“Come on, you know what I meant,” Jon said. “I didn’t think me missing lunch would have that big of an impact, I’m sorry.”

“What about your inspection rounds? They last until the wee hours of the night cycle,” Deatra said.

Most ships in the ADF ran on cycles, morning, afternoon and night. They were used to simulate life on a planet and help people keep track of time. The night cycles had all main lighting in halls turned down to simulate darkness while morning cycles had a medium lighting. It was something Jon picked up off the people on the Titan. He had even instituted it in the station. Gilas told him it helped keep people sane on long voyages. That before such a routine was in place, personnel exhibited all kinds of different signs of mental breakdowns after two months in space.

Atriums were another tool used to help the crew moral and mental health. It was something that Jon didn’t understand at first. But once Gilas said they helped create fresh air for the ship as well as allow people to unwind after a day’s work, Jon made it a priority for all atriums to be restored and functional. He even ordered a section set aside in each atrium for planting so that the ship would have fresh produce. It was an idea Gilas liked and instituted on his own ship.

“I have to make those rounds,” Jon said.

“You never did before Nefeit was around,” Deatra said. “You relied on the heads of the various departments to file reports. Since she has arrived you have doubled your work and are doing things you know you don’t need to do.”

Jon deflated as he thought about it; he had been spending more time away from his family and friends. “You really think I’m avoiding her?” Jon said as he looked up to where she was seated chatting with Sam.

“Maybe not on purpose,” Deatra said. “But, deep down you’re avoiding having to deal with her.”

“I didn’t want another wife,” Jon said. “I was happy with you.”

“You saved her life,” Deatra said.

“Yes, at an inconvenience to mine,” Jon said. “I don’t really want or need her around.”

“And it shows,” Deatra said. “She knows this is how you feel, and she has done everything to keep her distance.”

“You think she knows?” Jon said. “I didn’t mean to hurt her or upset her.”

“Of course she knows,” Deatra said as she tapped the side of her head. “I don’t think you have upset her as this was kind of what she expected. But I know you have hurt her by accepting her and then rejecting her. It’s not something her people are used to.”

“I didn’t know that,” Jon said. “I really don’t know if I can love her the way she deserves.”

“You will, you don’t have a choice,” Deatra said. “You accepted her, and the bond recognized that and, because, in your heart, you were being true, it established a link to her.”

“I accepted her to save her life,” Jon said.

“And a small part of you loves her,” Deatra said. “Some part of you recognized her as a soul mate and someone important to you. She also loves you. She has from the moment she laid eyes on you. That is why it hurts her so to be avoided.”

“You know this how?” Jon said.

“My attachment to her is stronger than yours right now,” Deatra said. “I can feel what she is feeling and if you tried you might feel it too. All I’m asking you to do is try to get to know her and see where it goes from there. She deserves at least that much from you. It will make it easier as the bond tightens its grip on you both.”

“One of the reasons I love you is because you are a very wise person,” Jon said. “You’re like the part of me that helps me realize what I need to do when I’m not doing it.”

“That will always be my job,” Deatra said. “It’s what the Queen does for her King.”

“I’ll make changes to my schedule, and we will all spend some time together,” Jon said.

“Good,” Deatra said. She leaned over and kissed him and then laid her head on his shoulder.

The shuttle landed on the small landing field, with the fighters settling to the ground around it. Jon stood up and took Deatra’s hand and stepped up next to Nefeit. He reached down and took her hand and entwined his fingers in hers as the side hatch cycled open. Unseen to Jon a small silver tear fell from one of Nefeit’s eyes as her heart swelled.

Jon stepped through the doorway and was confronted by a red faced Gilas. He was pacing heavily as he waited for Jon to emerge.

Gilas looked up as Jon took the first step off the shuttle and almost screamed, “The King stripped me of my rank and took my ship!”

“So it begins,” Jon muttered.





Chapter 5


  Twists and Turns

 


 


 


 


Jon led the way through the arches into the main foyer of the large house. The walls and arch were made from a strange light blue flowering tree that entwined itself together to form a rigid barrier. Deatra had told him it was called ''Eudicits Selanac'' and it took years of tending to get the plants to grow together like that. It was to keep the forest animals out as there were some vicious cat like creatures inhabiting the surrounding area.

Gilas was still grumbling quietly to himself and Jon shook his head.

“Gilas, stop, once we get inside you can explain everything,” Jon said as two guards opened the front doors. “Corporal, contact the Atlantis and have them dispatch troops to secure the premises. Have Mark accompany them, and tell him I said bring the drop ships with cargo. Have the 2nd and 5th fighter squadrons deployed here too. I want Carla to put Atlantis in a geosynchronous orbit above the retreat. Terri and Nefeit, I want you to do the same. I want to have this area garrisoned by a thousand troops by night fall.”

“Yes Sir,” the Corporal said as he saluted.

“Jon I don’t have marines on board yet,” Terri said. “Well not many, we’re mainly all councilors.”

“Fine, have a few of them dispatched. We'll probably need them,” Jon said.

 


Deatra reached up and touched Jon’s arm as he sat down and motioned Gilas to sit opposite of him. “Is all that really necessary?” Deatra said.

“It might be,” Jon said as he watched her sit down next to him. “I would rather be prepared and not just wishing I was. That little event over the crown city has the hairs standing up on the back of my neck. Something is going on here, and I’m going to be prepared for it.”

Terri and Nefeit were already on the coms with their ships as Deatra spoke, “You’re right; I’m just a bit worried how my father will take it.”

“He can take it however he wants,” Jon said. “I’m not going to sit here and be undefended while they play games. I’m hoping he doesn’t know what’s going on and isn’t part of it. But, between what happened on the station and what happened over the city, I have my suspicions. Besides that, technically this is diplomatic soil as I’m here as a diplomat for the ADF. I’ve checked into that part of the law and it’s pretty much the same as on my home planet. I have the right to defend myself and call this area sovereign soil.”

“My retreat house is sovereign soil?” Deatra said.

“And the area around it,” Jon said. “You offered it to me to use as my base of operations.”

“But, you’re going to be my husband soon,” Deatra said.

“Yes, and that makes my hold even stronger,” Jon said. “I dispatched the needed paper work before we left Atlantis.”

“That’s what I signed?” Deatra said as she let out a small laugh.

Jon just nodded as he grinned.

“You’re pretty shrewd, you know that?” Deatra said. “I can see this is a well thought out hair-brained idea.”

Jon groaned and rolled his eyes; even Gilas let out a small chuckle.

“I still love you,” Deatra said. She gave him a small kiss on the cheek and settled back on the couch.

“I love you too, no matter how much you pick on me,” Jon said. He patted her leg and then turned his attention to Gilas. Gilas was done fuming and looked spent. “So, what happened?”

 


Gilas started relating his tale to Jon and those present as Nefeit sat down next to Jon and nodded at him. Terri took up a spot standing at the end of the table as she listened.

“No sooner did we drop out of fold…” Gilas said.

“Sir, incoming communication from Euthara,” the com officer said.

Gilas stood up out of his chair as Tatiana appeared next to him and spoke, “It’s the Royal Communications Officer.”

“That was fast,” Gilas said. “Put it on the main screen.”

An older Eutharan appeared dressed in court robes. “Captain Gilas?” he said.

Gilas bowed as he answered the question, “Yes Sir, what can I do for you?”

“Oh, it isn’t what you can do for me. But, what you can do for his majesty,” the Eutharan said. “You have been called to an audience at once. You’re to leave your ship and come here immediately.”

“As he wishes,” Gilas said as he stood up straight. “I’ll inform the Atlantis of my departure and be on my way.”

“No, you will not,” the Eutharan said. “You will leave right now with no contact with the Atlantis or other foreign vessels. Is this understood?”

“Yes Sir,” Gilas said.

“Good,” the Eutharan said as the screen faded.

“Ass,” Gilas said. “Tatiana contact the second in command and have them report for duty until I get back and have a shuttle prepped for me.”

“Yes Sir,” Tatiana said.

 


The shuttle bumped slightly as it touched down on the landing pad. Four guards waited for Gilas as he stepped off the shuttle and took a deep breath.

“This way, Sir,” one of the guards said.

Gilas just nodded and followed them as they led the way to a small room off the assembly hall. They took up guard positions to wait for his summons. Then he would be handed off to the Court Guards, and they would take him the rest of the way. No one went anywhere in the palace without an escort if you weren’t royalty. Even then you were watched at all times.

Gilas was half asleep when the summons came. He stood up and brushed the wrinkles out of his uniform. He gave it one last look over before he took his position in the middle of the court guards. They escorted him down a small hall to two large golden doors. Two guards standing on either side of the doors watched the small group approach.

Gilas stepped from between his escorts and spoke, “Osaant Gilas, Captain of the Titan reporting as summoned.”

“You are expected, Captain,” one of the guards said as he pushed the doors open.

Gilas gave a small bow as he stepped through the doorway. The hall was abuzz with small chatter as Gilas made his way towards the King and Queen. As people started to notice Gilas the quiet conversation between them stopped as all eyes followed his approach to the small raised dais in the center of the room.

The King was in quiet conversation with a noble standing to his right. It was someone Gilas knew and disliked, Duke Andara. The Duke had the Kings ear and controlled the military here on Euthara. He also had designs on Deatra and had sought her hand in marriage for years. Gilas frowned as the Duke turned and watched him approach.

Gilas stepped up on the dais and bowed deeply to the King and Queen as he spoke, “Osaant Gilas, reporting as ordered your majesty. May you and your wife be well and have long lives.”

“Captain Gilas, you can stand up,” the King said.

“As you wish Sire,” Gilas said.

“I have a few questions I would like to be answered,” the King said.

“If I can I shall Sire,” Gilas said.

“What delayed your return to Euthara?” the King said.

“Shortly after we left on patrol we encountered an Invaru Battle Cruiser across the neutral boundary. We had engaged it briefly before it jumped away, and we gave chase and through the course of several days we engaged it multiple times,” Gilas said.

“You pursued it across the boundary?” the King said.

“Yes Sire,” Gilas said. “Per the cease fire agreement, the Invaru Cruiser was caught breaking the Boundary and I decided to pursue her.”

“Even against the rules set forth by the council?” the King said.

“Sire, as Captains we’re given certain leeway and I deemed the vessel in question was on a recon mission,” Gilas said. “When we approached them and offered assistance they opened fire on us as they retreated. I took it upon myself, and my officers agreed, to discover what they were doing.”

“I see,” the King said. “Did you discover what they were doing?”

“No Sire, the fight ended up in front of Ghost Station,” Gilas said. “We took the brunt of the battle and were disabled before they were chased off by the ADF.”

“The inhabitants of our station,” the King said. “This Commander Hunter that now occupies our station. You can also drop the ‘Sire’ as I don’t need to be hearing it every two seconds.”

“As you wish,” Gilas said. “The station in question is now under Commander Hunter’s control. He has the lost key codes for the station and in my view that makes him the legitimate holder.”

“I don’t need your view,” the King said. “Key codes or not, the station is Eutharan Property.”

“Of course,” Gilas said. “Commander Hunter has expressed a desire to work with our people and help rebuild our planet.”

“You believe him?” the King said.

“He repaired the Titan without being asked to,” Gilas said. “He had even upgraded several systems on her and provided training to the crew on how to use the newer systems. He has been more than helpful.”

“Interesting,” the King said. “What about this mutiny I’ve heard about?”

Gilas’ mind spun as he answered, “Yes, I had to quell a mutiny that threatened my ship and did so with Commander Hunter’s help.”

“That’s not how I understood it,” the King said as he waved to someone.

Gilas’ eyes followed to where the King was waving and widened when he saw the councilor from his vessel step forward. A grin spread across his face as he stared at Gilas.

“Councilor Wesatu,” the King said. “You have a different version of the story?”

“Yes Sire, though it’s close to what Captain Gilas has said,” Wesatu said. “There are a few differences.”

“Please go on,” the King said.

“It’s true what he says about being rescued,” Wesatu said. “The mutiny though was his and his second in command that perpetrated it.”

“How so?” the King said.

“Acting on the behalf of the Eutharan Empire, I attempted to gain control of our station while we were docked,” Wesatu said. “I had seen that Gilas was falling under this Commander Hunter’s spell. So, in my capacity as a representative of the Council I assumed control of the Titan and ordered her marines to secure the docking port. They refused my direct order or even to acknowledge my authority. When Gilas arrived, I warned him of the consequences for the actions of his crew. He laughed it off…”

“Liar!” Gilas said. “You did no such thing, I told you we were guests and we should act accordingly. You refused to accept that even though Commander Hunter and his marines were already there. I had given my crew orders we were to act as guests and to cause no problems. You were there and accepted that order, even agreed it would be best.”

“Captain Gilas,” the King said. “You’ll hold your tongue until he is done. There will be plenty of time to push blame around.”

“I’m sorry Sire, it’s hard to stand here and listen to blatant lies,” Gilas said. “I’ll hold my tongue as you wish.”

“Continue Councilor,” the King said.

“I never agreed to not trying to retake our station,” Wesatu said. “Especially when our station was in pirate hands, and we had the chance to recover it.”

“You think this Jonathan Hunter is a pirate?” the King said.

“Of course, what else would you call someone who has taken something that doesn’t belong to them?” Wesatu said. He grinned at Gilas as spoke.

“Point taken,” the King said.

“I’m sorry, but is this a trial? Do I need to seek council and summon Jonathan Hunter so he can defend himself?” Gilas said.

“Of course not,” the King said. “This is just an informal fact finding session.”

Gilas crossed his arms as Wesatu continued, “Anyway; I was arrested and turned over to the pirate. He gave me an old shuttle with only enough provisions for a couple days and sent me on my way. The entire crew did nothing to prevent this and Captain Gilas was even present when he judged me and did nothing.”

“Thank you,” the King said. He waved Wesatu back to his spot and turned his attention to Gilas. “You have anything to add to this matter?”

“Sounds like a trial,” Gilas said. He muttered it to himself under his breath.

“Excuse me Captain, what was that?” the King said.

“Sorry, I said that Wesatu attempted to take something that wasn’t his, caused a mutiny aboard my ship and tried to gain control of it. The Titan was under repairs at the time, and he caused those repairs to be delayed with his little stunt. That cost us precious time that could have been used to return and report here.”

“Seems to me you’ve had plenty of time to return here and report,” the King said. “yet you opted, according to your own logs, to stay and render assistance.”

“Yes, only because the delay of repairs forced me to send a communication, and I waited for a reply which never came,” Gilas said. “It was simpler to stay and assist and learn what I could from them.”

“Communication?” the King said. He looked at Andara and raised an eyebrow. “Did you receive a communication from the Titan?”

“No,” Andara said. “I haven’t been alerted to any communication from them.” Andara gave a small grin at Gilas as he folded his arms across his chest.

Gilas had an idea what was going on here and there wasn’t much that he could do about it. “You can check the logs,” Gilas said.

“I did,” Andara said. “No such communication exists in your ship’s logs.”

“Impossible,” Gilas said. “I sent it myself.”

“Maybe you thought you sent it,” Andara said. “But, I assure you no such communication was sent.”

Gilas pressed his lips into a thin line as his temper flared.

“Maybe it was an oversight on your part,” the King said. “A slip of the mind from the stress of the situation and being captured the way you were. Being forced to work with someone isn’t an easy thing to cope with.”

“Excuse me?” Gilas said. “I wasn’t forced to do anything. We could have left any time we wished. I decided to stay once the Princess arrived to help serve her as I know you would have wanted me too.” He was being manipulated, and he knew it. There wasn’t much he could do about it.

“My daughter,” the King said. “She is well I take it.”

“Of course,” Gilas said. “My second in command is now commander of her Royal Guards.”

“Where is Carex now?” the King said.

“He’s currently in command of Ghost Station in an overseer and training advisory capacity.” Gilas could play the game too. If they thought that Carex didn’t have any real power on the station, it was safer for him.

“So, explain to me how the bond happened,” the King said. “How did he force the bond on my daughter?”

“It was her that did the linking,” Gilas said. “The humans don’t bond and as far as I know have no mental powers I’m aware of.”

“That you’re aware of; so it is possible that you’re not aware of them?” the King asked.

“I…uh,” Gilas said. He wasn’t sure how to answer the question. He was sure Jon had no mental powers except those given by the bond and even those were limited right now.

“Just answer the question,” the King said. “Yes or no, which is it?”

“Yes, I guess it’s possible,” Gilas said. “But, I haven’t seen any evidence of such.”

“Just because you haven’t seen any evidence of mental powers doesn’t mean they don’t have them,” Andara said.

“So, it is possible he has forced the bond with my daughter to further his means here,” the King said.

Gilas didn’t respond to the statement; he knew better.

“If this is true we must talk to Deatra,” the Queen said. It was the first time she had spoken.

“We will,” the King said. “I’ll summon her as soon as I can get in touch with her. Right now Commander Hunter is refusing my communications. Captain Gilas, would you happen to know why he is doing that?”

'Perhaps it’s because you’re a pompous ass, and you need put in your place,' Gilas wanted to say. Instead, he said, “From what I understand, it’s because of your refusal to acknowledge the return of the Ga’sahde.”

“Ah, the Ga’sahde’s reappearance.” the King said. “That came at the right time for him, didn’t it?”

“In accordance to the prophecies, yes,” Gilas said. “The Weaver of Worlds shall awaken an ancient race for the benefit of all involved.”

“You’re leaving out; The Ancient race shall once again move to power through the Weaver of Worlds and cause all to kneel before him,” Andara said. “Isn’t his sister the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde and she would do anything he said?”

“That piece of the prophecy can mean many things,” Gilas said. “Yes, it’s true that Princess Hunter-C’loth is the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde and through her he is the House Primus. As far as the Princess doing anything Commander Hunter said, I would have to say no, she thinks for herself, and if she doesn’t agree with him she lets him know.”

“So, he has insubordination in his ranks?” the King said.

“No, not really. Commander Hunter accepts everyone’s ideas and suggestions and then makes a choice based on that input,” Gilas said. “However, when the time for decisions is over he acts without input and takes the course he thinks best. The Princess in her current role as Matriarch of the Ga’sahde has the option of following or not. He can still order the Ga’sahde to take a certain action even if she doesn’t agree. That’s his privilege as House Primus.”

“You understand I dislike the Ga’sahde.” the King said. “I always have, even though they haven’t been around in my time until now. Their whole reason for being rubs me the wrong way. That is why I abolished the treaty when I took the throne. I knew someday they would be back, and I wanted no part of it.”

“Which you have no right to do,” Gilas said.

“Excuse me?” the King said. “I’m the King and I have every right.”

“No, the treaty was signed by majority vote by the people of Euthara and the Council,” Gilas said. “As stipulated in the treaty it can only be undone by majority vote. No one person has the power to remove it.”

“It doesn’t matter; I make the laws, and I speak for the people,” the King said.

“You, by turning your back on the Ga’sahde, have doomed us to an even faster death,” Gilas said. “The Ga’sahde could broker treaties and trade contracts to help us get back on our feet.”

“You have no right to speak to me that way,” the King said. He stood up and glared at Gilas. “You forget where you are.”

“No, I haven’t forgotten,” Gilas said. “You, yourself asked me for my honest opinion and said this was an informal session. I’m giving you that opinion and following the rules of an informal session. If you would like you could just tell me what to say, and I’ll do that instead.”

The King’s jaw dropped and then he laughed as he spoke, “Right you are Captain Gilas, my apologies.” The King sat back down as he continued, “That’s one thing I have always liked about you and your family. Ask a question and expect an honest answer.”

Gilas bowed as he spoke, “Thank you, Sire.”

“Your views on the Ga’sahde are noted,” the King said. “But that doesn’t change my view or my ruling on the treaty.”

“Then I’m afraid Commander Hunter will not change his position,” Gilas said.

“You know this as a fact?” the King said.

“When Commander Hunter gets something in his mind and then does something this drastic, it’s very hard to change his mind,” Gilas said.

The King nodded and glanced over at Andara, who nodded back and left the room. The King stood up and paced in front of the throne before he spoke. “Let’s move on,” the King said. “What is the current situation with the Arc Light and General Vors?”

Gilas had been waiting for this, and now that it was here he was a bit nervous. Vors was one of the King’s most trusted advisers and his death would almost certainly enrage the King. “General Vors is dead,” Gilas said.

“How,” the King said in a calm manner. It was almost too calm and told Gilas the King already knew.

“He took the Princess Terri hostage in an attempt to take over the station that he said was ordered by you,” Gilas said. “In the resulting fray a personal guard to the Hunter family snapped his neck.”

“The Buranis called Oojoung,” the King said.

“That is correct,” Gilas said. “It was right before Vors was about to execute the Princess.”

“As far as I’m concerned she isn’t a Princess, and he’s no Prince. So, you can stop referring to them as such,” the King said. “The situation with the bond is in question and until that matter is ironed out they will not hold that title or authority.”

“As you wish,” Gilas said.

“Why did you not back up your superior officer?” the King said.

“It was an unlawful order,” Gilas said. “Even if given by you it was wrong. There are better ways to go about things than taking hostages.”

“No order from me is unlawful,” the King said.

“We weren’t sure the order even came from you,” Gilas said. “Vors wouldn’t stand down until it could be confirmed. So, he paid the consequences of his actions.”

“I never gave the order if you must know,” the King said. “Though, I might have if I thought it would succeed. Moving on, what about the Arc Light? We’ve had no contact with her since she docked at the station.”

“You won’t,” Gilas said.

“Why’s that?” the King said.

“She has been taken by the ADF and renamed Earth’s Revenge,” Gilas said.

“By what right?” the King said. The King was unusually calm during this discussion, and it was unnerving Gilas, something was up.

“Acting as a Prince of the Eutharan Empire and as he viewed the attempt as an attack at the time. He claimed it as a spoil of victory,” Gilas said.

“I guess that’s his right,” the King said. Warning alarms were going off in Gilas’ head at the nonchalant attitude. The King just learned one of the few ships he had was gone and didn’t even blink an eye about it. Something was going on here, and he was sure it wasn’t on the up and up. Jon needed to be told as soon as possible. “What of the crew?”

“Most of them took the offer to stay behind until a trip was made to Euthara,” Gilas said. “Now most of them have decided to stay at the station. I brought those who wanted to return with me.”

“One more question,” the King said as he returned to his seat. “Who is the woman on your ship?”

“Tatiana is the ship’s AI,” Gilas said.

“They’re forbidden, you know that,” the King said. “You also know why they’re forbidden.”

“I do,” Gilas said. “However, I have seen them in action and they benefit the ship in more ways than one. I think the laws were an overreaction ages ago. There are safety protocols in place to make sure that never happens again. Tatiana couldn’t hurt anyone unless given a direct order by a high ranking officer.”

“That doesn’t matter; you broke our laws by allowing the AI to be activated,” the King said. “You’ve also committed what is close to if not treason against the Eutharan Empire.”

“My Lord,” Gilas said.

The King held up a hand for silence as he continued, “I’m stripping you of all rank until the Council decides what to do with you. Your ship has already been handed off to a new Captain and the AI disabled. Your crew will be off loaded until we can discover the extent of the damage caused by this Jonathan Hunter. You are free to go, but stay close as I might summon you at any time.”

Gilas pulled the rank insignia from his uniform and laid them on the dais as he bowed and said, “As you wish.”

 


“That’s when I turned and walked out and came here,” Gilas said. “I didn’t know what to do. The King picked apart everything you have done twisting it to make it look bad. He used it to remove me from command as he knew I would follow you and take the Titan with me. I don’t know what game he’s playing, but I know Duke Andara is behind some of it.”

“This Duke is Commander of the Ground Forces here in Euthara?” Jon asked?

“In a way he’s Commander of all Military Forces,” Gilas said. “He just doesn’t care much about the space forces and shoves those duties off on his second in command.”

“I think he was trying to kill me,” Jon said.

“What?” Deatra said.

“That little incident over the city was a set up. I’m sure of it after hearing what Gilas just said,” Jon said. “That’s why he left during the session. The King knew about it and approved it. I think they were going to force the shuttle down and kill everyone but Deatra.”

“Why would he do that?” Deatra said.

“He’s in love with you,” Jon said. “The King and everyone else knows the bond we share is legit. The King is scrambling to find a way to denounce it and have it removed.”

“I would never let that happen,” Deatra said.

Jon smiled as he brushed some hair out of her eyes. “I know, but that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try.”

“You know there was something else strange at the session,” Gilas said.

“What was that?” Jon said.

“One strange thing is he knew everything that had happened,” Gilas said.

“They have an informant. I was expecting that, so it’s not really a surprise to me,” Jon said.

“The priests of Talftur were also in attendance with the warrior maidens,” Gilas said. “They were dressed in red and armed while in court.”

“That’s never happened before,” Deatra said. “Weapons at court are strictly forbidden. The King would have had to allow them to enter armed. They haven’t sat in at court for over a hundred years. They usually don’t care about mortal affairs and only worry about the spiritual side of the realm.”

“Who are they?” Jon asked.

“The women are trained warriors and also trained in other things, or so it is said,” Deatra said. “They used to be used for assassinations by the old Kings. Their order was tied tightly to the Throne and helped guide the Empire. That was until one of the warrior maidens attempted to kill a court official. Since she died in the attempt, no one was able to trace who called for the assassination and the King expelled the order from the palace. That was when things slowly turned bad here on Euthara.”

“You think this order has something to do with what’s happening here?” Gilas asked.

“It’s possible, I never linked the two events together until now,” Deatra said. The population decline began shortly after they were expelled. For them to be welcomed back now just when we arrive makes me wonder what my father is up to.”

“We’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Jon said. He stood up and stretched, then thumbed the transmitter button on the table in front of him. He tapped out a few codes on the console that lit up in front of him.

“Sir?” Tatiana said.

“You are to resume your duties as of now,” Jon said. “Unlock protocol one-five-alpha-two-zero. Disable all overrides and allow no one into your core room. Shut down all hanger bays until I notify you different. Captain Gilas is to be reinstated with full ranks and privileges.”

“Yes Sir. Captain Gilas has never been removed from that rank. I refused to do so until I heard from him as that is handoff protocol,” Tatiana said.

“You had the override codes for the AI?” Gilas asked in disbelief.

“Yes and you do too,” Jon said. “Your codes can do the same thing; you just didn’t know the extent to which you could use them. I’m sorry old friend but I have to have some secrets, and I was expecting something like this happening. Had you decided to leave I wouldn’t have done this.”

“I see,” Gilas said. “I’m not big on secrets, but I understand the need.”

The link was interrupted as a Eutharan faded into view. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” the Eutharan said.

“And you are?” Jon said without missing a beat.

“I’m Captain Porvin of the Eutharan vessel Titan,” Porvin said. “Who might you be?”

“I’m Jonathan Hunter-C’loth, and that is my vessel,” Jon said.

“This vessel belongs to the Eutharan Fleet,” Porvin said. “You have no claim on her.”

“I repaired her and the bill hasn’t been settled,” Jon said. “Until it has, the vessel is mine.”

Porvin looked off screen and said, “I don’t care what it takes get the landing bays back online and the AI offline.”

“Won’t happen,” Jon said. “I control the AI and I have locked you out. You have one hour to assemble the crew you brought with you in landing bay one and restore the previous crew or you won’t like the results.”

“Your threats are meaningless,” Porvin said. “You’re on Euthara and there is little you can do from there.”

Jon turned to Nefeit as he spoke, “Ready your assault troops and contact the Atlantis to have her troops join in.”

“On it,” Nefeit said.

“You wouldn’t,” Porvin said. “That would be an act of war.”

“The act of war is yours,” Jon said. “Seizing a vessel that belongs to the ADF is an act of war on the ADF. You have fifty eight minutes to comply.”

“Bring us around and put us over the crown city,” Porvin said to someone off screen. “Contact control and have them send assistance.”

Jon shook his head as he sighed. “Are all Eutharan people so thick headed? Tatiana, lock out all controls and shut down all communications. Start having the former crew return to duty. Tell them if they encounter any resistance, arrest them and escort them to the landing bay. Depressurize landing bay two and pressurize it once our troops have arrived.”

“Yes Sir,” Tatiana’s voice said.

“Fifty-five minutes, Provin,” Jon said.

“You can’t do this!” Provin said.

“I can and I will,” Jon said. “Save us all trouble and do as I’m telling you. If fighting breaks out and people get hurt, it’s on your shoulders.”

“You’re not giving me much of a choice,” Provin said. “We’ll leave peacefully, but expect repercussions from your actions here.”

“Of course,” Jon said. He didn’t have to wait long after the screen faded, when Tatiana reported that Provin and his crew were moving to the landing bay just before the com beeped again. “I’m going to take a guess at this, but I bet I’m right.” Jon thumbed the button to connect the call as he said, “Nice to make your acquaintance King C’loth; I’m Jonathan Hunter.”

“I know who you are,” the King said. “Just what do you think you’re playing at?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jon said. “I’m not playing at anything.”

“You know full well what I’m talking about,” the King said. “The Titan is Eutharan property and you have no right to interfere.”

“Wrong,” Jon said. “I hold a bill for the repairs done to her at Ghost Station. Until they’re taken care of, and an agreement is made, she is property of the ADF.”

“Preposterous,” the King said. “I didn’t authorize any repairs to be made to her.”

“Captain Gilas did acting on your behalf,” Jon said.

“He doesn’t have the authority,” the King said.

“Oh, well in that case I’ll tear up the invoice,” Jon said.

“Good now that this matter is settled,” the King said.

“Then I can claim the Titan as a derelict ship in my space,” Jon said. “Since we had to move it to a berth as it couldn’t move under its own power.”

“You can’t claim derelict status as she still had a crew on her,” the King said. He slammed his hand down on the table he was sitting at.

“So, you’re saying I should have waited for them to expire due to decompression before I towed her in?” Jon said.

“Yes, if you wanted to claim that status,” the King said.

Deatra and Gilas both gasped as one, but it was Gilas who spoke up, “I surrendered the ship to the ADF to save the crew.” He was pissed, and Jon could see it in his face.

“You didn’t mention that,” the King said.

“You didn’t ask,” Gilas said. “Therefore, the ADF claimed the ship and has rights to it.”

“You and I are going to have a long talk Gilas,” the King said. “I want you back here in an hour.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t do that,” Gilas said.

“You can and you will,” the King said. “Consider it an order.”

“I’m no longer in your employ; you fired me, remember,” Gilas said. “The ADF has picked me up and restored my previous rank and privileges. I’m on my way to take command of the Titan.”

“You’re still a citizen of Euthara and you will follow my command as your King,” the King said.

“No, I applied to be a citizen of the ADF as did my crew,” Gilas said.

“I’m happy to report that you have been accepted,” Jon said. “Now, about the Titan, do you want to pay the bill or leave it as is?”

“Looks like you have my hands tied as you know I need every ship I have,” the King said. “Nice play Mr. Hunter, just remember I can play too.”

“I’m sure you can,” Jon said under his breath.

“How much does the Eutharan Empire owe you? I’m taking it that it’s a reasonable sum,” the King said.

“Of course it’s reasonable,” Jon said. “Once the Ga’sahde Treaty is restored they can mediate the terms of the contract.”

“That will never happen,” the King said.

“Oh, I think it will as the termination of it was unlawful,” Jon said. “You can also include the arrangements for the shipyard.”

“The shipyard is another matter,” the King said.

“The treaty for the shipyard needs to be revamped to include the ADF,” Jon said.

“You’re kidding,” the King said.

“Not one little bit,” Jon said. “Everything I’m doing here is for your people’s benefit. I don’t see why we need to butt heads. Restore the treaty and all this can stop. Until then, nothing will move forward, and I have no need to talk to you about anything else.”

“You want to play games,” the King said. “Deatra, I’m ordering you to return home this instant.”

“I’m sorry father, but I’m not leaving my bond mate’s side,” Deatra said. “You will either recognize us both and the bond or I’ll have nothing to do with you.”

“You will do as you’re told,” the King said. “That is, unless you want to be stripped of everything including your status.”

“I…” Deatra said. She looked over at Jon, a tear in her eye.

Jon reached up and wiped it away. “Go, it will be ok,” Jon said.

Deatra gave him a small peck on the cheek and turned and left the room followed by her guards.

Once she was gone the King spoke up, “You will never see her again. You are forbidden to enter the crown city on pain of death. None of your people are welcome here or in any of the major cities. You can contact me when you’re ready to be reasonable. Enjoy your stay here on Euthara.”





Chapter 6


  Rock and a Hard Place

 


 


 


 


Jon stepped out of the house and walked through the arch and into the field. Already Mark had troops unloading supplies and equipment. Gilas was following closely behind him wondering what was going on. Things had gotten worse through the discussion with the King. Even to the point of the King ordering Deatra to return to the Palace immediately. Jon just stood by and let it happen, it was something that made Gilas wonder.

“Ask, I know you want to,” Jon said as he made his way towards Mark.

“How could you let her go?” Gilas said. “You know you’ll probably never see her again if the King has his way.”

“He won’t get his way,” Jon said as he stepped into the command building. “He’ll see my side soon enough. She’s safe there; I’m not too worried about her well being.”

The command building was a preformed auto-build package. You told the small computer the size and dimensions you want and small nanites quickly built it. You could even have it build multiple rooms. The shell could be adjusted to maintain a certain temperature inside the small building. It would absorb local sunlight or reflect it, depending on how hot or cold it was inside. It also stored energy to run equipment and to maintain the temperature when the sun went down.

In a pinch secondary nanites, the ones used to maintain the structure, could be commanded to build a power source. As the nanites were expended, the structure would have the remaining nanites to seek out suitable resources to build more. They would burrow down into the ground and survey the local area for useful deposits. Something they would be doing now. All the structures could talk to each other and would help maintain each other if needed. You could build a small city with them, and that’s what Mark was doing. Hangers were already constructed for the fighters as well as barracks for the troops and garages for vehicles.

“You do know she’ll be around Duke Andara, and he has ideas about who she should be with,” Gilas said.

“I’ll know if anything is going on that’s not right,” Jon said as he tapped the side of his head.

“Commander,” Mark said once he noticed Jon. He snapped a small salute.

“How’s it going?” Jon said as he returned the salute.

“We’re almost set up, and the last drop ship is on its way down with the last of the supplies,” Mark said. He turned to the table and brought up a map of the surrounding area as he continued to speak. “I have roaming patrols along the borders and have air support on alert.”

Jon reached up and turned the map slowly and pointed at a spot as he spoke, “I want a guard station here. It’s the only way in by land, and I want it covered. No one enters the grounds without authorization from a commanding officer. All authorizations will pass through you for final authorizations.”

“Already done,” Mark said as he grinned. “4th Armored Division is stationed there as we speak. The only reason it doesn’t show up yet is because they have to clear the land, and the engineers are just now landing. As far as the authorizations, well I wasn’t sure how you wanted that handled. I’ll set that up and issue the orders. I’m also going to have roaming scouts along the road and borders.”

“You’re deploying tanks?” Gilas said.

Jon nodded as he continued to look over the map. “Of course, I’m playing for keeps.”

“Sounds like you’re going to war,” Gilas said.

“Not yet, war is a last resort and then only to remove the cancer that is affecting your world,” Jon said. “I would rather your people woke up and realized what was happening to them. It’s the only way to save your people. Or would you rather pack up and leave them to their fate?”

“I’m just saying all these troops seem a bit extreme,” Gilas said. “It might give the King the wrong idea about what you’re planning to do.”

“What wrong idea? That I’m serious about what I said?” Jon said. He looked up at Gilas as he spoke. “Right now the only thing I’m planning is securing this embassy against any attack. There have already been attempts on my sister’s and my life, and the attacks seem to point here and at the King and the Duke.”

“I know you’re serious. Hell, I am too,” Gilas said. “But this,” Gilas swept his hand at the displayed troops on the map, “just seems a bit much.”

“There are two things I know,” Jon said. “One is that your people and even the animals on this planet are dying from an unknown cause. That is something I plan on fixing as soon as possible. The second is that the King is either being manipulated by some outside force or is just a plain idiot that doesn’t realize he’s hurting his people. I’m hoping it’s the first and not the second. Because, if it’s the second, there’s not a lot I can do for him.”

“I don’t think the King is being manipulated,” Gilas said.

“So, he’s an idiot then,” Jon said. “That makes my job a bit easier if he moves against me.”

“You don’t really think that will happen do you?” Gilas said.

“It’s already happened several times,” Jon said. “Now it just needs to happen here where your people can see it. He needs to break the law and an attack on me would do that.”

“He is the law here on Euthara,” Gilas said.

“He thinks he is,” Jon said. “Even Kings answer to the people and have rules they have to follow. He’ll make a move, and that will give me all the reason I need as long as I can prove it.”

“He is still the ultimate authority here on Euthara,” Gilas said.

“This is true,” Jon said. “I respect that to a point.”

“What point is that?” Gilas said.

“Are you having a problem with how things are being handled here?” Jon said. “If you are I can send you back to the station if you’d like. Or if you want, you're free to go anytime you wish.”

“No, that’s not what I’m saying,” Gilas said. “I’m just worried your actions will cause a war and do nothing to prevent war. Troop build ups like this would scream to me of an incoming attack. I want things back to normal as much as the next Eutharan. I’m even willing to go to whatever lengths we have to to get it done. But, I prefer we don’t go to war when it might be settled a different way.”

“Let me pose a few questions to you,” Jon said. “Answer them honestly and then come to your own conclusions.”

“I can do that,” Gilas said.

“Why would a King allow his planet to be cut off from all outside contact?” Jon said.

“It wasn’t really his choice,” Gilas said. “The Invaru Collective was pushing us back and we had no way of winning. He made an agreement we stayed in this system and were allowed to patrol out as far as two systems in each direction. The Invaru agreed, and a treaty was signed. Since we couldn’t go beyond two systems, the factories became useless and were shut down.”

“So, the Invaru never gave you the option of joining the collective?” Jon said.

“Oh, sure they did,” Gilas said. “If we accepted occupation, it was something the Council and the King both agreed not to let happen.”

“Did the treaty disallow other races from coming here?” Jon said.

“No, I don’t think so,” Gilas said.

“The treaty forbid warships from crossing the boundary, not transports or other vessels,” Jon said. “It also didn’t disallow other races from coming here to do business. The King and his advisers decided to close down Euthara to all outside races. They told the people the treaty forbid any ship from going past the boundary. Why would they do that?”

“I never thought about it that way,” Gilas said. “You’ve done your homework.”

“I like to know what I’m up against,” Jon said.

“I have no idea why they would close the borders like that,” Gilas said.

“I do,” Jon said. “Would you like to hear my opinion?”

“Of course,” Gilas said.

“I think they decided they could do it on their own and rebuild their diminished fleet,” Jon said. “They didn’t want spies, so they closed all borders. The only thing they didn’t count on was the sudden decline in the population due to a low birth rate. They couldn’t get the people together to run the ship yards efficiently. They planned on using Euthara’s own industry to support the fleet. But, it all collapsed in two years due to population issues.”

“Hrm,” Gilas said.

“I checked,” Jon said. “The shipyard was operational for two years and some odd months after the treaty signing. Industry ran for a few months after that before being shut down by the respective owners as there was no one to sell their products too.”

“So, why not just open the borders back up and allow trade?” Gilas said.

“That’s a good question,” Jon said. “The reason they couldn’t just reverse everything is because then the lies would come out. The treaty and all documents for the three years after it are sealed. I only gained access because of Deatra’s status and my title. What you read was a copy, doctored to convey what they wanted people to think. Yet it still showed the truth if you looked closely. They were hiding their mistake in plain sight with careful wording. It was simpler to keep everything quiet and hope for a solution to come along.”

“Interesting,” Gilas said.

Jon nodded as he continued, “The Ga’sahde treaty was dissolved by the King because he knew they would be back. Their authority for brokering contracts would allow them access to all documents sealed or otherwise. The King couldn’t have that happen if or when they returned, so he did the only thing he could even though it was illegal.”

“So, it’s not that he dislikes the Ga’sahde. It’s because he’s afraid of what they would find,” Gilas said.

“That’s it exactly,” Jon said. “So, the government is caught in what my people call a catch twenty-two.”

Gilas arched an eyebrow as he spoke, “A catch twenty-two?”

“Yeah, you’re damned if you do and you’re damned if you don’t,” Jon said. “Any path you choose, you lose. What do you think the people would do, especially the company owners, if they found out that they could have moved about freely?”

“That might start a civil war,” Gilas said.

“So, you ask is it my intent to go to war,” Jon said. “Trust me when I say no. I could have just let those documents out and let things progress on their own here. All the while I would be supporting the side opposed to the King. I would rather this be solved without bloodshed.”

“I can see that now,” Gilas said. “I had no idea that the bastards did that.”

“None of your people do,” Jon said. “I’m even guessing some of the nobles have little or no idea. That was one of the reasons I let Deatra go to the palace so easily.”

Gilas gasped and said, “That was a set up?”

“Kind of; I expected it to happen and Deatra was pretty sure it would,” Jon said. “So, most of it was an act. I was pushing him on purpose trying to force the issue. When I go to the Palace, I’m going to need all the allies I can get. That is what Deatra will be doing while she’s there. She has all the proof she should need.”

“Won’t that start a civil war though,” Gilas said. “Some of the nobles have large armies and they’re not going to take kindly being lied too like that.”

“She is still their Princess,” Jon said. “She’ll be ordering them not to take any action unless directed by her or me. I’m aiming for a bloodless coup.”

“So, you’re after the throne?” Gilas said.

“No, not really,” Jon said. “I’m more for getting things back on track and getting the Eutharan people on the upscale instead of this continuous slide down.”

“You understand that through Deatra you’re next in line for the crown right?” Gilas said.

“True,” Jon said. “However, I’ve already discussed that with Deatra, and I’ll be turning it and Euthara down.”

“She’s going to turn the crown down?” Gilas said.

Jon nodded as he spoke, “I begged her to keep it and rule the Eutharan people if it came to that. But, she insists on being at my side and will give it up to do so. Next question, now that we have cleared the treaty issue up. With the King knowing that warships aren’t allowed past the boundary except under certain circumstances, why would he order one of his ships to Ghost Station in an attempt to take it from someone he knows little about?”

“Well that one’s easy,” Gilas said. “The station is Eutharan property.”

“You would be willing to risk war with the Invaru Empire to take a station back that has been dormant for ages?” Jon said. “Doing so without knowing enemy numbers or forces?”

“Well, I never said he was the best military strategist,” Gilas said.

“So, you would risk war with two entities at once all over a station that hasn’t been used in ages?” Jon said. “... even as your world is dying around you and your fleet is shrinking?”

“It wasn’t his best idea,” Gilas said. “The loss of Vors was a blow and then the loss of the Arc Light was an additional blow. Something the Eutharan Empire could ill afford.”

“He knew about the loss of the ship and the general,” Jon said. “He has someone on the inside reporting to him about our movements. I’m willing to bet he knew about the bond and the return of the Ga’sahde.”

“So we have a spy?” Gilas said.

“Appears so, I’m not too worried about it though,” Jon said. “I want him to know what I’m doing and what’s going on. I have nothing to hide from anyone, not even the Invaru.”

Gilas nodded in agreement.

“The King, however, has laid his cards on the table so to speak,” Jon said. “He’s let it be known that he’ll stop at nothing to get the station back. He's also let slip that he has someone feeding him information from the inside. There’s more than just this, most of it you know. But, I think you get my point that things aren’t as they seem.”

“Thanks for explaining it,” Gilas said. “I can see what you’re doing now. I’m sorry I questioned you and your plans.”

“Don’t be sorry about anything,” Jon said. He placed his hand on Gilas’ shoulder in friendship. “You’re my friend and someone I trust in. You deserve answers to your questions, and I will never refuse you that. I also encourage my officers to ask questions as I’m not the end all be all and I can make mistakes. There might be times I won’t explain something right away due to circumstance, and I ask that you understand if I don’t explain myself at that point.”

“Of course,” Gilas said as he smiled.

 


“The Ga’sahde is standing by until they’re needed,” Terri said. She took this time to interrupt to give her report. “I have ten Ga’sahde on the way down.”

“Thanks,” Jon said.

“You’re the boss man,” Terri said. “I’m just following your direction, no need to thank me. I’m happy to help however I can. Now I’m going to find a fighter and get some flight time in.”

“I thought you would want to do that,” Mark said. He grinned at Terri and gave her a small wink. “Your squadron is in hanger three, and they’re waiting for your arrival.”

“Be careful,” Jon said as he gave her a hug.

“Always, you know me,” Terri said.

“Yeah, I do and that’s what scares me,” Jon said.

“I have five hundred troops deployed on your order,” Nefeit said.

“Good, they will follow Mark’s orders as he’s ground commander here,” Jon said.

“As you wish,” Nefeit said.

“Communication from the Atlantis to Jon,” an officer said.

“Put it through here,” Jon said. He tapped a few buttons, and the map turned into the face of Carla. “What’s sup Carla?”

“Sir,” Carla said. “Three Castanian dreadnaughts dropped from hyperspace a few seconds ago. Sa’oliq is in contact with them now.”

“I knew they were coming,” Jon said, nodding. “You’ll be getting a call from the station when the ships arrive there. They’re to be placed under Carex’s command and offload station personnel and supplies. Carex knows what to do with them after that. Have the new arrivals set up patrols in the adjoining systems. All ships are to move in pairs and to report any enemy movement. You have command of the fleet until Commander Gilas is back on board the Titan. You two are to continue your training and the Atlantis and Titan are to be paired.”

“Understood, Sir,” Carla said.

“Have Sa’oliq take command of one of her ships,” Jon said. “I was going to bring her down, but right now things are a little bit hectic. Please explain to her. I’ll send for her when things calm down here.”

“Yes Sir,” Carla said. She was already barking orders to people off screen as Jon was speaking. Jon smiled and was happy the way she had been changing as her training progressed.

“Take care up there, contact me if you need anything, Hunter out,” Jon said.

“You too, Sir,” Carla said as she saluted, and the hologram switched back to the map.

“Then on that note I’ll take my leave and return to the Titan,” Gilas said. He turned and started for the door.

“Gilas,” Jon said.

Gilas stopped and turned around.

“Trust me,” Jon said. “We both want the same thing here.”

“Jon, you’ve always had my trust,” Gilas said. “From the moment I met you I knew you were trustworthy. Nothing has changed to make me think any different. Sometimes, I just don’t understand why you’re doing something, so I ask or give my opinion.”

“Good, you keep doing that. It will lessen the mistakes I make,” Jon said.

Gilas nodded as he turned back and stepped outside.

‘Sandpiper to base,’ Terri’s voice said.

“Go ahead, Sandpiper,” an officer said.

‘We’re engaged; I repeat we’re engaged,’ Terri said. ‘I’ve lost two wingmen, and another has heavy damage and is en route back to base. Requesting permission to engage hostiles.’

“Sandpiper you have permission to engage the hostiles,” Jon said. He pointed at an officer who touched a few buttons on the hologram in front of him. The table switched view and showed Terri and four wingmen being swarmed by Eutharan fighters. “Son of a bitch, they’re inside the boarder too.”

“Lieutenant scramble all remaining fighters and have them intercept Sandpiper,” Mark said. “They are weapons free and cleared to engage all hostiles. They’re not to pursue targets across the border.”

‘Shit, I’m hit; shields are down’ Terri said. ‘I’m rerouting power to stabilizers and port engine. All right everyone, you heard the man; weapons free we’re clear to engage all hostiles.’

“Damn it, if anything happens to her there will be hell to pay,” Jon said. He slammed his fist down on the small planning table. “Get me Eutharan Military Command.”

Nefeit stepped up next to Jon and took his hand in hers and gave it a slight squeeze. Jon looked up at her and gave her a brief smile then took a deep breath.

Jon turned his attention back to the hologram as he watched Terri’s wing-men blink out of existence. Soon it was only her in the middle of the other fighters. She was giving as well as she took as three hostile fighters disappeared. Then Terri’s fighter signature disappeared from the hologram.

“Terri!” Jon said.

‘I’m ok,’ Terri said. ‘I took another hit; several systems are offline and the bots are attempting to repair them.’

The fighters carried smaller versions of the spider bots carried on the larger ships. They could do minor repairs to the fighters during combat.

“Terri, get out of there,” Jon said. “We have fighters in route to your last position but they’re not going to reach you in time.”

‘Already on it,’ Terri said. ‘However, I don’t have guidance and I have no idea where I am. They’re on my tail, but I’m starting to pull away. No, get the IFF back up first don’t worry about life support as I’m not going into space.’

A mechanical beep followed by several beeps at different pitches came across the com.

‘Yes, the IFF, they need to know where I am in case we go down,’ Terri said. The fighter’s engines whined as Terri let out a grunt. ‘Shit that missile was close. I think I’m going to be ok…’ Something like the sound of rain hitting a tin roof came across the open com as Terri swore. ‘I’m hit, I’m hit. Major damage to both engines, I’m going down.’ Then static filled the com as Jon’s jaw dropped.

“Terri?!” Jon said. “Terri, come in.”

“She’s down,” Mark said. “I’m scrambling search and rescue.”

“Sir, the hostiles are pulling back,” an officer said.

“Have the flight groups start a search pattern from the last known location of her fighter,” Mark said.

“How did they know?” Jon said.

“ Know what?” Mark said.

“They knew she was up there,” Jon said. “Their goal was to engage them and shoot her down.”

“I don’t think they knew,” Mark said. “They more likely stumbled on to them and the rest was luck.”

“I would agree with you, had it been just a small patrol,” Jon said. “But that was a squadron. They knew what it would take to put our fighters down.”

“Don’t read too much into it Jon,” Mark said. “There’s a lot of troop movements here and I’m sure they’re increasing their own security. Terri’s ok, she’s a good pilot. We’ll find her alive.”

“Oh, I know she’s ok,” Jon said. “That’s why I’m not freaking out. I can still feel her through the bond. If Deatra were here, she could probably locate her through it. It’s like a chess match; the King knew what he was doing when he recalled Deatra. Then he waited for a clear shot on anyone of importance. From now on, all senior officers will have a guard detail with them at all times. Double up security around the base, bring more troops in if you have too.”

“Sir, Eutharan Military Command is online,” an officer said.

It was a bit late, but Jon decided to talk to them anyway. “Put them through,” Jon said.

“Connected,” the officer said.

“This is Duke Andara,” Andara said. “How can we help you?”

“This is Jonathan Hunter,” Jon said. He let go of Nefeit’s hand and gave her a small peck on the cheek as he turned his full attention to the call. “Some of your fighters have crossed the embassy border and engaged my fighters.”

“Excuse me, embassy?” Andara said. He was trying to sound surprised, but Jon caught the deception.

“You know full well what I’m talking about,” Jon said. “I filed the paperwork in triplicate, and have copies of where, and when, I sent them. Including but not limited to who accepted them. I believe your name was on one of the copies as being received. Time coded and stamped by your own mail delivery system.”

“I received no such documents,” Andara said. “I have no idea…”

“Cut the shit right now,” Jon said. “I’m in no mood to play your petty little games. I sent them through your own mail system and marked them to have a receipt sent to me upon delivery. I have that receipt in my possession, and there is no way you can say you didn’t receive it. So, let’s stop playing games, and get on with why I’ve called.”

“You’ve no right to speak to me like that,” Andara said.

“Until it’s decided that the bond between me and Deatra is false I still carry the title of Prince. No matter what the King, or anyone in the court, says contrary to that, the law is the law; you had better remember that. Or you and I are going to have major problems,” Jon said. “Do I make myself clear?”

“Uh…” Andara said.

“Good, now tell me you saw the documents I sent, and you know what I’m talking about,” Jon said. “If you continue this little charade about missing documents you’re going to piss me off.”

“I really have no idea what you’re talking about,” Andara said.

“Fine have it your way,” Jon said. “I’m dispatching a shuttle with Royal marines to pick you up and bring you here. We can continue this discussion then.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t give you a flight plan right now,” Andara said. “It might be several days before I could fit you in the backlog.”

“Because you have so much going on right?” Jon said.

“We’re very busy routing traffic, and the amount of flight plans in the past couple days have swamped us,” Andara said.

“Hold a second,” Jon said. He muted the communication and opened a new channel to traffic control. A young Eutharan female filled the screen next to Andara.

“This is Prince Hunter-C’loth bond mate to the Princess Deatra,” Jon said. “I’d like to file a royal flight plan to Eutharan Military Command and then back to the embassy.”

She bowed slightly before she spoke, “I need your identification, please, to confirm who you are. I’m sorry, but I have never seen you or heard of you.”

“Of course,” Jon said. He typed in the code Deatra gave him when they arrived at Euthara and transmitted it to the female traffic controller.

“My Prince,” she said after she studied the screen that displayed his information. “When would you like that plan set for? Though, I don’t really see the need as the skies are pretty empty. You could have just filed it through regular channels.”

“Now please,” Jon said. “I would like a copy of the flight plan transmitted to Duke Andara and have several guards hold him until the shuttle arrives please.”

“Oh, OH,” the female said as her eyes widened. “As you wish, I’m transmitting that flight plan now and transmitting your command to the Master-at-Arms on the base.”

“Thank you, you’ve been very helpful,” Jon said.

“Is there anything else I can do for you?” she asked.

“Not right now, thanks though,” Jon said as he closed the channel.

Jon watched Andara’s eyes increase in size several times as he read the transmission from flight control. When he looked up, Jon flipped the channel open.

“You don’t have the authority to do this,” Andara said.

“I do, and I did,” Jon said. “My next action while you’re on your way here will be to pull all of your transmissions all the way back to when I arrived at Ghost Station for the first time.”

“You can’t do that!” Andara said. “Those are private transmissions.”

“I’m a Royal, and it’s in my rights to pull them,” Jon said. “The shuttle is being dispatched now with Royal Marines and Special Forces on it. They will have an escort as well as being watched from orbit. Any hostile action against the shuttle will be met with an equal response.” Jon reached down and muted the com for a second. “Mark, send Oojoung and his unit with the Royal Guards. Make sure the shuttle is displaying the Royal Emblem.”

Mark nodded his head and turned to get things ready as fast as he could.

Jon reconnected the com just in time to hear a beep at Andara’s door. “Enter,” Andara said as he turned to face the door.

Four marines entered the room followed by the Master-at-Arms. “We’re here to escort you to the shuttle when it arrives, Sir,” the Master-at-Arms said.

“I’m not going to any shuttle,” Andara said. “You can stand down and return to your posts.”

“Sorry Sir, but I have my orders from Prince C’loth,” the Master-at-Arms said.

“I’m calling the King,” Andara said.

“No, I don’t think you are,” Jon said. “Master-at-Arms, he’s allowed no calls until he arrives here.”

“Yes my Prince,” the Master-at-Arms said.

Jon could see the gears clicking in Andara’s head as he tried to figure a way out of the situation. Mark held up a finger for Jon to see, it indicated the shuttle was one minute out from its destination. “Fine you win,” Andara said. He was defeated, and he knew it.

“I’m sorry we’ll finish this conversation when you arrive,” Jon said. “The shuttle should be touching down any second. “Master-at-Arms, could you please escort him to the shuttle and turn him over to my men.”

A small grin spread on the man’s face as he answered, “Would be my pleasure Sire.”

Jon watched as the Duke struggled a bit until the cuffs came out, and he gave in. Jon turned, closed the channel and grinned to himself. He had traded a Princess for a Duke and somehow he was sure the King was getting the bad end of that deal.

He called up the Eutharan Archive Commission and had them pull all of the Duke’s transmissions over the past year. There was something going on, and Jon was going to get to the bottom of it. Jon was pretty sure the Duke’s transmissions had some of the answers he sought.

“Well, here is some good news,” Mark said. “All pilots are accounted for and except for some minor scrapes and bruises they’re fine. The bad news is we haven’t found Terri’s fighter and a few of the search teams have reported seeing Eutharan troop movements in the forest.”

“What kind of troop movements?” Jon said.

“They seem to be searching for something as well,” Mark said. “They’re all light patrol units from the numbers coming in.”

“They’re searching for Terri,” Jon said.

“My thoughts as well,” Mark said. “I’ve sent additional units to reinforce our own troops.”

“You tell our troops; they’re to secure Terri at all costs,” Jon said. “I want her returned safely.”

“I’ve already given that order,” Mark said. “I have special forces standing by in the event the Eutharan’s find her first.”

“If they find her first I’m pretty sure she will be executed on the spot,” Jon said.

“Terri won’t go down without a fight,” Mark said. “She has enough supplies and arms in that fighter to hold off a small army. I don’t have to remind you she was trained by Oojoung. Those light patrols will have their hands full, and that will give us time to react.”

“You’re right,” Jon said. “I still want you to have two man sniper teams shadowing the Eutharan troops just in case she needs help.”

“That I didn’t think of,” Mark said. “I’ll get it done right away since It will also let us track their movements more precisely.”

“Sorry to interrupt Sir but the shuttle reports the Duke is on board, and they’re headed back,” an officer said.

“Good, it’s time we got some answers,” Jon said.Euthara
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Jon greeted Andara when he stepped off the shuttle. As ordered, Jon’s guards were loosely formed around him and Nefeit. Oojoung led the way for Andara and stopped in front of Jon.

“Oojoung bring Duke as requested,” Oojoung said.

“Thanks Oojoung,” Jon said. “Did he give you any trouble on the trip here?”

“You make Oojoung laugh,” Oojoung said as he grinned. “Duke not big enough to be trouble for Oojoung. Oojoung explain to him, two ways to get here. Awake and calm or asleep and quiet. Duke person choose awake and calm.”

Jon let out a small laugh.

“He’s a despicable Buranis,” Andara said. “We heard you were consorting with them and even some Invaru.”

Oojoung turned and looked over his shoulder and said, “Sleep and quiet still option, you tired?”

Andara closed his mouth and said nothing, wise choice Jon thought.

“Princess Terri person still lost?” Oojoung said.

“Yes, I’m afraid she is still out there somewhere,” Jon said. “Don’t worry we’ll find her and get her back safely.”

“She’s not a Princess,” Andara said.

“Just couldn’t help yourself could you,” Jon said.

Oojoung spun on Andara as Jon spoke and slammed the edge of his hand into the Duke’s leg just below his crotch. The Duke let out a groan of pain and fell to his knees as he grasped his inner thigh. “Terri person is Princess and always will be,” Oojoung said. The words came out as more of a growl. “Now you are in right position to greet Prince Hunter and his wife. But Oojoung cautions you not speak again before given permission or Oojoung will have you waking up not knowing where you are.”

Andara looked up at Jon and Nefeit as he rubbed his leg. The look of disbelief was all over his face as Oojoung mentioned Nefeit was Jon’s wife.

“Oojoung that’s enough,” Jon said. “He’s not a prisoner here. He’s a guest, for now at least.” He looked down at Andara. “If there was one person you don’t want to piss off here, its Oojoung. You see he has a thing for my sister, and to be honest she has a thing for him. I don’t think she realizes that yet though. Then there’s my adopted daughter Sam, who is here by the way, that’s the person he’s probably most protective over. By far Oojoung is the most deadly person here and I tend to let him go and do what he does best as I trust his judgment. If he told me I should let him kill you now, I would probably let him.” Andara’s eyes widened as fear set in and Oojoung grinned at him, baring his fangs at the Duke for good measure and fright factor. “I suggest you act like a guest while you’re here and you don’t attempt to leave the grounds. Take guards with you everywhere you go as there are probably some people who would kill you on sight rather than look at you. You’re not well liked by many here but I think you already know that. So, stand up, dust yourself off and follow me.”

“Oojoung come too?” Oojoung asked.

“Of course Oojoung, he’s your current assignment,” Jon said. “There’s no one I trust more with his safety than you.”

Jon turned and with Nefeit next to him led the way back into the main house. Sam met them at the door and grabbed Oojoung's hand as the small group entered. Jon glanced back and watched as Oojoung grabbed her as if she weighed nothing and tossed her on his shoulders. She ruffled the fur on his head and giggled.

“How’s my big cuddly bear?” Sam said.

“Oojoung is fine, how is little squishy girl?” Oojoung said.

“Fine, missed you though,” Sam said.

“Oojoung very busy here,” Oojoung said. “Oojoung very sorry, Oojoung try to make some time to spend with little Sam person.”

Sam leaned down and whispered in Oojoung’s ear and Oojoung nodded in response to the secret question. Jon arched an eye brow in question.

Sam turned to look at the Duke and gave him the what for look as she spoke, “If my Aunt Terri is hurt or killed, I want you to know I’ll order Oojoung to snap your neck like he did Vors.”

Andara laughed at Sam and said, “Sure you will.”

Oojoung stopped dead in his tracks and turned to face Andara. “Sam person is Jon’s adopted daughter, which makes her Princess. If she orders Oojoung to do something Oojoung has to follow the orders.”

Sam folded her arms across the top of Oojoung’s head and laid her chin on her arms as she grinned at Andara.

Andara paled as he looked at the two of them and said, “He wouldn’t follow her orders would he?”

Jon shrugged and said, “Maybe, you never know what those two will do. What I find surprising is you have a child mad enough at you that she wants to order your death. If that’s the case I think you should be confined to the house. You can move freely inside, but aren’t allowed outside unless given permission by me or the base commander, Captain Anders, and then only under heavy guard.” Jon knew that Sam wouldn’t do anything like that. Even if she did, Oojoung would contact him before doing anything that rash. But the scare factor made Jon chuckle as he turned back to lead the way down the hall to the living room.

Oojoung turned back and took a couple skipping steps bouncing Sam who giggled in excitement.

Andara laughed nervously and looked at one of the guards next to him as he spoke, “She wouldn’t would she?” The guard shrugged and when Andara looked back towards the small child riding on Oojoung’s back she was looking over her shoulder at him.

“Crack!” Sam said as she made a wringing motion with her hands. “Pop!”

Andara gulped and rubbed his neck as he paled even more.

“That’s enough Sam,” Jon said without turning around. “Duke Andara is a guest here.”

“Ok, ok,” Sam said as she slowly drew her thumb across her neck before turning around.

“I think that kid is psychotic,” Andara muttered.

“Then I don’t think I would do anything to get on her bad side,” one of the guards said.

“No kidding,” Andara said.

 


Guards took up positions on either side of the doors leading to the living room so that all exits were covered. Oojoung took Sam off to the side and occupied her time while Jon offered Andara a seat on the couch. Once Andara was seated Jon and Nefeit sat down opposite him.

Andara kept watching Nefeit as if he was waiting for her to bite him. Jon sat quietly and watched the non-verbal exchange. Nefeit was clearly not nervous by the scrutiny that Andara had her under.

Jon broke the silence, “Something wrong Duke?”

“Besides being kidnapped?” Andara said.

“I didn’t kidnap you,” Jon said. “I invited you here to speak to me.”

“Which I refused,” Andara said.

“You can’t refuse a Royal offer,” Jon said. “You should know that better than anyone else.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Andara said.

“I just thought being the lapdog for the King you would know a Royal summons couldn’t be ignored,” Jon said.

“I’m no one’s lapdog,” Andara said.

“But, I’m right about the Royal summons,” Jon said.

“For now you’re a Royal, and you’re correct, I had no right to refuse the summons,” Andara said. He hated admitting it but Jon was correct.

“I know the laws, I’ve studied them for a while before coming here,” Jon said. “I like to know what I’m getting myself into. Everything I have done here so far has been in line with the law. I found the documents I was referring too in your transmission files. So, we can dispense with the act as we both know you received them and they’re on record.”

“So, what, it changes nothing,” Andara said.

“It changes the fact that you issued orders to those fighters to cross the border and engage my fighters,” Jon said. “That was an unlawful act.”

“You have no proof that I gave the orders,” Andara said.

“I do, I have the recording of you giving the orders,” Jon said.

Andara paused for a second and looked Jon over then said, “False recordings, I never gave those orders.”

“Maybe, they’re being analyzed now for authenticity,” Jon said.

A beep sounded from the table in between Andara and Jon. “Yes?” Jon said.

“Sir, the King is requesting to speak to you,” a male voice said.

“I’ve been waiting for the call, put him through,” Jon said.

Andara smirked as he sensed his release close at hand.

“Don’t get to happy,” Jon said as he touched a flashing button on the small holographic panel that sprung up from the table.

“Captain Hunter,” the King said as his face appeared. “It seems you have something I would like back.”

“Mr. C’loth,” Jon said. He intentionally referred to him that way, if the King was going to be rude he could oblige him. “I can say the same to you. However, I don’t know what you’re talking about me having.”

“Are you always so disrespectful?” the King said.

“Only to those who show me no respect,” Jon said.

“I addressed you properly, I expect the same in return,” the King said.

“No, you addressed me in a disrespectful manner,” Jon said. “I’m still a Prince of Euthara and should be addressed as such. I’m tired of playing mind games with you and your nobles. If you want respect from me you’ll show me the same respect.”

“Not for long you’re not,” the King said. “The bond between you and my daughter has been brought into question.”

“You think it’s false?” Jon said.

“It’s possible that you forced it on her in some way,” the King said. “We’re working to discover if that is true or not.”

“A forced bond doesn’t establish a correct link between the two people,” Jon said. “It emulates everything a bond is and nothing else.”

“I know this,” the King said. “We have ways of discovering false bonds.”

“I assure you I have no mental powers, my people haven’t developed that far yet,” Jon said.

“That remains to be seen,” the King said.

“I warn you, if you hurt her there’s nothing on the planet that will stop me from coming for you,” Jon said.

“Threats don’t become you,” the King said. “Now about the Duke, I assume he is in good health.”

“You can ask him yourself, he’s right here,” Jon said.

“I’m fine Your Highness,” Andara said.

“Good, you’re to report to me immediately,” the King said.

“As you wish,” Andara said as he stood up. “Thank you for your hospitality Prince Hunter. I really enjoyed the time we had to talk.”

“Oh, I don’t think that will be possible Your Highness,” Jon said. “The air space and surroundings are very hostile right now. I wouldn’t want another incident like what happened to my patrol group happening again.”

“Excuse me,” the King said.

“Oh, it seems one of your flight groups engaged my flight group over embassy grounds,” Jon said. “The Duke was just explaining how it was all a misunderstanding.”

“Then it is as he said,” the King said. “Was everyone ok?”

“All pilots were recovered except one,” Jon said. “We’re currently searching for her.”

“I hope she is ok,” the King said.

“Oh, I’m sure my sister is,” Jon said. “Though the troops you have searching for her are impeding our search efforts.”

“Training missions, nothing more,” Andara said. “They have orders to not engage your people.”

“That’s what I thought. That’s why I haven’t opened fire on them even though they’re on our grounds,” Jon said. “Consider it an act of cooperation.”

“Of course,” the King said.

“That is as long as they don’t wander too far in as my men have orders to shoot trespassers after they cross a certain distance over the border,” Jon said.

“That would be an unfortunate event,” the King said. “Though, none of these events change my need for the Duke back at the Palace.”

“With all this military activity the Duke might get shot down by accident,” Jon said. “You understand how I couldn’t have that happening. It would be a terrible thing to have a stray shot kill him or even the shuttle he was on getting shot down by accident. I think he’s safer here until all these military exercises are over and my sister is found. I understand the Princess Deatra wanted to speak to him.”

“That’s correct she’s been asking to see him,” the King said.

“Then I guess he can wait here for her return from the palace,” Jon said. “She expressed to me how she wanted to meet him in a relaxed environment so they could catch up. The palace is so formal and stuffy she said when she asked me to invite the Duke.”

The King’s eyes narrowed as he spoke, “You’re playing a dangerous game. First my ships and you trying to get the Ga’sahde Treaty restored. Now the Duke Andara is your prisoner at your so called embassy. I see no paper work on that so even that’s questionable to say the least.”

“I’m not playing any games and the Duke isn’t a prisoner here he’s my guest and on a state visit,” Jon said. Jon reached down and tapped a few buttons on the holo screen in front of him. “Here’s a copy of the filed paper work from the Duke’s own transmission archives. So, I guess now you’re officially notified.”

The King’s eyes widened as he looked at the Duke who just gave a small shrug. “I see that everything appears in order,” the King said as he tried to recover. “However, if the Duke is a guest as you say then he’s free to leave.”

“Certainly if he must leave then he can do so,” Jon said. “I was just worried about his safety. However, since you’re willing to take that into consideration and the responsibility if anything happens to him he can leave right now.”

The Duke smiled and stood up then sat right back down as he spotted Oojoung across the room. Oojoung had stopped playing with Sam and was now looking over a large rifle with a decent sized scope on it. Oojoung was adjusting the sights on the scope and he had his head tilted down as if examining the rifle. His eyes however were watching the Duke as he fiddled with the rifle.

“Your Highness,” Andara said softly. “With your permission I would like to stay here for a while to get to know Prince Hunter. It would be unfortunate if something happened because we were careless and didn’t heed the Prince’s warnings. I’m sure he’s only watching out for my best interests.”

“Certainly,” Jon said. “With the Princess returning soon there’s no need for you to go anywhere until she arrives and gets to catch up with you.”

“As you wish Duke Andara,” the King said. Jon could see the dislike and pain in his face as he continued. “Thank you Prince Hunter, I wouldn’t want anything to happen to my most trusted adviser.”

“Of course not, no one does,” Jon said.

“As far as my daughter,” The King said. “She’ll return when she’s ready to leave. She has been away for so long we’re all still catching up.”

“I understand,” Jon said. “One more thing, have you made a decision about the Titan?”

“I’m not going to restore the Ga’sahde Treaty if that’s what you’re asking,” the King said. “I have no need for them and neither do my people. I refuse to even speak to them about the matter.”

“That’s unfortunate, because even if you don’t realize it your people need them,” Jon said.

“That’s your opinion,” the King said.

“So, you would rather sacrifice a ship than to see reason?” Jon said. “Last count I took you didn’t have very many ships.”

“I know that,” the King said. “But, it’s not negotiable. Though I see you have plenty.”

“All the more reason to listen to what I have to say,” Jon said.

“Is that a threat?” the King said. “Because, it sounded like one to me.”

“No, not a threat,” Jon said. “I’m just stating the simple fact your people need protection and I have the fleet capable of doing that. I’m even working on the problem of your dwindling population.”

“Good luck on the population problem,” the King said. “Our scientists and biologists have been working on the problem for a very long time and found no solution. I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish.”

“I have an idea or two about what’s causing it,” Jon said. “Did Deatra tell you we left one of her bonded hand maidens behind at the station?”

“Yes,” the King said.

“Did she tell you why?” Jon said.

“Not really, something about her bond mate,” the King said.

“Yeah, she's pregnant and the baby is in good health,” Jon said. “I was afraid bringing her back here would cause her trouble.”

“Impossible!” the King said. “There hasn’t been a birth on Euthara for the past five years.”

“I know, there’s something going on and I plan on finding out what it is,” Jon said. “I’m going to fix the problem for the people. No matter how much we don’t see eye to eye it’s not going to change that. You can play your little games and try to hinder me at every corner I turn. But, I want you to know, you could just be hurting your people in the process of trying to hurt me. The choice is yours to make.”

“I don’t believe you, you’re a pirate and a liar,” the King said. “I will get to the bottom of what’s going on and then you’ll pay.”

“Not if I expose you first,” Jon said. “Anyway, this conversation is over now that you have stooped to name calling. By the way, I’m Ga’sahde, so until you’re ready to restore the treaty don’t call me since you don’t want to talk to the Ga’sahde. I won’t be accepting any calls from you until I see a mass broadcast about the treaty. Good bye.”

The King started to say something as Jon disconnected the communication. The screen faded and disappeared as Jon stood up and walked to one of the windows. He was thinking about the events of the past few weeks. He understood why the King was fighting so hard to keep the Ga’sahde out of the equation. What he didn’t understand was what the King hoped to achieve by fighting his every move. It was almost as if the King didn’t care that his people were suffering. Jon feared there was more than what he had found so far.

“You’re serious,” Andara said.

“Hrm?” Jon said. He turned around to face the Duke.

“About the pregnant hand maiden,” Andara said.

“Oh, yes, very serious,” Jon said. “It leads me to believe that there’s some type of contagion here on Euthara.”

“You’re not afraid of being contaminated?” Andara said.

“Not really,” Jon said. “It looks like it wears off and isn’t really harmful. Andie, our Chief Medical Officer, thinks the nanites will protect us anyway.”

“Our nanites don’t,” Andara said.

Jon blinked and stared at Andara. “What did you say?”

“I said our nanites don’t protect us,” Andara said. “Why would you think your nanites will?”

“That was something I never took into consideration,” Jon said.

“What?” Andara said.

“Never mind,” Jon said. “You’re free to roam in the house. Help yourself to food or whatever you need. All calls will have to be authorized and monitored of course. If you’ll excuse me, we’ll pick this back up later.” Jon motioned to Nefeit and took her hand as she got up. They left the room together leaving Sam and Oojoung behind who had returned to playing.

Once they were outside Jon said, “What do you think about that?”

“About what?” Nefeit said.

“I think the nanites might be the problem,” Jon said. “Every nanite we have is controlled by either the station or our ships. The same would go for the Eutharan people except it would be the planet and ships.”

“You think someone tampered with the program for the nanites?” Nefeit said.

“Possible,” Jon said. “When our ships return to the station the software that run the ships, including the nanites, are all updated when the ship docks. I’m willing to bet that the programs on the main core here on the planet update the ship’s software when in range.”

“Then that makes no sense,” Nefeit said. “The hand maiden was close to her people’s ships so her program wouldn’t have changed.”

“True, however we updated those ships and installed up to date software on them,” Jon said. “Since the hand maidens were Deatra’s and technically they were in the ADF we switched their frequency and command routines to use our database.”

“If the ships left here would the nanites switch to the local system?” Nefeit said.

“They could be opened up to accept the connection,” Jon said. “It’s a built in system that the user can control if they have access to a com station. Every person has their own access code for their nanites and has limited control over them through that. If they decide to not switch the system or are somewhere there is no system, the nanites operate in a limited capacity. Why do you ask?”

“Switch someone to the local computer and wait for it to update and then compare codes between yours and theirs,” Nefeit said. “It might show you what you’re looking for.”

“Brilliant,” Jon said. He grabbed Nefeit and gave her a kiss as he hugged her.

When Jon broke the kiss and let her go she swayed a bit and Jon had to steady her for a couple seconds, “Sorry, I’m a bit light headed,” Nefeit said.

“No, I’m sorry I didn’t mean to surprise you like that,” Jon said. Jon was watching Nefeit as her cheeks became darker. He realized she was blushing but instead of turning red her skin got darker.

“You have nothing to be sorry about,” Nefeit said.

It was Jon’s turn to blush as he said, “Come on, I want to run this by Andie and Mike.”

 


Jon was standing at the planning table that had holograms of Andie and Mike displayed above it. Mark was standing off to the side listening quietly to the conversation. Nefeit was seated and holding a conversation with one of her troops.

“What do you think?” Jon said.

“I don’t know, it sounds a bit risky,” Andie said. “What if the program they’re using does something else to your system? Remember we had to tailor the program we used to suit them. While they’re similar to us they have different positions for some of their organs and even have some the human body doesn’t and vice versa. As a species we’re very compatible, almost the same but there’s slight differences.”

“I don’t think we need to go so far as to switch you over, Jon,” Mike said. “There’s plenty of Eutharan’s to get samples from. Any amount of blood would contain enough nanites to serve our purpose.”

“All the Eutharan’s I know have been switched over to our code,” Jon said.

“You have a whole planet to choose from,” Mike said.

“Oh, since you said that,” Andie said. “I’ve noticed an improvement among the Eutharan in our crew. Something to note is that there are two more pregnancies.”

“Really, that’s great,” Jon said.

“Strange thing is the two lucky ladies are on the surface, but are bond mates to two of our crew,” Andie said.

“So, what you’re saying is the females are able to get pregnant, and whatever is going on is effecting only the male population,” Jon said. “That’s very interesting.”

“I’m a bit surprised Deatra isn’t pregnant yet,” Andie said. “As you know I ran all the tests and as far as that goes. Humans and Eutharans are ninety percent compatible and should be able to inter-breed.”

“Um,” Jon said as he glanced back at Nefeit. “That’s because I refuse to have sex with her before we get married. Not that any of that is your business. We goof around and threaten each other but that’s the extent of it.”

“Care to explain ‘goof around’?” Mike said. “Wait give me a second to get some popcorn before you start. This should be good.” Mike made like he was looking for something.

“Pervert,” Jon said. “That’s not what I meant by goofing around. I meant we might say things to each other but that’s as far as it goes.”

“Pity,” Mike said. He gave the saddest look he could muster. “I was hoping for some exciting details.”

“I think it’s cute for you to do that,” Andie said. She was chuckling at Mike’s comments and had to catch her breath. “Such a soft hearted and old fashioned guy, you know those are a dying breed.”

Jon moaned as Mark chuckled behind him. “Oh, stuff it, all of you,” Jon said.

“Look, we only need a blood sample,” Mike said as he got serious again. “Any Eutharan not connected to the ADF should do.”

“Preferably male,” Andie said.

“I don’t think it matters,” Mike said. “The nanites could be programmed to look for markers before doing whatever it’s doing to the males. So, even the female nanites will contain the same code.”

“Makes sense,” Jon said.

“The easy part will be getting the nanites,” Mike said. “The hard part will be gaining access to their core to download the programs run by the nanites. Then we can start searching the code for anything out of the ordinary. That will be kind of like looking for a needle in a haystack but not impossible.”

“You going to need more help?” Jon asked.

“I would like to pull an engineering team from the station with equipment to replace this older stuff,” Mike said. “While they’re here we can start overhauling the ship yard too.”

“So things are going well there?” Jon said. He hadn’t bothered to get an update as he knew Brad and Mike were capable enough.

“Oh yeah, better than ok,” Mike said. “Brad, with the help of the Ga’sahde, have the shields and defensive weapons back online. Nefeit sent over some of her own security crew and we have Control manned at all times now.

“I was just about to call Andie and invite her over so she could start requesting what she needs to refit the hospital. Sa’oliq is here and has been requesting some of the parts we need. We gave them an entire level to themselves and set the life support there to emulate their own.”

“Sa’oliq has been requesting parts and supplies?” Jon said.

“Yes, thanks for that,” Mike said. “Those three Dreadnaughts brought more personnel and tons of supplies, including food and stuff from several different planets. Like plants and materials to get the repairs started.”

“Hey,” Jon said as he raised his hands. “I didn’t know anything about that part of it.”

“Oh,” Mike said. “I’ll make sure to thank her twice next time I see her.”

“Are you two done with me?” Andie said.

“Sorry Andie,” Jon said. “I’m still trying to figure this out. I want it to be as low key as possible.”

“I could come down to check on the troops and a certain Duke,” Andie said.

“I think everyone is fine here,” Jon said.

Andie raised her eyebrows and tilted her head as she spoke, “Sometimes you’re so dense.”

“Oh?” Jon said as he raised an eyebrow. Then it dawned on him what she was talking about. “Oh!”

“Yeah,” Andie said.

“I see your point a checkup would probably be good,” Jon said. “Then you can leave here and station yourself in the shipyard's hospital for the time being.”

“Ok, I’m going to get ready for my visit,” Andie said. “You two play nice.”

“Yes mom,” Mike said.

The hologram of Andie faded from view when Jon got an idea. “Mike, I’m pretty sure this is the cause of the problems here with pregnancies,” Jon said.

Mike interrupted him, “I’m not.”

“Huh?” Jon said.

“I’m not sure this is the cause of the problem,” Mike said. “But, I’m willing to check into it.”

“Care to explain?” Jon said.

“The animals,” Mike said. “They’re suffering the same problem.”

“Maybe they have nanites too,” Jon said.

“Do you realize how large that data base would have to be?” Mike said. “That would be almost impossible.”

“Never thought about that,” Jon said. He was a bit disappointed, he was sure he had found the problem.

“Let me look at it and see what I find, okay?” Mike asked. “Anything is possible, so let’s take it one step at a time. The nanites are part of the problem or they would be fixing whatever is wrong. The fact that they’re not doing that tells me something isn’t right.”

“Ok, keep me posted,” Jon said. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Stay safe,” Mike said as the communication was shut down.

“You don’t really think Andara will submit to medical examination willingly do you?” Mark said.

“Oh, I have my ways,” Jon said. “When I’m done he’ll be begging to have one.”

Mark laughed and then said, “I bet he will, knowing you.”

Jon winked as he smiled.

“Sir,” an officer said. “A Eutharan patrol has found it.”

Mark jumped quickly and stepped up to the small table as he spoke, “Bring it up.”

The table came to life as a map blinked into existence. “This is her fighter,” the officer said. “Our two man teams say there’s no sign of her though.”

“You tell our teams to converge on that location and secure the fighter,” Mark said. “Have patrols start a search pattern out from that location.”

“Echo Leader,” the officer said. “You’re to secure the fighter. Back up is in route to your location. No one is to approach the wreckage.”

‘Roger that,’ Echo Leader said. ‘However, the ship is intact with visible signs of damage to the engines.’

“That’s good news,” Jon said.

“Very good news,” Mark said.

‘Command, we’re under fire from the Eutharan patrol,’ Echo Leader said over the sounds of gun fire. ‘What are your orders?’

“Tell them to return fire and hold out until back up arrives,” Mark said. Mark turned to another officer as he continued. “Get the other teams moving double time and get support fighters in the air and moving to that location. Issue a general weapons free to all groups.”

Jon shook his head in disbelief as the orders were passed along. He didn’t see Nefeit stand up and move to the back of the room. Mark was watching her out of the corner of his eye as she spoke to someone through her com unit. Mark spun and grabbed her arm and spun her around to face him. Nefeit's startled look greeted him.

“Just who do you think you're talking too?” Mark said.





Chapter 8


  Crash Landing

 


 


 


Location: Terri’s Downed Fighter, Euthara Natural Forest

 


Terri slammed the ground thrusters to full as the fighter lost altitude. Blinking red lights flashed for most of the fighter’s systems. The holographic control panel blinked as power was interrupted and Terri swore.

“Sandpiper to control, I’m going down,” Terri said.

The com display flashed red showing it was offline.

“Great,” Terri said.

She reached over and bypassed the damaged engine and diverted what power was left to the other engine. The fighter started to gain altitude just as the sound of an impact filled the fighter with more alarms.

The fighter spun from the impact hard enough to slam Terri against the canopy. The impact caused her helmet to shift enough to cut her lip. The metallic taste of blood filled her mouth.

“Bastards!” Terri said.

The last engine started to fail as the fighter resumed its decent toward the ground.

“I have something for you,” Terri said.

She rerouted all power to the last engine and ground thrusters as she stabilized the fighter. She swung it back at the pursuing fighter and let loose with everything she had as she put one in her sights.

Two beams hit one of the Eutharan fighters and instantly turned the hull into scrap. The explosion took the last two fighters off guard and tossed them aside like rag dolls.

‘Warning weapons capacitors empty,’ the ship’s computer said.

“I know, I know,” Terri said as she hit a few buttons in the faltering display. “I need all the power to the engines.” Two circles appeared on the display and started tracking the remaining fighters.

‘Multiple locks established,’ the ship’s computer said.

“Die bastards,” Terri said.

Two missiles dropped from under her fighter and shot towards the remaining Eutharan fighters. They didn’t have time to react and turned into dual fire balls.

Terri grinned as she watched them fall towards the ground. She knew she needed to get away from the area before the fighter failed completely. She rotated the nose of the fighter around away from the wreckage and engaged the last engine to full throttle.

The fighter shook slightly as it sped away from the downed enemy fighters. It was unable to maintain its current altitude and slowly dipped towards the ground.

Terri slowed the fighter when she thought she was far enough away. She rotated the fighter over a small clearing and let it drop to the ground. It was a bit faster than she would have liked as the ground thrusters began to falter. The landing gear absorbed most of the impact but there was enough left to rattle her teeth.

Everything went dark in the cockpit as the power finally failed. Terri shook her head to clear it as the landing had momentarily disoriented her. She reached over and slapped the manual release for the canopy and pushed it open. Terri unbuckled herself and pulled her helmet off setting it down in the seat as she crawled out of the fighter.

She was greeted on the ground by a small spider bot that clicked and chirped at her.

“See what you can do,” Terri said.

It made one last warble and began inspecting the downed fighter. A light blue scanning beam sweeping over the fighter as it moved around it. The small bot stopped and plugged into the fighter through an external access point and ran a diagnostics on the ship’s systems as it made some low chirps and whistles.

“That bad?” Terri said.

The small bot turned slightly and gave a series of whistles.

“Ok,” Terri said as she laughed. “I’ll let you get back to work and leave you alone.”

Terri crouched down and opened a panel under the cockpit and pulled out her equipment. The last thing she pulled from the compartment was a long sword fashioned like a katana. It had markings on its scabbard, a history of those from the Ga’sahde that had once held the sword. The sword marked Terri’s position of authority among the Ga’sahde and was made from the strongest metal known to any race. When it was time, her legacy would be etched into the sword for all time.

After she donned her armor Terri pushed the scabbard into place on her back. It clicked and hummed for a second as she placed her helmet on. Terri reached up and pushed the clear visor into place. Instantly diagnostics were run on the suit and the readings were displayed on either side on the visor.

‘Jon,’ Terri thought. ‘Jon are your there?’

A small headache flared to life as she attempted to use the nanites to communicate. Something was wrong she realized when she got no response back.

“Medical diagnostics,” Terri said.

Readings began to scroll across her visor as she picked up her rifle and cycled the power cell. Terri slung it over her shoulder and grabbed her pack off the ground. She held it over the back of her head.

“Lock pack into place,” Terri said. “Then display finding on nanites.”

Four small arms unfolded from her suit and grabbed the pack guiding it into two slides on the back of the suit. Terri let go of the pack as it slid into place on her back and a soft click announced the pack was locked into place.

Nothing in any of the scans showed a reason for the nanites to not be working correctly, they were even repairing soft tissue damage. Her lip was almost completely healed and a bruise on her hip was in the process of being repaired. They even showed they had transmitted her calls.

“List probable reasons for nanites failure to establish a communication connection,” Terri said.

At the very top of the list was the thing she feared was the cause of the failure, jamming of some kind.

Terri brought her gloved hand up and slapped the brow of her helmet. “Well duh Terri,” Terri said. “Open communications with the Atlantis priority one.”

After a second large red letters were displayed in the top middle of her visor, Communications Failure.

“Power up mode,” Terri said. The suit hummed briefly as it was activated. “Time to rock and roll.”

Terri turned to the spider bot working on the engines of the fighter. “Last orders, repair fighter and set it to auto pilot back to base if possible. If repairs aren’t possible set the fighter to self-destruct if enemy arrives.”

The bot looked up and let out a few chirps and whistles.

“Where am I going?” Terri said. “I have to move or I might get captured and we can’t have that can we?”

The bot beeped and whistled again as it made a small ‘no’ motion.

“No, I don’t want you to follow me. Do as instructed, return yourself to base on your own if you have to destroy the fighter,” Terri said. “Understand?”

The bot made a nodding motion and turned back to its work. It made a humming noise as it tended to the fighter. The small bot had been with her for a while and she had always taken the time to talk with it while she did any work on the fighter. Because of that the bot had started to develop a personality. It was something that made the crew chiefs nervous and they continually told her she needed to retire the bot and have it wiped. She had threatened them on pain of death to leave the small bot alone. She told them she had it just about trained to her liking and it was true her fighter was always well taken care of, the best in the fleet.

Pilots began to take notice and started doing the same with their bots much to the distress of the crew chiefs. However, the crew chiefs also noted a performance increase in the fighters over those who had bots that were wiped at the first sign of intelligence. It was something Terri wanted to bring to Jon’s attention. She decided that if, not when, she got out of this mess she would.

With the augments from her armor Terri covered a little over fifty miles. The suit allowed her to do what they called jump flight. The suit would allow the occupant to jump twenty feet into the air and as the operator reached the apex they would engage the jump pack. The hang time from the pack was over a minute and the arc from the initial jump would carry them about a half mile depending on the wind and current weather. The operator could do one large jump or several small jumps before the pack needed time to recharge.

This was something Terri had mastered early on when she was training on Ghost Station. She would jump from limb to limb in the trees until she was as high as she thought she would get and then do her power jump. The result was she managed to travel about one and a half miles per use. The landing stressed the suit and could cause micro fractures but, it was something she would deal with. She wanted to be as far away from the fighter as she could get.

 


 


 


Terri had just finished her fourth power jump as the suit flashed a warning and an alarm went off when she landed. Micro fractures were starting to form on the suit and it advised her to limit any more jumps. She muttered to herself as she started running at full speed through the forest. She was moving at almost forty miles per hour and making a lot of noise as she dodged trees and low branches.

Another alarm went off as the suit reached half power after two hours of running without stopping. “Deploy regenerative skin,” Terri said without breaking her stride. The shell of the suit shimmered as it deployed a reflective skin that absorbed sunlight. Now she just had to find some of the much needed sunlight.

Ten minutes later Terri broke through the forest line and into a small clearing. As she skidded to a sudden halt she gouged the ground and tossed dirt and rock through the air and almost half way across the clearing.

“Run continual scans for any movement,” Terri said. She spread her arms out and formed a ‘T’ with her body. “Deploy panels,” she said. Small panels slid out from her sides and arms and rotated to track the sun for maximum exposure.

‘Recharging will be complete in thirty minutes,’ the suit’s computer said.

Terri liked the older suits but the power cores could explode like a small nuclear device if they took a direct hit. These newer suits were something Brad and his people worked on and they were very efficient. The new suits were lighter, faster and had shields to protect the user, something the older suits lacked. They also had state of the art hardware and tracking systems.

Terri watch the power gauge climb past the half way mark. It would be safe to deploy the repair mites for the suit. This was something that Mike had managed to do with Brad’s help. They were very small repair bots that worked on the same principle as their larger cousins. They used resources in the surrounding environment to do minor repairs to the suits. You had to watch where you deployed them as they could weaken floors or cause breeches in a ship’s hull if too many were used or the damage to the suit was massive.

Brad had deployed special repair stations on all the ships and Mike had built in special software to help reduce breeches and such. But, they could still be over ridden by the user if they wished. It was something Terri wanted added as there might be times you wanted to go through a floor or cause a breech. It would still trigger an alert on the bridge and as a fail-safe the captain could stop a user from overriding the fail safes in the suit.

“Deploy mites,” Terri said.

The skin of the suit rippled as thousands of mites began working on the fractures. Terri shivered as though they were crawling over her skin. Watching them work always creeped her out. The way they moved over the skin of the suit and preformed their work made her have visions of ants crawling all over her body.

 


 


 


The mites had just finished their work as the suit hit full power and retracted the absorption skin. Terri rotated her head and did some mini stretches as she took a step forward. That’s when something hit her left shoulder and exploded slamming her face first into the ground as she slid across the ground. Alarms filled her ears as she shook her head and slammed both her fists into the ground in anger.

“What the hell?” Terri said as she rolled over and jumped up into a crouch.

Standing behind her were four Eutharan Marines in battle armor; one of them was lowering what looked like a bazooka. The suit wasn’t recognizing the figures almost as if they were illusions. It was then that Terri realized they were special ops and had masking harnesses on.

“Terri Hunter, surrender now,” one of the marines said. “We have you out numbered and more are on the way.”

Terri reached back and pulled her sword from its scabbard as she spoke, “That’s Princess Hunter and you had better have a lot more in the forest ready to step out.”

“Don’t make this harder than it has to be,” the marine said. “We don’t wish to harm you. Our orders are to bring you in alive for your trial.”

“Trial?” Terri said. “What a joke. You shot me down over our air space and now you invade our land to try to take me prisoner? You jam my communications and hunt me like an outlaw and you want me to surrender to four of you?”

“Pretty much,” the marine said.

“You must have some big balls,” Terri said. “Where do you keep them? Balls that big wouldn’t fit in that suit.”

“Like I said we can do this the easy way or the hard,” the marine said. “The choice is yours to make.”

“Like I said,” Terri said as she began to run at the four marines. “You had better have an army ready to step out of the forest if you want to take me down.”

Before the four marines could act Terri was in their midst her sword flashing as she struck at the closest marine. The other three dodged back as Terri’s sword found a soft spot in the armor of the one she had engaged. He groaned as the sword ripped through the armor and into his flesh beneath.

Terri let go of the sword and dropped her upper body down level with the ground as one of the marines swung at her from behind. As his arm passed over where her head had been a second ago she reached up and grabbed it. Terri gave it a slight twist and hard pull as she flipped him over and into the wounded marine. Even through the armor the muffled pop of bone breaking could be heard. The marines muffled scream filled his suit and drifted into Terri’s ears.

Terri grabbed the sword and pulled it from the downed marine, who gave a grunt as he passed out. Terri turned to see the last two marines circling her as they tried to gauge her and decide how best to delay her or take her down.

“What is it with you guys?” Terri said. She snapped the sword and flung the blood on the blade off on to the ground and then in a fluid motion sheathed it. “Always attacking people from behind?”

“All is fair in war,” the marine who had spoken before said.

“Oh, are we at war now?” Terri asked a little sarcastically. “I didn’t know that. I guess that changes things a little.”

“War might be a bit much,” the marine said. “How about battle or in a fight?”

“So, which is it war, battle or fight?” Terri said. “I need to know because I don’t leave people alive in war. This means these two I have disabled need to die and then both of you. If we are in a battle same rule applies as battles usually lead up to a war and your attack on me will probably piss my brother off and it will be war. If we’re just fighting then no need to kill as there will be no hard feelings when I pound you both into the ground.”

“Fight,” the other marine said.

“Yeah, fight,” the marine said that had the broken arm. He had stood back up and joined the small circle.

The marine who had been speaking to Terri nodded as he spoke, “Yeah fight.”

“Second guessing if you can take me?” Terri said.

“No, stalling,” the marine said.

Six more marines stepped from the forest as he finished. Terri grinned as she gave them a quick glance over. “So, what you’re saying is I’m going to get a work out?” Terri said.

“More like worked over,” the marine said.

“Excellent!” Terri said. “I haven’t broken a sweat in a while. So, why don’t you boys just bring it.”

The six new marines joined the three circling Terri. One of them had the emblem of the Eutharan medical service on his right shoulder. Terri pointed at him as she spoke, “You assist the downed marine. He is losing blood and will die soon if not tended.” Terri pointed at the marine with the broken arm. “He needs his arm set as it’s broken and possibly dislocated.”

The Medic looked at one of the new marines who nodded at him. “That’s pretty good of you,” the new marine said.

“No need for loss of life. One medic won’t make a difference in the outcome of this fight,” Terri said. She reached up and tapped the side of her helmet and it folded back as if consumed by the suit.

“You're pretty cocky when you're outnumbered,” the new marine said.

“True I’m out numbered,” Terri said. “But, I think you’re out of your league. You need another ten marines at the very least. I promise to leave the medic alone so he can tend to all of you.”

“Don your helmet and let’s get this over with,” the new marine said.

“I prefer it like it is,” Terri said. “Since this is a fight and we’re not shooting each other that is.”

Terri had been watching one of the marines out of the corner of her eye. She knew he was getting ready to attack, all the signs were there. He broke ranks and charged Terri alone.

“Corporal!” the lead marine said.

But it was too late, Terri took a step back and lanced a foot out catching the charging marine in the chest. “Oh, that was nasty,” Terri said as the marine fell to the ground. “I think he has a few broken ribs.” Terri crouched down over the marine and slammed her palm into the back of his helmet. A loud crack filled the clearing as the helmet on the marine split in two. She rolled the unconscious marine over and pointed at one of the marines standing in the circle. “You, take him to the medic.”

The marine she pointed at took a step back.

“I won’t attack you,” Terri said. A grin covered her face. “Come get him so the medic can look him over to make sure he isn’t seriously hurt.”

The lead marine looked at the man and waved him on. He rushed out and grabbed the unconscious marine and dragged him over to the medic. Then he rejoined the circle around Terri as the Medic turned his attention to the new marine.

“One on one, you’re no match for me,” Terri said. “Two on one I don’t even think you are. I’ll give you a second to decide what you want to do.”

Terri sat down on her heels and bowed her head. She had removed her helmet because it was more of a distraction since it couldn’t help her. She didn’t like it as it left her open to attack and being knocked unconscious.

When none of the marines made a move for over two minutes Terri stood back up. “We can call it quits,” Terri said. “You can go on your way and I’ll go mine and act like this never happened.”

“Sorry I can’t do that,” the lead marine said. “I have orders.”

“Waiting for more people?” Terri said.

“Maybe,” the marine said.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Terri said. “So, since you’re not going to make a move I will.”

Terri launched herself at the closest of the marines lancing her hand out and catching him under the front part of his helmet. His hands went up to grab his throat as he started gasping for air. Terri spun around catching him in the chest with her foot. He flew across the field on his ass and came to a rest by the medic.

The marines on either side of him jumped into action and attacked Terri. One of them landed a hit on her side, making her gasp, as she dodged the other. Terri did a backwards somersault to gain some distance from her attackers. As she rotated in the air she lanced out her foot and caught one of the attackers with the toe of her boot. The impact picked him up from the ground and he landed on his back. He jumped back to his feet as he shook his head.

By now the rest of the marines had started closing in. One of the marines barreled into Terri from behind as she landed on her feet, tossing her between the two marines she was fighting. Terri jumped back to her feet just in time to dodge another marine’s kick towards her chest. Terri grabbed the marine’s foot and spun him around in the air. She let him go at just the right time, tossing him into one of his companions. They landed in a tangled heap, the guy she tossed the only one getting back up.

That’s when the heat of the moment got to one of the marines and Terri heard the scrape of metal across the back of her armor. Terri rolled forward and spun around as she regained her footing. The marine that had been behind her had a very large knife in his hand.

“Ok, wanna play that way?” Terri said. She reached up and tapped her shoulder and her helmet once again covered her head. “Your funeral, I’m not going to be responsible for anyone who dies. I’ve done everything to avoid it so far.” Terri reached back and pulled her sword from its scabbard. The clicking of several blades coming out of scabbards filled the air.

“You’re first big boy,” Terri said. She charged the marine who had first pulled a blade and swung her sword.

The marine brought his blade up and blocked Terri’s slash. Terri kicked one of his legs out from under him dropping him to the ground. She swung the sword down at the prone marine. Suddenly his knife lengthened to sword length as he brought it up to block.

“Neat!” Terri said as she jumped back. “I want one of those.”

“You can have mine,” a voice said from behind her.

Terri brought both her arms up over her head so her sword would be covering her spine.

“No thanks,” Terri said as the the ring of metal on metal filled the air. “I want one of my own that no one else has used.”

Terri released her sword with one of her hands and brought her elbow back to impact the visor of the man behind her. A sickening crunch filled the air as her elbow smashed the visor of the marine and impacted his face.

The marine on the ground in front of her brought his blade up but Terri was ready and stomped down on his hand. The marine reached for her foot as Terri spun on her foot turning the hand in to mush. He let out a scream as pain flared in his hand. It was quickly silenced as Terri put her knee into his chest and slammed her palm into the bottom of his helmet knocking him unconscious.

Terri slammed her sword back into her scabbard. “I really don’t need it,” she said as she jumped up and slammed into another marine that was rushing her. He stumbled back as Terri dropped to the ground and rolled towards him. She grabbed one of his legs and jerked it out from under him causing him to crash into the ground on his back. She yanked violently on the leg forcing him to flip over on his stomach. She stepped over the prone man while holding his leg and twisted it. The muffled sounds of bones breaking followed by the man’s screams of pain filled the air. Terri dropped back and landed on the ground next to the screaming man slamming her elbow into the back of his helmet knocking him out.

Terri quickly rolled to regain her feet as she faced the last of the marines. They were all at a distance from her and looking a bit nervous. Terri did a mental count and blinked her eyes in confusion. There was one missing the commanding officer.

“Where is your commander?” Terri said. “Did he get cold feet?”

“Right behind you,” the commander of the small group said.

Terri reflexively swung with her elbow only to have it blocked.

“Time to end this,” the commander said as a snap reached Terri’s ears.

Before Terri could do anything an electrical charge shot through her suit as the small device activated. On her visor systems started shutting down as the charge coursed through the systems.

“Emergency lock out Alpha-One-Terri-Three-Zero,” Terri said.

Just before the displays failed the suit showed lock out status. The Commander spun her around like a rag doll and looked in her visor. “Your nothing without your suit and soon you will pass out from lack of oxygen. When you do we will remove your helmet as your wanted alive,” he said.

Terri started to reach up to pop the emergency release on her helmet but the Commander pinned her arms to her sides. “Care to test the theory that I’m nothing without my armor?” Terri said as the air already was starting to thin.

“No thanks,” the Commander said.

“Cowar…” Terri said as she passed out. The suits didn’t have much in the way of space inside and air only took a couple minutes to run out if you weren’t doing anything but sitting still. Terri had even less time as she was breathing a bit hard from all the fighting.

 


 


 


Terri woke in a small room with nothing but a light gown on with a large number across the chest. She reached up and felt the band around her neck. There was no clasp and it seemed to be a solid loop. She raised a hand palm out and fingers spread and closed her eyes. Her sword wasn’t far; she could feel it as it was almost a part of her. She would recover it and then people would pay.

The door to the room opened and a Eutharan male flanked by two marines entered the room. Terri glared at him as he looked her over.

“Take a picture it might be the last thing you see,” Terri said. She was coiled ready to spring.

“I wouldn’t advise that,” the Eutharan said.

Terri gasped, she recognized the voice from the clearing. “You were at the clearing.”

He nodded as he spoke, “I’m Captain Bryte.”

“We have some unfinished business,” Terri said.

“Another time, perhaps,” Bryte said. “As I said you don’t want to attack anyone. The collar around your neck is there to control you. It’s monitored by a jailer and can be activated at his discretion.”

Terri took a step towards Bryte and the collar emitted a small shock. Terri reflexively grabbed at it. “Hrm,” she said. “Do you really think that will stop me?”

“That was low power it can and will pass enough of a charge through you to knock you out,” Bryte said.

Terri twisted the collar around her neck as she listened and thought about her situation.

“I’m here to formally charge you with desertion, piracy and attempted murder,” Bryte said.

“You’re kidding right?” Terri said.

“The list is a bit longer than that. Those are the most serious charges though,” Bryte said. “The rest will be read at your trial.”

“I’m a lot more dangerous than you give me credit for,” Terri said. “All these trumped up charges will do nothing but make things worse for everyone involved.”

“You’re in no position to threaten anyone,” Bryte said. “You will stand trial and you will be sentenced.”

“Sounds like a done deal,” Terri said.

“Pretty much,” Bryte said. “However, I’m not a judge.”

“Back to the other thing,” Terri said. “You really think I’m no threat?”

“In your current state?” Bryte said. “No.”

Before anyone could move Terri was across the room. She snapped one of the guards neck with one hand as she pulled his side arm with the other. The second guard hit the ground before he knew what had happened. Terri stood there holding the gun on Bryte.”

“Care to restate that?” Terri said.

Bryte crossed his eyes and looked down the barrel of the gun as he paled a bit.

“I’m not going to kill you as I do like you,” Terri said.

She tossed Bryte the gun as the collar shocked her into unconsciousness. Everything had happened in the span of about ten seconds. Bryte had never seen anyone move that fast and he was still in awe.

“I like you too,” Bryte said as he turned to leave the room as four more marines arrived. “Get this mess cleaned up.”

Thirty minutes later Terri woke up in a dark room. It took her a second to realize it wasn’t dark and they had blinded her with something. She laughed as she spoke, “As if this will work.” Terri decided she would see this thing through and leave when she was ready to do so. On a whim she tried to use her nanites to communicate and all she got was a headache for it. So much for that she thought as she settled in and waited for her next visitor.
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Nefeit’s startled look flashed towards Jon as a look of confusion crossed his face. Her face paled as Jon took a step in her direction as he tried to work out what was going on.

“I…” Nefeit said.

Mark shook her violently as he said, “I asked you a question. Who are you talking too?”

“Nefeit answer the question,” Jon said.

“I was…” Nefeit said. She stopped as she sensed the disappointment in Jon’s voice. Tears started to fill her eyes as she knew what Jon was thinking.

“Guards!” Mark said as he snatched the com unit from Nefeit. “I’ll deal with you later.”

Two marines came in and saluted.

“Mark,” Jon said. “Let her explain, we still don’t know what she was doing.”

“Iwassendingtroopstoassistatthefighter,” Nefeit said. She said it so fast it was all one word and it took a second for Jon to realize what she had said.

“Troops?” Mark said. He blinked his eyes in confusion.

A small grin crept up on Jon’s face as he realized he had another Deatra on his hands and in a way he liked that.

“Yes,” Nefeit said. “Ijazida troops to be exact. They’re our people’s elite shock troops. Heavily armored in special combat suits, we use them in situations such as these.”

“That is my call to make,” Mark said. “I’m the military commander here on Euthara and I don’t like people over stepping me.”

Nefeit looked up at Mark as she spoke, “I realize you don’t know me very well and I don’t know you very well. However, I’m Jon’s wife and in my culture that makes me his voice.”

“That’s not how it works…Owww,” Mark said. He stopped short as pain flared in the hand that was grasping Nefeit.

Jon had turn and began issuing orders to the troops at the site of the downed fighter. He decided to let Mark and Nefeit work things out on their own. He still had a small smile across his face as he waved the two marines out of the room. They both bowed and left the room.

“It is how it works,” Nefeit said. She had Mark's hand in her other hand and was twisting in slightly. “I have led over fifty campaigns in my life time. That makes me qualified to make my own choices when it comes to my people. You are all now my people and I take that very seriously.”

“You have no right,” Mark said as he twisted his hand in enough of a move to free himself from her grasp.

“I have all the right,” Nefeit said as she released his hand and snatched her com unit from his other hand. “My troops, my choice.” She raised the com unit and spoke, “Deploy the troops now to target location. They will take orders from the ground commander there on scene and from Captain Anders in the command center. Once they are recalled they will be on station planet side until future notice.”

Mark’s jaw dropped and Jon’s smile widened.

“One more thing Captain,” Nefeit said. “You ever touch me without my consent or orders from Jon you will be sorry. Contact like that with someone in my position is considered a crime. You don’t want to know what the punishment is.”

“You’re a part of the ADF and we do things a bit differently here,” Mark said. “Jon’s safety and everyone else’s here is my first priority. You interfere with that and I’ll have you thrown in the brig with or without Jon’s permission.”

“You both can stop measuring now,” Jon said. “You’re both right and wrong. Mark, like it or not she is in a position of authority and I have no problems with that as she is from a warrior race. You might even learn a thing or two from her and her people. Nefeit, Mark is my security chief and in command of all my forces and he has final say on military matters.”

“But,” Nefeit said, but stopped when Jon held his hand up.

“However, your position allows you certain leeway and he’ll have to deal with that in his own way,” Jon said. “I hope that’s understood by both of you.”

They both nodded and Nefeit took up her position next to Jon as Mark stepped up to the end of the small table. He was still rubbing his hand as he turned his gaze down towards the table.

“Sir, Terri’s fighter is lifting off and returning home,” one of the officers said. “It’s taking heavy fire from the Eutharan forces.”

“Have our troops lay down heavy covering fire,” Mark said.

“Inbound unknown ship,” another officer said. “They’ve taken up position below the fighter and seem to be deploying troops.”

“On screen,” Jon said.

An image of a very large black shuttle filled the screen. Troops could be seen dropping to the ground under it without any type of repelling gear. As they struck the ground the impact made small clouds of dust. The hull on the shuttle shimmered as it blocked the ground fire from the Eutharan troops.

“Those are my shock troops,” Nefeit said. “This battle will be over soon.”

Large shapes began to fall from under the shuttle, their impacts creating a dust cloud obscuring them from view.

“What the hell are those?” Mark said.

“Anti-Grav tanks and other assorted support vehicles,” Nefeit said.

“How many troops?” Jon said as the rain of bodies continued.

“I ordered a small deployment,” Nefeit said. “That is about six hundred troops and supplies.”

“Holy shit,” Mark said. “That’s a small army.”

“That is half the special forces on my ship,” Nefeit said. “When the Narissis and Ossata arrive they will have four times those troops and an additional five thousand regular each.” Nefeit was smiling now as she knew Jon might need the troops. It was the reason she had those ships deployed here moments after Deatra’s departure. “The Randasu and Brijas are on their way to support Ghost Station. They’re carrying mostly support personnel although they have about half as many troops.”

“And you were going to tell me when?” Jon said.

“I was going to tell you right after I deployed the ships,” Nefeit said. “But, this happened and I didn’t get the chance.”

“So, you took it upon yourself to decide where to place the ships and troops?” Mark said.

“Well, you need support personnel at the station and the extra security couldn’t hurt,” Nefeit said. “I thought you would need the smaller force of troops here.”

“Thanks,” Jon said. “How about next time you let me know though.”

“Wait smaller force?” Mark said. “Just how many troops can you field?”

“Currently?” Nefeit said.

“Uh, yeah,” Mark said.

“Well,” Nefeit said. “I would have to say just shy of two hundred thousand shock troops and seven hundred thousand normal troops. That includes air forces and all equipment. Now that we’re in the ADF I can step that up and multiply those forces by half again.”

“Mother of God,” Mark said.

“How many ships can you field?” Jon said.

“Home fleet is about ten ships carrier class down and ships abroad is what I just mentioned including my vessel,” Nefeit said. “That is one area we’re hurting in. We have the crews for more vessels but most of our fleet was destroyed by an unknown force while they were on deployment. My people aren’t ship builders, however we’ve been slowly replacing the ships we have lost. It’s a long process as we build them on one of our moons and launch them into space. It’s not as fast as a having an orbital ship yard, something we’re working on. We’re learning from trial and error as we do things.”

“I find it a bit strange that you don’t have your own ship yards,” Jon said. Jon was still watching as the battle slowly came to a halt as the Eutharan troops began to surrender. The screen switched to a Drovasian male in heavy armor. He saluted once he realized the connection was live.

“My Queen,” he said as he knelt and bowed his head.

“How dare you!” Nefeit said.

The man looked up eyes wide as stunned silence filled the command center.

“You know better than that,” Nefeit said. “I’ll not put up with breaking of customs from anyone. You’re relieved of your command and will report to me directly when you return.”

“My Queen?” the man stood up and bowed. He left the view of the camera as Drovasian female took his place and saluted and knelt head bowed.

“My King,” she said. She rotated slightly and spoke again. “My Queen, may the Gods protect you and your family.”

“That’s better,” Nefeit said. She motioned to Jon.

Jon blinked once as he regained his thoughts. “Where is Lieutenant Jalash?” Jon said.

“He’s dead Sire,” the female said. “He was too far gone when the Med-techs got to him.” She flashed a brief smile as her eye lost contact with Jon for a brief moment.

Jon frowned as he spoke, “Something funny… I’m sorry I don’t’ know your name or rank.”

“Lieutenant Eaowu, Sire,” Eaowu said. “No, nothing is funny.”

Jon glanced back at Mark who was standing there his mouth open and eyes wide. Jon gave the bottom of Mark’s jaw a nudge with his elbow as he said, “Might want to close that before a fly flies in.”

Mark blinked and shook his head. “Sorry,” Mark said as his face colored slightly.

“You know it’s not nice to stare,” Nefeit said.

“Sorry,” Mark said his face reddening even more.

“Now that you have stared at her you’re bound by our customs to take her out on a date,” Nefeit said.

“Custom?” Eaowu said, but Nefeit cut her off by raising her hand.

“I uh,” Mark said.

“Do you want to insult her?” Nefeit said.

“No,” Mark said. “But, a date? I don’t even know her.”

“What better way of getting to know her?” Nefeit said. “Do you not like her? Do you think she’s not pretty?”

“She’s beautiful,” Mark said.

“So, what’s the problem?” Nefeit said.

“Nothing,” Mark said. “If she would like to go on a date I’d be happy to take her out.”

“Fine it’s a date,” Nefeit said.

“She doesn’t get any say? What if she doesn’t want to go out with me?” Mark said.

“Ask her you oaf,” Jon said.

“Eaowu, would you like to have dinner with me?” Mark said.

Eaowu smiled and blushed a bit as she said, “Of course I would.”

“Fine, congrats you two, now can we get on with the report?” Jon said.

“Sire, the Princess’ fighter is in route back to you under its own power,” Eaowu said. “Princess Hunter however is not in it and nowhere to be found. The Eutharan troops have surrendered and we currently have a head count of thirty soldiers. Only losses on our side were the Lieutenant and six other soldiers.”

“Recall all troops and allow the Eutharan troops to go free, minus their weapons,” Jon said. “Bring their wounded back here for treatment. Tell the current Eutharan commander that they will be released as soon as the doctor approves or they can set something up through Captain Anders to have them picked up and moved to their own hospitals.”

“Are you sure that’s wise?” Mark said. “We’ll just end up fighting the same men again.”

“They have families and I’m not going to keep them from their loved ones,” Jon said. “I’m saddened that we have any losses and I wish this could have been avoided. I want more scouting parties sent out and I want my sister found and brought back here alive. Double them if you have to, hell triple them. Do whatever it takes. I’m going back to the house.”

 


 


Jon wanted to rush out and search for Terri himself. But, he knew that was impossible and Deatra not being here was making him a bit edgy. Admiral Gabriel had arrived and was waiting for him in the house. Jon had been putting that off as he didn’t really want to deal with it. Now that Terri was missing he wasn’t sure he wanted to deal with it at all.

“That was pretty sneaky,” Jon said as Nefeit and he walked back towards the house.

“What are you talking about?” Nefeit said as she smiled.

“You know what I’m talking about,” Jon said. “Mark and Eaowu, pretty slick how you handled it.”

“I know her, she’s never chosen a mate and it was getting to the time I would have to assign her one,” Nefeit said. “Mark on the other hand just needs to get laid. He’s way to up tight.”

Jon busted out laughing.

“I’m serious,” Nefeit said. “I bet ever since this thing has started all he’s been doing is working. I’ll bet he doesn’t have a girlfriend or wife and all he does is work and sleep.”

“That’s Mark,” Jon said.

“They will make a good pair,” Nefeit said.

“You say that like they’re getting married,” Jon said.

“Yup, they’re going to,” Nefeit said. “I’ve seen that look before, love at first sight.”

“Maybe,” Jon said. “It would do Mark good that’s for sure.”

Jon and Nefeit stopped short as a young ensign ran up and saluted them as he spoke, “Sir, the Atlantis and Titan are reporting they’re under attack from unknown vessels.”

Jon took off at a sprint towards the house followed closely by Nefeit, she was already talking to her com unit. As Jon entered the living room he noticed the Duke seated watching the screen hovering over the coffee table.

“No, I’m ordering you to help the Atlantis and Titan out Captain,” Andara said. “I don’t care what the orders from the Royal Court are. The Titan is one of our ships and we have a responsibility to protect those Eutharans on it. Doing that means you have to help the Atlantis.”

“I’m sorry Sir,” the male on the screen said. “I have my orders.” The screen went blank and Andara growled he wasn’t used to not being listened too.

Jon reached out like he was grabbing the screen and flicked it towards the larger screen on the wall. Upper right corner showed it was a camera from the station in orbit. The Titan was in a bad way and leaking atmosphere badly from multiple points on its hull. The Atlantis was trying to shield the Titan from most of the incoming fire. Jon immediately recognized Invaru vessels mixed in with the ships. However, they were firing on the other ships and seemed to be protecting the Atlantis and Titan.

Jon opened a connection to the Atlantis, Titan, and Scythe as he watched the battle playing out. On the Atlantis’ bridge Carla was standing next to Atlantis as she gave out orders.

“Shields at thirty five percent. Another hit like that and we’ll lose them,” someone said. “The Titan has lost her shield again and reports they may not be able to get them back up this time.”

“Bring us about and put us between the Titan and the enemy vessels,” Carla said. “Have the Titan and Scythe jump to alpha rally.”

The bridge on the Titan was filled with smoke as Gilas gave out orders to jump. He had a light cut above one of his eyes as sparks flared from conduits hanging behind him. “Recall all fighters,” Gilas said. “Bring us about and jump as soon as possible. Order all remaining fighters to land at the Eutharan base.”

On the screen a beam lanced out hitting the Atlantis and leaving a gouge in her hull one quarter the length of it. Atmosphere began streaming out and small eruptions and sparks filled the gap.

“Shields are gone,” Atlantis said. “Major damage to alpha landing bay and decks twenty one and twenty two, sections five through ten.”

“Bring us about and prepare to jump,” Carla said. “Signal all friendly forces we’re preparing to leave. Atlantis contact Tatiana and Zadra for damage reports and status on jumping out.”

The enemy ships were of a kind he had never seen. They seemed to be made of a type of crystal material that was pitch black and seems to pull light in. Wherever the Atlantis’ weapons hit the hull it glowed for a few seconds. When it finally dimmed the hull was unscathed as if the energy from the weapon was absorbed.

“Jon,” Nefeit said. “The Drasian is in route from the other side of the planet. She’s ten minutes out and the Desmodi is currently undocking and will be able to assist in two minutes.”

“What the hell are those,” Jon said. “I don’t ever remember seeing anything in any database that mentioned ships such as these. Mike can you hear me?”

“I’m here,” Mike said. “We’re cycling up the station's weapons now.”

Jon’s eyes jumped to the view on the Atlantis’ deck as someone spoke. “We’re not going to make the jump. One of the enemy ships is preparing to fire.”

Jon hadn’t seen when it happened but Vaes was slumped over in his chair with blood running down the side of his head. Zadra had assumed command and was issuing orders in his place. That told Jon that most of the bridge crew was dead or disabled, it was the only way an AI would take command.

“Bringing us about on an intercept course,” Zadra said. “Rerouting all remaining power to shields and engines.”

The Scythe slipped in between the Atlantis and one of the alien ships. A beam lanced out from the alien ship and struck the Scythe mid ship and sliced through the hull as if it was cutting through hot butter. The lights on the Scythe blinked several times and finally faded as she started to tumble slowly in space with debris and atmosphere leaving a small trail that dissipated quickly.

Zadra screamed as the feed was suddenly cut off.

“Bring us about and prepare to render assistance to the Scythe,” Carla and Gilas both said at the same time.

“Yes that one,” Mike said. “Fire!”

Across the screen four large beams lanced out and struck one of the black ships. The ship began to glow with the intensity of a small sun. A beam suddenly erupted from the black ship catching one of the Invaru vessels which disintegrated into nothing.

Jon gasped as he watched the black ship continue its attack as if nothing happened. “No recall our ships get them out of here. We can’t win here, Mike stop firing on those ships,” Jon said. He reached down and opened a universal com channel. “All vessels this is Captain Hunter I’m ordering you to retreat from the field and move to alpha rally. Commander Taldage relay those coordinates to the Invaru ships. I’m instructing all vessels to cease firing on the unknown ships.”

He had kept quiet up to this point as to not interfere with what was happening. But, now things were bad enough that he saw the need to give orders.

Seconds later no other ships were on the field except the black vessels. They disappeared in what looked like a fold event. The only thing left on the screen was the heavily damaged Scythe tumbling in space.

“Mike, secure the Scythe and begin rescue operations,” Jon said. “I want an estimate on the time frame for repairs to all ships. If the Invaru need assistance include those times too.”

“Roger,” Mike said.

“Nefeit,” Jon said. “Have the Desmodi and the Drasian rendezvous with the fleet to render assistance. Duke Andara, I thank you for your attempt to get your people to respond.”

Andara shrugged as he spoke, “I didn’t do it for you, I was doing it for the Titan and her crew.”

“Fair enough,” Jon said. “Thanks anyway. Oojoung escort the Duke to his room. He’s to stay there until I call him, post guards in the corridors.”

Oojoung grinned at Andara as he said, “Yes Sir, will be Oojoung’s pleasure.”

“Commander Taldage, are you there?” Jon said.

“We’re here,” Carla said.

“If you see any sign of the enemy ships you’re to jump immediately to Ghost Station,” Jon said. “Have all ships on standby for emergency jump.”

“Yes Sir,” Carla said.

“How bad is it?” Jon said.

“We have multiple breeches across most decks,” Carla said. “The last hit was the worst. It hit the secondary bridge. We don’t know if anyone is still alive and we’re working on getting there. Containment screens seem to be holding as well as life support and main power. It was if every hit we took sucked power from the main shields. Engineering was reporting massive drains on power every time one of the beams struck us. Our Weapons seemed to have no effect on them.”

“I want those engineering reports sent to Brad and Mike,” Jon said.

“Atlantis?” Carla said.

“Transmitting the reports now,” Atlantis said.

“Where did they come from?” Jon said.

“They just appeared,” Gilas said. “The Titan has minor damage to a few decks and the shields are out. Engineering is reporting shields will be back online within the hour. Our casualties are light and we’re still operational.”

“Yeah,” Carla said. “One moment it was quiet and the next all we knew is we were taking fire. The Invaru ships moved in and assisted us after they signaled their intentions.”

“Atlantis, get me the commander of the Invaru fleet,” Jon said. He sat back down and pulled the screen back to the coffee table. Nefeit sat down next to him as she listened.

Andie appeared on another as she opened a com link, “Jon, I’m on the station and as far as the medical facilities here, I can take wounded. I’ll pull people from the ships to temporarily man the wards here.”

“Do it,” Jon said. “Mike, your priorities are the medical systems on the station and then defensive and offensive systems. Pull people from Ghost Station priority one transport to get these ships back up to speed.”

“Sa’oliq’s people are already lending a hand and the Scythe is in bound under tow,” Mike said. “We’re cutting into the bridge as they’re moving. Zadra’s main core took some damage but nothing major. I’m going to wait until most of the repairs are done before I bring her back online so she’s not traumatized by the damage to her ship. Vaes is trapped on the bridge and is responsive; he’s reporting that most of the bridge crew is dead. Other than that I’ll have to wait til she’s in port to get a true assessment of her damages and crew.”

“Ok, get me the report as soon as possible,” Jon said. “Pull any equipment you need from the Atlantis and Titan stocks and I want that station fully operational in two days.”

“Two days?” Mike said. “Jon that’s…”

“I don’t care! Pull all the people you need from wherever you can get them,” Jon said. “I want that station fully operational in two days. You can upgrade systems once it’s online and fully operational. The only exception is if Andie needs something.”

Mike ran his hand through his hair and let out a heavy breath. “Alright, we’re on it,” He said.

“Thanks,” Jon said. Mike and Andie disappeared from the screen. Jon looked back at Mark as he walked in and opened his mouth to speak.

“Already done,” Mark said. “I’ve dispatched troops and all techs to the station. They’re on their way now. Two squadrons of fighters and some of the Drovasian shock troops. I also sent Andie all but a hand full of the medical techs with equipment.”

“Thanks,” Jon said.

“No problem, I was here for most of the battle,” Mark said. “I’ve intensified the ground patrols and tripled the scouts looking for your sister. I’ll find her, I promise you that.”

“Thanks Mark I don’t know what I would do without any of you,” Jon said.

“Survive and carry on,” Mark said.

“Maybe,” Jon said. “Maybe not.”

Nefeit squeezed Jon’s hand as she took it in to her own and gave him a brief smile as she spoke, “You’re a strong man and have been through a lot. You’re lucky to be surrounded by so many strong people.”

Jon started to respond but a beep alerted him to the call coming through. Bill’s face popped up on the screen. He was standing on the bridge of the Earth’s Revenge his girlfriend and second in command, Kelly Martin, was standing just behind him. Bill saluted Jon once the connection was fully established.

“Bill?” Jon said.

“Jon, we’re inbound with extra personnel and equipment,” Bill said. “We’re just now leaving port and will reach you in about twelve hours.”

“Twelve hours?” Jon said. “It’s a two day trip.”

“Twelve hours,” Bill said.

“Impossible,” Jon said.

“I don’t have time to explain,” Bill said. “I’ll do that once we arrive. We’re about to make our first jump and it will shut down the com systems. I just wanted you to know we’re on our way.”

“That was fast,” Jon said.

“Twenty minutes from the time of the call from Atlantis requesting assistance and personnel the ship was loaded and we had so many people wanting to go we had to turn some of them down,” Bill said. “As it is now we’re over capacity, so it’s a bit cramped.”

“Amazing,” Jon said.

“Well, we’re still doing some of the refits while in route,” Bill said. “But, my ship is pretty close to ready. Sorry Jon but I have to go we’re making our first jump. See you in twelve hours.”

“Take care and be careful,” Jon said.

Bill faded from the screen as a young looking Invaru appeared on a separate com screen next to the others. He looked up at Jon as he spoke, “Lieutenant Biqie at your service Captain Hunter.”

Jon raised an eyebrow and flashed a look at Nefeit. He quickly returned his attention back to the Invaru as he spoke, “I’m sorry do I know you?”

“No,” Biqie said. “However, you know our mutual friend.”

“Oh?” Jon said. “And just who might that be?”

“Admiral Breq,” Biqie said. “He sent us to watch and protect you. I was ordered to do so without communication until it was absolutely necessary. I’m sorry if we made you nervous. I was just following orders.”

“I understand,” Jon said. “We can talk about that later. Are you in need of assistance?”

“Two of our ships have major damage,” Biqie said. “They should be able to make port though. The rest of the ships have minor to light damage. We weren’t fit to fight the Crystari, I’ve never seen them this deep before and we weren’t ready for them.”

“Excuse me?” Jon said. “You know who the attackers were?”

“Something we should talk about when I come visit you,” Biqie said. “Now that they have left they’ll not be back for a while. However, when they do they’ll come in force. I’ve contacted the Admiral for additional support. They should be here in a few days.”

“Do you have a time frame on them returning?” Jon said.

“Could be days or even years,” Biqie said. “There’s not really any pattern to their movements. All I can tell you for sure is that they will return.” Biqie turned to someone off screen and nodded. He turned his attention back to Jon and continued. “The Admiral has requested that he be allowed to explain everything when he arrives. There’s more to this than I know and he wants you to have the full story without large gaps.”

“I understand,” Jon said. “I’m ordering all my ships back to the station here in orbit of Euthara. You’re welcome to make berth there and we will help you effect repairs.”

“I can offer you medical and engineering crews if you would like,” Biqie said. “We’re under your command until the Admiral arrives as per his orders. We can also show you how to refit to help fight this enemy, another thing I have been ordered to offer.”

“That would be appreciated,” Jon said. “I’m placing you under the commanding officer of the station for now. Report to Engineering Chief Brad Anspach at the station, your medical personnel will report to Chief Medical Officer Andie Hawkins. Military commander will be Captain Gilas and second in command will be Lieutenant Taldage. You can request assignment from them once you and your crew are ready.”

“As you wish,” Biqie said as he bowed.

“Ok everyone move to the station, effect repairs and increase system patrols when possible,” Jon said. “Gilas I leave it in your capable hands.”

“I’ll do my best,” Gilas said.

The screen darkened as all communications ended. Jon leaned back and rubbed his temples. This just got very complicated and this wasn’t something he needed. The Ga’sahde doesn’t even know that Terri was missing. Jon was afraid to say anything right now for fear of losing control of the situation between them and the Eutharans.

Jon turned to Nefeit and Mark as he spoke, “I want all ground troops off the ships and either on the ground here or on the station. There’s no need for them to be on the ships right now and it just makes them extra casualties in battles. Leave enough on the ships for security and to be able to repel boarders.”

“Will do,” Mark said.

Nefeit leaned over and gave Jon a small kiss as she rose up. “Smart thinking,” she said. She joined Mark as he made his way back to the command center.

“Oojoung bring Andara down I want to talk to him and where is Sam?” Jon said in to his com.

“Sam little person is sleeping,” Oojoung said a half a minute later as Andara and he walked into the room. “Terri Princess found yet?”

“No, Oojoung,” Jon said. “We found her fighter but she had already moved on. We’re still searching for her.”

“Oojoung go look for her?” Oojoung said.

“Oojoung I need you right here to protect Sam and Nefeit,” Jon said. Though Jon didn’t think Nefeit needed protection from anything. “I promise you Terri’s fine and we’ll have her back soon.”

“If she’s still alive,” Andara said as a small smile crossed his face. Suddenly his head started ringing as it slammed into the wood frame of the doorway. Blood started to trickle down the side of his face.

“Oojoung,” Jon said in a warning voice.

“What?” Oojoung said. “Oojoung just trying to help evil Duke he almost tripped. Good thing Oojoung was right here or evil Duke might have really hurt himself badly.”

“Uh huh,” Jon said. “Just remember he’s a guest here, for now.”

Oojoung turned and walked to other end of room and shrugged. “Evil Duke tripped and Oojoung caught him before he fell. Oojoung hopes it doesn’t happen much because Oojoung will be there to help evil Duke every time. Too many door jams in house to count it would be very sad if evil Duke tripped into them all.” Oojoung shot the Duke a toothy grin.

“I doubt that would happen,” Jon said. He was laughing inside but was working hard to keep a stern look on his face.

“He did that on purpose!” Andara said.

“Oojoung sees another door jamb in evil Dukes future as evil Duke is very clumsy,” Oojoung said.

“I am not!” Andara said. “If you touch me again I’ll…”

“Run in to brick wall?” Oojoung said. “That hurt much more.”

Andara just shut up as he reached up and touched the small wound on his forehead.

“Ok, that’s enough,” Jon said. “Duke I want you to contact the King and tell him I would like to speak to him.”

“Why don’t you do it…?” Andara said. It was cut short as his head thumped into a door jamb as Oojoung brushed past him. “OWWW! Stop it!”

“What? Evil Duke stumble again?” Oojoung said.

“Oojoung…” Jon said.

“Oojoung innocent,” Oojoung said as he gave his best smile.

“Andara,” Jon said. “He’ll be more open to talk to me if it comes from you. Do you not think it’s important in light of recent events we all start working together?”

“Not really,” Andara said. This time he was watching Oojoung and stepped away from the doorway. “They attacked you not us. Then there are also the Invaru that seem to be your friends.”

“Ok,” Jon said. “I don’t have time to go round and round with you. Oojoung find a brick wall, I don’t think the door jamb is working.”

Andara paled as Oojoung walked towards him and spoke quickly, “Ok, I’ll do it.”

“Good,” Jon said.

 






Chapter 10


  Occupation

 


 


 


 


Jon stepped off the shuttle on to the deck of Hope Station in orbit of Euthara. That’s what most of the people had started calling it, and the name stuck. Mike, Brad, Bill and Kelly were standing off to one side as he stepped down. Mike and Brad seemed to be in a heated debate with Bill, Kelly was standing back as she watched them going at each other.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Brad said. “Are you crazy or insane?”

“I did what I had to at the time,” Bill said. His arms were casually crossed and his posture was relaxed.

“You burned out the fold engines and half the power conduits in the ship,” Mike said. “It’ll take two days to get it fixed. You’re lucky you brought extra fold engines with you. We don’t have spares here right now.”

“I’m not stupid,” Bill said. “I knew it was going to burn them out, so I brought the replacements. Two days is fine anyway, there’s a few upgrades that need a dry dock to be completed and my engineers will affect the repairs themselves.”

A Eutharan female walked up to Jon and saluted. “I’m Dalliana, Earth’s Revenge's AI. I’m happy to finally meet you Commander Hunter.”

“I didn’t know you were on-line yet,” Jon said as he continued walking towards the four people drawing everyone’s attention. She was very pretty by Human standards. She was dressed in a light blue suit denoting bridge crew and had the bands of a deck officer. Her fire red hair was run through with strands of silver and flowed freely around her. He knew she was a hologram and yet she seemed so real.

“I was the one who made it possible to jump as fast as we could,” Dalliana said. “Thirty second recharge on the fold engines is what burned them out. I had to shut down all systems but life support to do it. Then I force fed the engines the power I needed and we micro jumped across systems to the next fold point.”

“Hrm,” Jon said. He was impressed by what he heard. He would have never thought of doing it. “Impressive, what gave you the idea to do it?”

“You,” Dalliana said.

“Me?” Jon said. “I’ve never done it.”

“You’re right you haven’t done what we did,” Dalliana said. “But, you were the first to use tactical jumps to get out of danger or to change position in a battle quickly. That’s what I did and how I explained it to Captain Hawkins. It’s basically the same thing minus the battle.”

Atlantis appeared next to Jon and saluted as she spoke, “Repairs on the Atlantis are complete.”

“Thank you Atlantis,” Jon said.

“Dalliana,” Atlantis said. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person.”

“You too, Sister,” Dalliana said.

“Could you send me the reports on your micro jump theory?” Atlantis asked. “I’m very curious to see if it could be tweaked some.”

“Of course,” Dalliana said. “Transmitting all information on our micro jumps now.”

“Thank you, if you’ll excuse me we’re leaving the dock to start our long range patrol,” Atlantis said. Atlantis pouted a bit as she said, “I miss you Commander, things just don’t seem the same without you.”

“After everything is settled here, I’ll be back to putting you into danger soon enough. You just be careful out there and don’t have too much fun without me,” Jon said.

“I’ll be careful, Carla is a more than capable Captain,” Atlantis said. “As to having fun, yeah, it’s loads. One long party…” Atlantis disappeared as she waved.

Jon chuckled and Dalliana smiled.

The AI’s could roam freely on the station as long as their ship was docked. They actually helped keep the station operating at top efficiency as the station’s AI wasn’t on-line yet. Mike was waiting on three new cores before he brought them on line. Then there would be three separate AIs; Medical, Engineering and Command and Control.

Jon’s attention was drawn back to the scene he was approaching as Brad spoke.

“You put your entire crew at risk,” Brad said. “The engines could have blown up under the pressure. They’re not made to be run like that.”

“They’re wrong you know,” Dalliana said.

“Maybe,” Jon said. “But, they have a point. It was something that wasn’t tested and could have been potentially dangerous.”

“I was in complete control of everything at all times,” Dalliana said. “I would have aborted if the engines were going to go critical.”

“It was Bill’s call,” Jon said. “I’m not saying he was wrong. If I didn’t trust him he wouldn’t have a command. I’m just interested on how he’ll handle this as he’s my second in command.”

“I see,” Dalliana said. She stopped talking and stood next to Jon to watch the display.

“They’re slag heaps,” Brad said. “Both engines are useless and there are miles of conduit to be replaced.”

“I made a call,” Bill said. “Assistance was needed here immediately. Based on that, what I did was the best option. We have plenty of personnel here and the repairs are minor.”

“Minor!” Brad said. “It’ll take a day or more to complete the repairs on just the engines.”

“At which time the Earth’s Revenge will be on patrol,” Bill said.

“Impossible!” Brad said.

“Not impossible,” Bill said. “The old engines will be removed here at the dock and the new engines will be replaced on patrol. Secondary systems will be rerouted around the damaged conduits. She is still space worthy and able to fight, she just won’t be able to fold.”

“Ok, genius,” Mike said. “How do you plan to move from place to place? It will take you days to move from point to point under normal engines.”

“Hyperspace engines,” Bill said.

Mike and Brad exchanged surprised looks.

“Yes, they’ve been installed and during the twelve hour trip here they were put on-line and spun up,” Bill said. “I’m not completely stupid and I always have a backup plan.”

“Oh,” Mike and Brad said at the same time.

“I knew they were on the plans to be installed,” Brad said. “Last report said they hadn’t been installed yet.”

“They weren’t installed until the trip out here,” Bill said. “So, that report was accurate.”

“Still,” Mike said. “We don’t have spare parts to be tossing around. You need to be more careful.”

“How about you two do what you’re supposed to and find a way to make the engines stand up to this punishment as it might just save someone’s life,” Bill said. “Then you stop trying to dress me down and get back to work. I want the engines on my ship pulled in ten hours so I can get back on patrol. The bulk of the dry dock work will be done by then and I plan on completing the rest of the repairs while on patrol.”

“Hey look,” Brad started.

Bill cut him off and said, “Do I need to really pull rank and make it an order?”

“No,” Brad and Mike said in unison.

“One more thing,” Bill said. “I don’t mind arguing about something when people think I’m wrong. However, doing so in a public place where everyone is watching doesn’t sit well with me. If you want to continue this conversation we can do so in private.”

“Sorry,” Brad and Mike said as one.

“No problem,” Bill said. “We’re friends and I respect your input. Just remember I’m in a command position and confrontations like this can undermine my authority.”

“Afternoon guys,” Jon said.

The small group immediately snapped to and saluted Jon.

“Commander,” they all said.

“At ease,” Jon said. “Mike what's the situation with the Scythe?”

“She was caught mid hull and most of her main systems were damaged,” Mike said. “Repairs are underway and we’re estimating a week or more before we can start bringing systems on-line for testing. We’re taking the opportunity to upgrade most of her systems and install the new weapons the Invaru gave us.”

“The Atlantis has the newer weapons installed already according to the last report,” Jon said.

“That’s correct,” Mike said. “We’re installing the new weapons alongside of the other weapons. Switching between the two systems is computer controlled and instantaneous.”

“What about defensive systems,” Jon said.

“Shields have been tweaked to make it harder for the Crystari weapons to penetrate them,” Brad said. “Sorry to interrupt but that’s my baby. Shields are now running on an inverse frequency and a higher modulation.”

“Which means?” Jon said.

“From the scans and reports the Crystari weapons draw energy from the vessels they hit,” Brad said. “As they do so they get more powerful and the more powerful they get the more energy they draw. This change to the shield systems limits the amount of power they can draw and even pulls some energy from their weapons. The result is their power doesn’t grow as fast or that’s the theory behind the changes. It only takes a few hours to tweak the shields and we’re training people on how to monitor and adjust them while in combat. The data has already been uploaded to all AI and they can also make adjustments if needed.”

“I see,” Jon said.

“I think we should do all adjustments,” Dalliana said. “However, I’ve been over ruled on the matter.”

“Why’s that?” Jon said.

“To allow them to do the adjustments on the fly would take them off other important tasks,” Mike said. “They can do so if the Commanding Officer gives them authorization.”

“Makes sense,” Jon said. “What’s the status of the Titan?”

“She’s been repaired and refit with the new guns and shields,” Brad said. “She left with the Atlantis on patrol.”

“Good and the Invaru fleet?” Jon said.

“Two ships are beyond repair and we’re salvaging parts to fix the other ships,” Brad said. “Out of the six ships one is ready and has left on a separate long range patrol. The other five will join it as they’re repaired.”

“Captain Vaes?” Jon said.

“Recovering quickly,” Andie said as she walked up. “I lost two more people this morning bringing the casualties to over two thousand including Invaru losses. I heard you were here and I thought I would swing by and say hi.”

Jon felt as if the wind had been knocked out of him. He knew the loss of life was going to be high but two thousand? “All those people,” Jon whispered.

“Would have been many more had we not been here,” Mike said.

“What do you mean?” Jon said.

“I’ve reviewed all the recordings of the battle and there were two ground strikes by the Crystari ships,” Mike said. Mike raised his hand and an image of Euthara popped in to existence in the middle of them. “Here and here.”

“That’s the middle of the forest,” Jon said. “Miss fires?”

“No,” Mike said. “I’ve sent some Eutharan personnel down to the sites and there was some type of industrial building there. The sites were crawling with military personnel and it looked like engineers were accessing the damage.”

“Can’t be industrial in nature,” Jon said. “Any industry is forbidden on Euthara.”

“Beats me,” Mike said. “I would need close scans of the sites to figure out what was there and right now that’s not going to happen. My guys barely made it out with their skins intact.”

“Oh, speaking of industry,” Brad said. “The first two factories came on-line yesterday and will be cranking out needed supplies in a few days.”

“Good,” Jon said. “How long until the two light cruisers are finished at Ghost Station?”

“The Chief Engineer says two weeks and two months for the battleship,” Mike said. “However, we don’t have the crew to man them fully.”

“We will,” Jon said. “This Euthara thing will be over by then one way or the other.”

Jon's com beeped and a voice said, “Commander Hunter, incoming call from Euthara from the King.”

“Finally,” Jon said. “Only took the bastard a day. Everyone’s dismissed, I’ll be in my quarters if you need me.” He tapped his com and continued, “I’ll take it in my quarters.”

Brad and Mike saluted and walked away as Bill said, “Jon.”

“I already have your report from Dalliana,” Jon said. “You two go get some rest. I’ll talk a bit more in depth with you later.”

“Ok,” Bill said. “But, I have a question for you.”

“You’ll have to follow me to ask,” Jon said as he started walking off. Bill, Kelly and Dalliana close on his heels.

“Kelly and I want your permission to get married,” Bill said.

Jon stopped in his tracks and stared at Bill and then at Kelly. “Congratulations, though I think you’re both old enough to make that choice.”

“He’s a bit slow isn’t he?” Kelly said.

“Sometimes,” Bill said a grin spreading on his face.

“What?” Jon said.

“As their Commanding Officer they need your permission to marry since they both are under your command,” Dalliana said. “That way you know and give approval if you think there’s no conflict of interest.”

“Oh,” Jon said as his cheeks colored slightly. He made an ‘O’ with his mouth.

“Well?” Bill said.

“I don’t know,” Jon said. “I need to think about it for awhile.”

Bill looked at Kelly as she blinked at Jon in surprise.

“How long Sir?” Kelly said.

“I have so many things going on it might be a few months,” Jon said as he raised a finger and laid it on his cheek.

“How long is a ‘few’?” Bill said.

“Four or five?” Jon said.

“Four or five!” Bill said.

“Ok, four,” Jon said.

“What!” Bill said.

“Alright, since Kelly called me ‘Sir’ I’ll make it two. But, that’s really pushing it,” Jon said.

“You’re insane,” Bill said.

Bill turned to Kelly and said, “He’s insane, how hard is it to decide if someone can get married or not.”

Bill turned back to Jon and said, “Did you fall and bump your head or something?”

Jon couldn’t hold it any longer and busted out laughing.

Bill and Kelly just stared at Jon as if he had lost all his marbles.

Once Jon calmed down he said, “Of course you two can get married. I love you both; you know that. I’ve been waiting for this for a while.”

Bill reached down and grabbed Kelly’s hand as he said, “Good, because you’re performing the marriage.”

“Oh, no I’m not,” a suddenly sober Jon said.

But it was already too late as Bill and Kelly disappeared down a side corridor and Dalliana waved as she disappeared just as fast.

“Not funny!” Jon said.

Jon started for his quarters once again as he muttered to himself.

 


Ten minutes later Jon settled behind his desk in his small office connected to his quarters. He ran his hands through his hair as he prepared to confront the King. He reached up and opened the com channel.

The Kings face filled the screen and he frowned when he saw Jon, “Commander Hunter I’m not accustomed to waiting on people,” the King said.

“I’m not accustomed to having to defend a planet without the support of the people who live there,” Jon said. “I think that makes us even as I have a mess to deal with up here.”

“Of your own making,” the King said.

“They weren’t after us,” Jon said. He wasn’t ready for how fast the discussion had elevated and he attempted to diffuse it and put the King off balance. “How is my bond mate?” Jon knew this question would irk the King and that’s why he asked it the way he did.

The Kings face reddened at the barb but managed to keep his composure as he responded, “Deatra, my daughter, is fine. The Bond thing is yet to be determined as you know.”

“And you know it’s legit,” Jon said. He tapped the side of his head as he continued. “If you pull anything sneaky I’ll know and I promise you that the results won’t be pleasant.”

“If, and that’s a big if, it’s legit then nothing will happen. If I find out it isn’t then I can make the same promise,” the King said.

“Oh, since you look so worried, Duke Andara is fine,” Jon said. “Pleasant man actually, reminds me a lot of you in ways.”

“Good,” the King said. “I assume he’ll be returned shortly as he has duties.”

“Yes, he’s just waiting on the arrival of Deatra. It’s been so long since they've seen each other he’s hesitant to leave before seeing her,” Jon said.

“He can see her here at the palace,” the King said.

“I don’t think it would be safe for him to travel right now. My medical officer says he has a slight concussion. He slipped and ran into a door jamb, twice,” Jon said. “For a graceful man he can be quite clumsy at times. By the time Deatra gets back he should be well enough to travel.”

“Heard you have a missing pilot,” the King said.

Jon didn’t miss a beat as he answered, “Yeah, seems there was a brush up with some Eutharan forces over my Embassy grounds. A few of our pilots went down when we attempted to defend our air space. When we tried to rescue all the pilots, Eutharan and Human, Eutharan ground troops hindered us. We captured several Eutharans in the brief fight that erupted. Would you like me to release your people back to you?”

“They’re not my people,” the King said without missing the meaning or a beat. “They’re most likely rebels. You can do whatever you want with them.”

“Oh, I didn’t know you have a rebel problem,” Jon said. “Now, I’m really worried about moving such an important man as the Duke.” Jon kept backing the King in a corner and thought he had him where he wanted him.

“Were all your pilots recovered?” the King said.

“One is still missing,” Jon said. “We’re searching for her right now.”

“Female?” the King said.

Jon paled as he tried to keep his composure and barely got the words out, “Yes, the pilot is a female.”

“I’ll keep an eye out for any reports and if we find her I’ll send her back to you,” the King said.

Jon let out a small sigh of relief as he said, “Thanks.”

“I have reports there are Invaru in the system and supporting your fleet,” the King said.

“Yes, we have Invaru allies,” Jon said.

“The Invaru are our enemies and I want them out of this system post haste,” the King said. “I’m issuing orders that my ships are to fire on any Invaru ship they see as they’re breaking a treaty.”

“I invited them and if you fire on them while they’re under my protection you’ll have one less ship. That I can promise,” Jon said. “I’m issuing orders that my fleet is to protect the Invaru vessels from all Eutharan hostiles. If you want to keep playing this game I’ll keep playing. I would rather we get along and stop this fighting. I’m here to help you don’t you understand that?”

“I understand you think that’s what you’re doing but you’re interfering in things that you have no right to interfere with,” the King said.

“I suggest you have your fleet dock so we can refit them with the necessary modifications to combat this new enemy,” Jon said. “I’m extending a hand here to help you out.”

“Like I said, they weren’t after us,” the King said. “They followed you and the Invaru here. I don’t need your help in any case.”

“Except the two ground hits on Euthara that happened during the battle,” Jon said. “They took out two industrial sites as far as we can tell. I thought industrial sites were against the law on Euthara.”

“There were no ground strikes during the battle,” the King said. “Rebels attacked two military bases and managed to detonate the ammo caches on those bases.”

“Do you need assistance?” Jon said. “These rebels sound pretty dangerous.”

“From you?” the King said as he let out a small chuckle. “No, we have it under control.”

“I don’t think I have met anyone quite like you,” Jon said.

“I doubt you will ever meet anyone like me,” the King said.

“I hope you’re right,” Jon said. “If I ever met anyone so stuck up on themselves like you are I might have to push them out an airlock. You’re beyond arrogant and you wouldn’t know what was good for you if it reached up and slapped you in the face.”

“You’re pretty arrogant yourself, young man,” the King said. “Thinking you know what’s best for everyone around you and then trying to push yourself on everyone around you.”

“You might be right, but the difference between you and I is that I’m out here and I know what’s going on,” Jon said. “While you, on the other hand, are hiding on your little planet in the ass end of space oblivious to everything going on around you. Not caring to do anything about your people dying off while the universe falls apart around you. I on the other hand choose to do what I can to help those around me. One of these days, very soon, it’s going to reach up and bite you in the ass.”

“My people are doing fine, and I know what’s going on around me,” the King said.

“I would say an eighty percent decline in births isn’t fine,” Jon said.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” the King said. “The birth rate has been increasing. It’s something we closely monitor.”

“You’re either hiding something or have blinders on and can’t see the forest for the trees,” Jon said. “When I get to the bottom of what is happening here you had better hope you’re not involved.”

“Are you threatening me?” the King said.

“No, I’m informing you,” Jon said. “I have the power to make your life miserable, and I have yet to exercise that. Even if you don’t acknowledge it, your planet still falls under the Ga’sahde treaty. That treaty specifically says that no one entity can revoke the treaty. It has to be done by vote by a specially created council. I’ve done my research and you disbanded the council, which is voted in by the people of the planet as a whole, the moment you took the crown. A year later you dissolved the treaty, which is unlawful by its very nature. Which means that you still answer to me and I’m allowing you to play your little game while I figure out what is going on. So, you see, you’re on borrowed time any way you look at it. You keep pushing me, and you’ll find out how much of a pain in the ass I can be.”

“You have no power here, I’m letting you have your little Embassy and play your little games,” the King said. “I’m doing that in the hopes you get bored and go away.”

“I control the space above Euthara and that means I control the air space. I can give a single order and no air craft will leave the ground without being destroyed,” Jon said. “Your ships up here are a joke, Atlantis can take them by herself. If you think I’m pulling your leg just give me the word and I’ll put it all into effect then we can talk. I’m pretty close to being finished with playing games with you. I have much more important matters to deal with, and I’m only doing this to try to get along with you for the sake of Deatra.”

The King sat back and didn’t say a word for a second as he let everything Jon said sink in. “I don’t think you have it in you to do that,” the King said.

Jon arched an eyebrow as he spoke, “Really? You don’t do you?”

“No,” the King said. “You’re weak, and I have all the cards.”

“Do you?” Jon said. “You really want to push this to the next level?”

“Do your worst,” the King said.

“You’re an idiot,” Jon said. Jon reached up and hit the com button on the screen. “Command this is Commander Hunter, institute lock down procedures Alpha one immediately.”

“I’m sorry Sir,” a female voice said. “Did you say Alpha one?”

“Yes, Alpha one,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” the female voice said.

Jon turned his attention back to the King. “You have ten minutes to ground all your fighters or they’ll be shot down. I’m issuing you orders to have all your ships in orbit stand down and prepare to be boarded or they’ll be fired upon,” Jon said. “The princess is to be released right now and transported to the Embassy or I’ll drop a landing party on your front lawn.”

“Once again you have no authority here Commander Hunter,” the King said. “I don’t recognize you or the Ga’sahde.”

“Regardless you have your orders,” Jon said. “I’m going to quell the rebels for you and then there will be an official inquiry about the events taking place on Euthara.”

“Speaking of the Ga’sahde,” the King said.

“Representatives will be landing at the palace momentarily,” Jon said.

“They’re banned under penalty of death from landing on Euthara,” the King said. “Which brings me to my next point, we found one wandering around in the forest and she’s in custody. She’s to be put on trial for crimes against this planet. I warned you what would happen if they landed and got caught.”

Jon's face froze as he tried to make words come out. Rage ripped through him as the King smiled. “You hurt her and it’ll be the last thing you do in this life,” Jon said in hushed tones.

“Oh, I intend to execute her in public,” the King said. “You never know though she could be aboard any ship or fighter and you could kill her by accident.”

Jon hit the com again and spoke quickly, “Cancel that order return to green status.”

“Sir?” the female voice said.

“Just do it!” Jon said as he flipped the com off.

“Good, I’m glad we have an understanding,” the King said. “The Duke will be returned to me by the end of the day and the Titan will be back in Eutharan hands by tomorrow mid day.”

“You’re playing a deadly game,” Jon said. “I assure you that you’ll not win.”

“Oh, I think I will,” the King said. “After the Titan is returned I want you and your people to pull back from this system. Then and only then will I let the Ga’sahde go and we both know who she is.”

“Pick a city,” Jon said.

“The time for games is over boy,” the King said. “Go play savior for someone else.”

“Pick a city,” Jon said.

The King sighed, he didn’t know what game Jon was playing now but since he insisted he chose the worst of the four cities. “Euroth,” the King said.

“Euroth it is,” Jon said. “That city is mine now.”

The King laughed as he spoke, “You can’t win.”

Jon continued non pulsed, “If you harm one hair on my sisters head I’ll kill half the nobles in that city. If Deatra isn’t returned to me by mid day tomorrow I’ll execute one noble every hour until she is. If I run out of nobles I’ll move on to the next closest city and start again until you comply. Eventually all that will be left is you and when I get there you will be next.”

“You don’t have the man power,” the King said.

“We’re already moving into position,” Jon said. As soon as the King named the city Jon transmitted the go codes to Nefeit and Mark and troops were already in motion. “This will not be a long drawn out fight. Oh, and the first noble to die will be the Duke.”

“I’m not playing games,” the King said. “Do as I have said or she’ll be put on trial and die at a public execution.”

“Oh, I’m way past playing games,” Jon said. “Now you get to see me pissed!”

Jon slammed the link closed then grabbed the side of his desk and flipped it over creating a loud crash that brought his guards running to make sure he was ok. He waved them off as he walked out the door and towards the command deck.

 


 


Jon stepped off the transport tube and on to the command deck unannounced. Someone yelled that he was on deck and everyone saluted. Jon stepped up on the command platform next to the current duty officer.

“I have command,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” the young Buranis said.

“Com, get me the Commanders of every Eutharan vessel here,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” a young Eutharan female said.

“Recall all vessels while you’re at it,” Jon said.

“Sir?” the com officer said.

“You heard me,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir, I have the Captains of the Eutharan vessels,” the com officer said.

“Put them all on screen,” Jon said.

Five Eutharan’s popped on the main screen all at once.

“Commander Hunter,” one of them said. “What can we do for you?”

“Surrender,” Jon said.

“What? I don’t think I heard you right,” another Captain said.

“I’m tired of the disrespect you show me as your Prince,” Jon said. “Tactical lock on the that vessel and prepare to fire.”

“Sir?” the Tactical officer said.

“Do I have to repeat myself every time I give an order?” Jon said.

“No Sir,” the tactical officer said. “Locking on the Aduriep.”

“Now, one more time for the slow people out there,” Jon said. “As your Prince I’m ordering you to surrender peacefully.”

“You’re kidding, right?” one of the Captains said a small smile crossed his face.

“Fire,” Jon said.

“Firing,” the Tactical officer said.

Lights flickered behind one of the Captains as sirens came to life. Suddenly it was a bee swarm of activity behind the Captain as reports started coming in. “What the hell?” the Captain said.

“You refuse to help defend your planet and leave us to do all the work,” Jon said. “In doing so you cost thousands of lives because of your inactivity.”

“We were ordered to stand down,” the first Captain said.

“That was a warning shot,” Jon said. “The next will cut through the shields. I’m not joking when I say surrender or die. That choice is yours to make. Most of you know something is wrong on this planet and your people and families are suffering. I’m here to end that suffering and because I’m trying to help, your King has taken my Fiancée and sister hostage. I’m done screwing around here. We have more pressing matters we should be dealing with.”

Four of the Captains along with all the command center crew gasped when they heard that Deatra and his sister were being held hostage. Some because the princess was being held and some because Jon’s sister was. Others gasped because both were. Royalty was allowed to move freely and to hold them hostage was a crime even for the King.

“You,” Jon said, pointing at the only Captain that wasn’t surprised. “You will stand down and surrender your vessel.”

“I don’t recognize your authority,” the Captain said.

“Target his vessel and prepare to fire,” Jon said.

“You wouldn’t dare,” the Captain said.

“I just did,” Jon said. “what makes you think I wouldn’t shoot you too?”

“Sir, the Desmodi is moving to intercept them,” the Tactical officer said. “They’re charging their weapons.”

“I imagine they’re pretty upset to find out their leader is being held hostage,” Jon said. “I suggest you stand down Captain.”

“Again, I don’t recognize your authority or that of the Ga’sahde,” the Captain said.“Desmodi, I’m ordering you to stand down you're in Eutharan sovereign space and…” The communications was cut off as the Desmodi fired on the Eutharan battleship with her forward weapons. On the screen Jon watched as the Desmodi’s weapons punched through the ships forward shields and cut into the hull. Small explosions erupted from the point of impact as the hull plates buckled.

Jon sat down as he spoke, “What about you four? What is your response?”

“We serve Euthara and uphold her laws,” one of the Captains said as the other nodded in agreement. “We all took that oath when we joined the service.”

“I see,” Jon said.

“Therefore, we can’t support the King in his unlawful act and we will do as you request,” the Captain said.

“Then I suggest you make your way here and dock up,” Jon said. “I want you and your crews assembled in hanger Alpha in one hour.”

“As you command, My Prince,” the Captain said.

Beams lanced out from the Eutharan battleship striking the Desmodi with little effect. The Desmodi returned fire striking the battleship mid ship and tearing a gouge in her hull half her length.

“Incoming communication from the Desmodi and the Hazea,” the com officer said.

“Put them on screen,” Jon said as he settled back and relaxed.

Arianna’s face appeared on the screen next to a Eutharan he didn’t recognize. Behind the Eutharan the crew scrambled to extinguish fires as panels erupted in sparks.

“My Lord,” Arianna said. “It’s good to see you well. Would you like us to continue firing?”

“That depends…” Jon said. He was interrupted by a panicked Eutharan

“This is second in command Barle,” Barle said. “The Captain has been relieved of duty and I’m now in command of the ship. We surrender as per your request, please stop firing.”

Sa’oliq stepped on to the command deck with Admiral Gabriel by her side. They both hurried over to Jon’s side, looks of worry on both their faces.

“In that case cease fire, Arianna, and start rescue operations,” Jon said. “Tow her into port and resume your duties. The station crew will pick it up from there.”

“As you wish My Lord,” Arianna said. Both com links closed at the same time.

“What’s going on?” Sa’oliq said. “Are we at war?”

“We’re always at war,” Jon said. “Officially, I haven’t declared war with Euthara.”

“Then what’s all this about?” Sa’oliq said.

“A battle of wills,” Jon said.

“My Lord,” Gabriel said. “I wish to apologize for my previous actions. I have had time to reflect on my actions and I now know that I was wrong. Please accept my apologies, I wish to only serve the Ga’sahde as best as I can. I know that means serving you and my Matriarch. I’m prepared to accept any punishment you feel I deserve.”

“Good, because I need you,” Jon said. “I want you to assume command of the station. The Ga’sahde will be the ‘police’ of this station. You will see to the day to day operations and relations of the people here. You will also have fleet command in this area.”

“Of course, as you wish My Lord,” Gabriel said as he bowed.

“We’re running out of time and because of that this is a necessary move. A bit early but necessary,” Jon said. “Not to mention they have my sister and Deatra held hostage. There is something going on with the King and his crew. I plan on applying pressure until I figure out what that something is.”

“What?! How dare they hold the Matriarch against her will?” Gabriel said. Anger filled his face as he tried to control it.

Sa’oliq gasped as Jon’s words slammed home. “The King’s insane! He has to know that you have the power here. Why would he push the issue if he’s trying to cover something up?” she said.

“That’s what I plan on finding out,” Jon said.





Chapter 11


  A Taste of Things to Come

 


 


 


 


Jon had left the crews of the Eutharan ships in the bay and had their Captains escorted to the main briefing room under guard. Sa’oliq, Gabriel and Andie were already waiting on them when Jon walked in with Nefeit following closely behind him. Nefeit had come up from the surface once the city was secured.

Jon motioned for them to sit as he took the head spot and Nefeit sat close to him on his left. Drovasian Shock Troops stood at various points in the room waiting for any action that could be construed as hostile. Jon’s Royal Guards were arranged behind him in a loose formation. They stood close enough to him and Nefeit that they would be able to shield them both in seconds.

Each Captain bowed to Jon as they took their seat in a sign of respect. Jon still wasn’t convinced they were on board and were doing this more to save their collective asses. It was something Nefeit and he had discussed at length before he decided to go to the Bay where they were all held a few hours later.

He felt more comfortable now that the city was in his hands. It had been a brief struggle as there weren’t many troops stationed there. The city itself was a slum, most of the buildings were falling apart and the docks had long since fallen into the ocean. The people there had almost been thankful that they had arrived and liberated them.

Military Engineers were already in the city and working on plans to bring it back to its former glory. Their first job would be getting the docks back in operation so that fishing could re-commence as the city's primary food source. Then they would work on either restoring buildings or rebuilding the city from the ground up. Ga’sahde, under heavy escort, were already in contact with local rural sub-towns to get the Ixantrax to produce the Ixantrau needed for the reconstruction effort. The engineers wanted to use other materials, but Jon over ruled the idea as he didn’t want to change the city; he wanted it restored to its former glory. The engineers hedged and complained that they didn’t know how to work with the substance. Jon simply told them to find teachers and to learn. He wasn’t here to change the Eutharan’s way of life only to make it better and correct any problems.

The city was very close to the two ground impact sites, and Jon had given orders to secure those sites as well as the city. Surveillance and scouting was underway, and that battle would begin in about six hours or so. Jon knew that the taking of the impact sites would be a lot harder than the city and they were already reinforcing the city with troops and armor. That would free up more troops to move on the impact sites.

Jon looked around the table and then finally spoke, “I don’t think all of you are sincere about this, and that most, if not all of you, are just trying to save your asses. You’re confused as something like this has never happened in your lifetime. I don’t have much time as I’m due somewhere else so I’m getting right to the point.”

A few wide eyes and a few neutral looks from the Captains greeted him from around the table.

Jon continued, “I don’t blame you in the least. You’re between a rock and a hard place and I’m going to tell you it’s not going to get any easier. I’m here to offer my proof that there is something wrong and let you decide what to do. You want to take your crews and leave, fine, do so. Just know one thing; I will not pull any punches next time. Do, you all understand this?”

All the Captains nodded as one. Then Barle spoke up, “What about my Captain?”

Jon shrugged as he said, “Your problem if you decide to leave. If you don’t then I’ll deal with him.”

Barle nodded and said, “Fair enough.”

“First things first,” Jon said. He stood up and started to walk around the table. “Your King abolished a treaty without the proper authorization. The Ga’sahde treaty is something for the people and the planet, and had a special council elected by the people to represent their power here on Euthara. That council was disbanded by the King when he took power and the treaty was dissolved.”

A few of the Captains looked at each other in surprise.

One spoke out, “If it was unlawful and the Council allowed it to happen, then they gave their power to the King to do what he wished.”

Jon stopped behind the Captain that had spoken and grabbed the man’s shoulders and started massaging. He froze as Jon spoke, “Seems that way doesn’t it? However, the way the treaty is written, that can’t happen.”

“They should have contacted the Ga’sahde,” another said.

“I agree, they should have,” Jon said. Gabriel’s mouth opens as if to say something and Jon gave him a look telling him to be quiet. “However, most, if not all of you, know the Ga’sahde have been dormant, and they wouldn’t have been able to respond.”

“Then the treaty was invalid,” the Captain Jon was massaging said.

Jon stopped massaging him and continued his way around the table as he continued speaking, “Even the fact that the Ga’sahde couldn’t respond doesn’t invalidate the treaty in any way, shape, or form. The way it’s written, it is valid until such a time as the Council decides to dissolve it. So, you see, even this doesn’t give any one ruler the power to remove the treaty.”

“So, you’re saying the treaty is in effect still?” Barle said.

Jon nodded as he said, “That’s what I’m saying.”

The Captains all looked at each other. Some with looks of astonishment, a few with looks of contempt.

“This brings me to my next point,” Jon said as he took his seat again. “The King is holding the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde prisoner and is planning on putting her on trial for made up crimes. The judgment has already been passed as far as he’s concerned. She’s to be put to death as soon as the trial is over.”

“Preposterous,” one of the Captains said. He was one of the Captains that had contempt on his face. “The King has no need to make up charges.”

“What charges?” Barle said.

“Murder, going against his eidetic that no Ga’sahde was allowed to land on Euthara under pain of death, treason,” Jon said. He looked around the table to see most of the Captain’s faces were neutral and few even had a smirk on them. “Among others I’m sure.”

“She’s your sister, right?” one of the Captains said.

“Not the point, but yes,” Jon said.

“Oh, I think that’s the whole point,” the Captain said. “You think she’s above any charges. She shot down and killed multiple Eutharan pilots over the forest where they caught her.”

Jon arched an eyebrow.

“Oh, yes I know the whole story,” the Captain said.

“I doubt that,” Jon said.

“She killed two more in the holding cell once they caught her,” the Captain said. “So I can see how murder fits into the equation.”

“Good that’s two less I have to deal with later…” Jon said. Nefeit grabbed his arm and shook her head no.

Two of the Captains let the smiles grow on their face while the rest looked around at each other as if trying to figure the whole thing out.

“I’m sorry,” Jon said. “Yes, I’m upset my sister is a captive and being held against her will. Not only that, but also the fact the King seems bent on executing her. I ask you who here would feel different?”

That seemed to calm the assembled Captains and wiped the grins off the faces of the two Jon had already marked as trouble makers.

“The facts are, her flight group was engaged over my Embassy grounds without provocation,” Jon said. “They were defending themselves and the Embassy territory. The King is also using her as a pawn against me to make me leave before I can help you. If I leave now and never come back he’ll send her to me safely, minus my bond mate that is.

“If you toss in the fact she’s a Princess through my bond with Deatra, now the King is holding royalty against every law set down. Then if that isn’t enough, he refuses to allow Deatra to speak to me or return to my side. Another law he’s breaking by holding my bond mate from me. He’s seems to like laws and rules when it suits him and break them when it doesn’t.”

“A false bond that invalidates your claim to the throne and removes the title of princess from your sister,” one of the trouble making Captains said with a smirk. “That will soon be corrected from what I understand.”

Jon’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the two sitting on the other end of the table. “Just what do you mean by that?”

“Nothing more than the Princess Deatra will soon be free of your influence,” the Captain said.

“First the bond is real,” Jon said. “I have no mental powers and she was the one who bonded to me. Second, if anything happens to her...” Again Nefeit squeezed his arm and gave him a look.

The Captain stood up as he spoke, “You’ll what?” Guards shifted in the room, waiting for any sign of aggression.

“Sit down Captain,” Jon said.

“I’m done with this little farce,” the Captain said. “I’ll take my ship and crew and leave as you said I could.”

“Sit your ass down Captain! I said you could do that after this meeting, and this meeting isn’t over,” Jon said. He stood up and planted both fists on the table top as he leaned towards the Captain.

“You’ve proved nothing here and, as far as I’m concerned, you’re not my Prince and you’re meddling in things you have no right too,” the Captain said he turned towards the door and started to walk to it. “So, I will take my ship and crew and leave this station. You have no right to hold me or my crew. This is an international station and per the laws of this station I can come and go as I please.”

“No you can’t,” Jon said. “I’m lord and master here and I revoked that treaty when I took command of this station. This station and everything on it is ADF property now and you are under my laws. Furthermore, I have every right to hold you. I’m going to hold you and put you on trial and then execute you.”

The Captain stopped and spun around as he spoke, “You have no right to revoke that treaty. It’s was enacted by the ouncil of planets and it takes a member from each race sitting on a council to change any law on this station. I laugh at the thought of you putting me on trial. What crimes am I supposed to have committed?”

“Oh, we’ll start with murder,” Jon said.

“I’ve never killed anyone,” the Captain said.

“You command a vessel and you’ve never had to fight anyone or send someone to their death?” Jon said.

“Well of course I’ve been in battles,” the Captain said.

“Murderer,” Jon said.

“Same could be said for you or anyone else in this room,” the Captain said.

“We’re not talking about anyone but you,” Jon said. “You can’t arrest me as this is my station and I’m the King here.”

The Captain looked around the room for support and found none. The other Captain, that had seemed to be in support of him, looked away when their eyes met. The Captains that were neutral to the whole situation and starting to see the light of what Jon was saying just frowned at him.

“Now for the last time,” Jon said. “Plant your ass in that chair or I’ll have you arrested. The choice is yours to make, but make it quick.”

The Captain hesitated as he tried to decide just how serious Jon was.

“I’m being deadly serious,” Jon said. “Sit your ass down right now!”

If there was one thing Deatra taught him was that authority and being in control of a situation matters in situations like this, especially with the Eutharan people. With his title up in the air it was far more important to press the advantage and show them who was in charge. It was a damned if you do, damned if you don’t situation for them. If Jon was to be the next King and they didn’t do as he said then they would have problems down the road when he took control.

“Fine,” the Captain said as he took his seat again.

“Now to continue,” Jon said as he looked over the table of people. “I think the King and some of his higher ups are the cause of the population decrease. I’m working on finding out what the cause is and if he’s connected.”

“Preposterous!” one the two Captains said.

The other four Captains just looked at each other as if they were considering what Jon was saying. So far everything they heard somehow fit with what they had seen in the past few years since things had gotten worse.

“How dare you accuse the King of anything like this,” the other Captain said.

“Unfounded accusations from someone who has been here for only a month or less. You have no idea what’s going on here…”

“There are four pregnant women on Ghost Station,” Jon said as he cut the Captain off.

“Congratulations,” the Captain said. “What’s so unusual about that?”

“They’re all Eutharan,” Jon said as he watched the reactions around the table. “Two of Deatra’s handmaidens and now two females that wanted to join their bond mates.”

The four that seem to be sided with Jon started whispering among themselves. While the other two Captains clamped their mouth shut so tight their lips turned white.

“We’ve also isolated the cause of the problems,” Andie said as she stared at Jon.

Surprise crossed Jon’s face as he took in what Andie had just said. She hadn’t had time to tell him before the meeting and figured now was as good a time as any. It had taken her whole team two weeks to figure out what the cause was, and now they were working on a cure for it. It didn’t look good from what they had discovered about the contagion so far.

“Please continue,” Jon said.

“Well,” Andie said as she stood up. “We know it only affects the females making them infertile. It works over a prolonged exposure and takes about four months to fully set in.”

“The nanites would stop any foreign substance from taking hold,” one of the two Captains said. “That’s what they’re designed to do.”

“I was getting to that,” Andie said.

“I’m sure you were,” the Captain said.

“How about you shut up and be quiet so we can get this done in timely fashion,” Andie said as she glared at him. “You both are doing nothing but wasting our time here.”

“Just who do you think you are?” the Captain said.

“I’m the person that’s about to drug your ass so all you can do is listen and watch if you and your cohort don’t shut your mouths this instant,” Andie said. “If you don’t believe me say one more word during this meeting.” Andie pulled a hypodermic injector from her pocket and twirled it in the palm of her hand as she gave them the best evil grin she could muster. The Captain’s mouth started to open and Andie arched an eyebrow and took a step towards him. He quickly closed his mouth and crossed his arms as he sat back in his chair his friends followed suit with a pale face.

“That’s what I thought,” Andie said as she pocketed the hypodermic injector. “Now, as was brought up, the nanites can cope with some of the toxins. But, the rate at which they are introduced was high enough that the nanites, after a while, couldn’t cope. Sure, they could protect the person for a month or so but eventually the saturation in the host’s system became too much even for them.”

“Any idea if it is natural or engineered?” Jon said. He was still grinning about the event between Andie and the two Captains.

“Engineered for sure,” Andie said. “It’s a targeted toxin and specifically designed to do its job and nothing else. It looks for specific markers in a host to know if it should attack that host or not. For example, every race, except Humans, are immune to its effects. This is because Humans and Eutharans are very close cousins. We’ve discovered the first stages in all Humans that have been on the planet. Males have much lower levels as the toxin kills itself. Most Eutharan males that have been exposed for a long time show no signs and we’ve actually found markers that tell the toxins to self destruct.

“The effects carry on to the female animals on Euthara because they share enough of the base traits to make the toxin react. At least that’s what we think; it’s possible it was an unintended effect by who ever made the toxin. I think it was engineered to lie dormant in plants and animals as a delivery method to the population except it effected them too. However, that’s just my theory and I can’t prove it.

“One more thing, if a host is removed from the continued contamination the nanites can remove the toxin and the host returns to normal. It seemed to be engineered to do this as if the makers wanted to be able to turn it off and allow nature to take its course once again as if they had some agenda.”

“Interesting,” Jon said.

“Oh, you haven’t heard the interesting part,” Andie said.

“There’s more?” Jon said.

“Not much but we think we have the origin of the toxin narrowed down,” Andie said. “It’s still a large area but it’s a starting point for us.”

“Really, that’s amazing. How did you manage that so quickly?” Jon said.

“By accident,” Andie said. “Your little dust up at Euroth provided us the link. We’re providing medical services and as such we’re running blood work ups. Every person in Euroth has three times the amount of toxins in their system as found anywhere else. So, one of the delivery systems is in or around there.”

“What do you mean ‘one of the delivery systems’?” Jon said as he arched his right eyebrow. “You think there are more?”

“Probably, the planet is pretty large. and I think it would take more than one delivery system,” Andie said. “We’re working on something to counteract the toxin, but we’ve been coming up empty. It’s rather hardy and seems to alter itself to counteract anything we do to combat it. That’s one of the reasons we’re leaning towards it being engineered and not natural. Everything we’re learning about it screams molecular engineering. If we could figure out what it was before it was turned into what it is now we might be able to design something to stop it.”

“Or if we find out where it’s being produced we can stop it that way too,” Jon said as he leaned back and stared at the two now silent Captains. “You all can draw your own conclusions on what is happening on Euthara now that you know as much as we do. I beg you all to look at all the facts we have presented, then do a bit of your own investigation and draw your own conclusions.”

“Very interesting finds. I would like a couple days here with access to all your data so that I can come to a conclusion,” Barle said. “Although, I don’t know what difference we can make as we’re only starship Captains and have no real authority.”

“I’m not here to kill Eutharans,” Jon said. “I’m here to help your people, and if all of you can see there’s something going on, then I know I’m on the right track. It also means I don’t have to worry about a fight up here. Then you can report your findings to your higher ups, do more investigation and report on up the chain. Maybe we can make progress together and fix what’s wrong here. I don’t know if the King and the Royal Court are involved or not, but I’m prepared to cross that bridge when I get there.”

One of the two Captains decided to speak up. He was eying Andie warily when he spoke as if waiting for her to make a move. “You’re asking every Captain at this table to switch allegiance to you and away from the King. That is a treasonous act and punishable by death to any involved, including you.”

“Only if I’m found not to be bond mate to Deatra,” Jon said as he smiled. “Which I’m sure the King will see it’s invalidated. Even if something goes wrong, everyone here would be a part of the ADF and would have a home. I’m not in the habit of leaving people hanging out to dry.”

“You’re forcing a situation on the King so that he’ll have to choose one way or the other on your status as an heir,” Barle said. “The only way he can touch you is if he finds you bonded.”

“True and that also creates a problem for him as, if I die, so does Deatra his daughter,” Jon said. He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair.

“You’re playing a dangerous game,” Barle said.

Jon said, “Maybe, but so are the King and his court. If he’s responsible, or someone in the royal court is, they’re guilty of genocide. He’s practically doing that with the Ga’sahde anyway. He’s opening up Euthara to any and all scavengers in the galaxy if he continues this silly rejection of them.”

All the Captains nodded, even the two who seemed opposed to Jon.

“I don’t want you to take at face value everything that has been said here. All medical and military references will be available to all of you while you decide. This includes the flight recorders of my fighters and your fighters where my sister was downed,” Jon said as he leaned back towards the table and unfolded his arms. “I even have access to the data collected by the traffic control on Euthara. You’ll see everything about that fight is as I said it happened. I have nothing to hide or anything to lose here. Your people have everything to lose, and some of your people have plenty to hide. All I’m asking is for you take a look at what I have said and the data I have provided and then make a choice.”

The Captains all looked at each other and nodded.

“Good this meeting is over for now. My people have already shown your crews to their temporary living quarters,” Jon said as he stood up. “These guards will show you to your quarters with your crews and I’ll make arrangements for you to have access to all the information you need. You will also have permission to contact any resources you need on Euthara. I’ll give you some time to look it over and then we’ll meet back up and you can choose what you want to do.”

The Captains rose as one and each gave Jon a bow before they started for the door.

“One last thing gentlemen,” Jon said. They stopped and look back at Jon. “Your freedom on this station is at my discretion. Any hostile act will put your crew on lock down along with you and will be met with deadly force. I’m not going to play games with my people and their lives or the lives of anyone on this station. Is this understood?”

They all nodded and left one at a time under the escort of their guards.

Jon looked around at the people left as he spoke, “So?”

Gabriel was the first to speak, “I think four of them for sure. You could see it in their eyes that they knew something wasn’t right. One of the two hostile Captains maybe, the other one will oppose you. He knows what’s going on and he doesn’t like the fact you’re trying to stop it.”

“I don’t understand what is so important about these men,” Sa’oliq said. “Why not just hold them until it’s all over?”

“Every Captain that was here today represents a Royal on Euthara,” Jon said. He sat down as he spoke and took Nefeit’s hand in his. “Those Royals are a part of the Royal Court on Euthara. They’re the only ones allowed to have a fleet. Granted they don’t control much of a fleet but they have power in the courts. If we sway them to our side then we might gain access to information we need as our support grows.”

“What about the two Captains who seem to oppose you?” Sa’oliq said. “What are you going to do about them?”

“Depends on what they say or do,” Jon said. “The Captain that was fully opposed to everything said here is in the employ of Grand Duke Harmequ. From what I know of this Harmequ he’s power hungry and will do almost anything to forward his goals on Euthara. He seeks the crown for his family and it’s no secret he does so. If there is one Royal I think is in the thick of it, it’s him.”

The other is a lesser Duke and he’s not about power, he’s more about truth. He’s somewhat shunned in the Kings inner circle. He’ll probably be more likely to accept the truth if we can get it to him. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a supporter of the King and country, and it will be hard for him to take sides against them. However, if he sees the proof of what’s going on, I think the country will come before the King.”

Anyway you look at it though we will need more support here. I would like to bring the four Eutharan females who are pregnant back here to Euthara so people can see for themselves. There’s just something about seeing something for yourself that makes it easier to believe.”

“I don’t know what effect the toxins will have on them and their unborn children,” Andie said. “I don’t know if that would be such a good idea.”

“That’s why they will stay on the station here and not be allowed to go to the surface of the planet,” Jon said.

“Still I don’t know,” Andie said.

“Can something be built to detect this toxin and maybe filter it out of the air?” Jon said as he looked at Andie.

“Yeah, I guess something could be built to do the filtering,” Andie said. “The detection could be done by normal scanners. It’s easy enough to configure them to detect the toxin.”

“Get with Brad and Mike and see what you can come up with,” Jon said. “I’m going back down to the city to see how progress is coming along.”

“Is that wise?” Sa’oliq said. “The King by now is going to be hot for your head.”

“I’m not afraid of him,” Jon said. “If he wants me, he can come get me. I’m going to have Oojoung go on a mission for me, and I would rather tell him about it in person.”

“Terri?” Gabriel said.

“Of course,” Jon said. “There’s no way I’m going to leave her in the King’s hands. He took off the gloves when he forced Deatra to bend to his will and go to the palace. Then he swung the first punch when he attacked us and then took my sister hostage. If he wants a fight then he’ll get a fight, and I fight dirty. I can promise you that if he hurts one hair on her head I’ll skin him alive.”

“Do you think it’s wise to provoke him?” Sa’oliq said.

“I don’t care if it is or isn’t,” Jon said. “I pretty much have an idea of what’s going on here and I’m not going to let these people suffer anymore. There are a few more things to figure out, but I have a pretty good grasp of what’s going on.”

“You think the King is behind what’s going on?” Gabriel said.

Jon nodded slowly as he locked his eyes on Gabriel and spoke, “One way or the other, he’s behind what’s going on here. He might not be a willing participant, but right now that doesn’t matter to me. I can worry about that later once the truth is out and the people here are safe.”

“I’m not worried about the toxin as the effects are reversible,” Andie said. “I’m more worried about you and what the people behind it might have planned for you. If the ADF loses you, I don’t know if it would be able to continue.”

“The ADF will survive with or without me,” Jon said. He swung his chair to look out at Euthara through the large observation window in the room. It was almost calming watching the silvery clouds move across the surface. “Your brother is more than ready to step up into my position and then there’s Vaes, Gilas and all of you to help support him.”

“You under estimate yourself,” Sa’oliq said. The others nodded in agreement. “You’re the one who has brought the current members of the ADF together. You’re the one who holds it together and has brought hope to the Universe for the first time in over three hundred years. You found a way to bring back a key to making the various races work together and not against each other. Without you none of this would have happened. Now you’re about to save one of the most important races this Universe has ever known.”

“I don’t know about all that,” Jon said. “I think anyone could have done it. If it hadn’t been me it would have been someone else. I’m just someone who got forced into a situation and has had to make do with what I’ve been given. As far as the Eutharan people, I don’t know how important they are or aren’t. I just see a people in need, and I am going to help them as best I can.”

“And that is what makes you the perfect choice for the job at hand,” Gabriel said. He stood up and clasped his hands behind his back and started a small pace on the far end of the table. “I was sure you were someone who was just using the people around you to gain any foot hold you could…”

Gabriel paused as Jon swung back around and interrupted him, “Of course I’m using the people around me it’s not something I’m trying to hide. I use people to do what I think is right and good for everyone else around them.”

“Not what I was saying,” Gabriel said as he continued. He stopped and faced Jon a slight grin on his face. “I meant you were in it to push your own power as far as you could and do what you needed to do to secure yourself in a leadership role. I explained this to the Matriarch and a few of the Ga’sahde council. Each and every one of them told me to look back over all the records from the time of your arrival until that minute and then make up my mind.”

“There are records of everything I’ve done?” Jon said. His face showed his surprise at the revelation.

“Of course, and being Ga’sahde we have access to those records,” Gabriel said. “It’s not complete, mind you, however every major event has a recording and has been documented. Going through all that, I discovered that almost every action you had taken was to protect someone. You hadn’t gone out to conquer anything or force races to see things your way or else face your wrath. It opened my eyes and made me understand what was going on in the grand scheme of things. You weren’t trying to accomplish anything except protect your people and those around you. That is why I apologized and have accepted that you’re the prophesized one the ancient texts speak of.”

Jon rolled his eyes at the mention of the prophecy. “All right let’s get back to work, meeting is adjourned.”

The com beeped just as Jon finished.

“Jon here,” Jon said.

“Sir, Captain Anders is requesting your presence on the surface. They have a situation that needs your attention,” a female voice said.

“Put him through,” Jon said.

The com clicked as Mark’s voice came through, “Jon?”

“What’s going on Mark?” Jon said.

“We have massive troop movements headed for the city,” Mark said. “It looks like twice the current forces we have deployed. The Eutharan’s have reinforced the surface strike areas and are digging in as we speak. It’s getting nasty here and really fast.”

“I want you to hit the surface strike areas before they can do something to it,” Jon said. “We need to be able to investigate the site. That is your priority right now.”

“What about the city?” Mark said. “We have a lot of people relying on us here. We’ve shown them a glimmer of a better life, and they have been quick to lend a hand. Even the surrounding tribes have begun moving back into the city and are helping rebuild.”

“Really?” Jon said. “Things are going that well?”

“Yup,” Mark said.

Jon tapped Nefeit on the arm and made a motion towards the com as he spoke, “Nefeit is deploying more troops as we speak. They’ll secure the city as best as they can until they can be reinforced. I’ll double air support in that area.”

“Alright, we’re going to move out then and assault the primary target and secure it for your arrival,” Mark said.

“Ok,I’m on my way now,” Jon said. He stood up and Nefeit, still talking into her com, followed suit as Jon left the room. “Control, have a shuttle prepped for my departure. Contact the Atlantis and have her make ready for my arrival.”

“She’s currently on patrol Sir,” the female voice responded. “Do you want me to recall her?”

“Yes, recall her,” Jon said. “I’m going to the surface and I’m placing Gabriel in command of the station, Sa’oliq will be his acting second in command.”

“Aye Sir,” the female voice said.

“Well, here we go again,” Jon said as he gave Nefeit a lopsided grin.

“Oh shit,” Nefeit said.

 






Chapter 12


  Surprise Arrival

 


 


Jon stepped on to the bridge of the Atlantis and let out a small sigh of happiness as he looked about. Everyone on the bridge stood and gave him a salute. Nefeit squeezed his arm and smiled at him. Atlantis appeared in front of Jon as Carla stepped up to him and gave him a smile.

“The ship is yours, Sir,” Carla said.

“Thanks Carla,” Jon said as he gave her a smile in return. “I would like you to take command of the secondary bridge. Once this is over I would also like you to report to me. I have a few things to discuss with you.”

“As you wish Captain,” Carla said. She turned to Nefeit and said “Ma’am, if you both will excuse me.”

Nefeit’s face brightened, it was the first time someone had addressed her as such and with respect and it made her feel good.

Jon leaned over and gave Nefeit a small peck on the cheek as Carla left. “Don’t act so surprised,” He said in a quiet voice that only Nefeit and maybe Atlantis could hear. “Our people know what you have been doing, and their respect for you is growing. Even Sa’oliq said she might have judged you and your people too harshly.”

Nefeit’s eyes widened in surprise.

“The changes you have initiated in your people are becoming known, and the other races are looking at the Drovasian in a different light for the first time,” Jon said.

Atlantis made a small sound like she was clearing her throat.

“Atlantis, you look wonderful,” Jon said as he looked up at her and smiled. He began walking towards the command chair with both ladies in tow.

“That’s impossible,” Atlantis said. “My avatar hasn’t changed since you have last seen me.”

“Really?” Jon said. He stopped and inspected her for a brief second. “Maybe it’s the uniform then.”

“Can’t be it’s the same…” Atlantis said.

Nefeit interrupted her, “Atlantis, you need to learn to take a compliment. Jon is just very happy to see you.”

“Oh,” Atlantis said as she made a small ‘O’ with her mouth.

Jon flashed a sly look as he grinned at Atlantis.

“I thought…” Atlantis said. Then she changed her tone as Nefeit gave her one of those girl looks that only they can do. “In that case, thanks, I’m happy to see you too, Sir.”

Jon let out a small chuckle as he sat down in his chair. “All stations, report,” Jon said.

“All stations report ready. I’m ready to get underway as soon as the last of the troops are loaded,” Atlantis said. “All systems check out and are standing by for your orders.”

Jon raised an eyebrow as this wasn’t something he was expecting.

“It’s something Carla started to help speed up things,” Atlantis said. “Engineering modified the program at all stations. They can now show green or red depending on if they’re ready or not. It makes getting underway a bit quicker and they’re able to report directly to me any problems they’re having with status updates.”

“Interesting,” Jon said. “How long until the last of the troops are loaded.”

After a very brief pause Atlantis responded, “Two minutes.”

“Very good,” Jon said. “So, since we have a bit of time anything else I need to know about?”

“No, everything runs pretty much the same as when you were last here, that is the only change,” Atlantis said.

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Good change, have it pushed out to all other ships in our fleet ASAP.”

“Yes Sir,” Atlantis said. “Mind if I ask a question?”

“Shoot,” Jon said.

“How is Deatra?” Atlantis said. “We haven’t heard much, just bits and pieces.”

Jon tapped the side of his head as he spoke, “So far she’s ok, a bit unhappy but unharmed.”

“Good to know,” Atlantis said. “And how is Commander Terri?”

“That is a different matter,” Jon said as his face darkened. “The King wants to play games and I’m not going to play how he wants to play. As far as I know she is unharmed and is protected by her Princess status. If the King is able to lift that then I’m afraid things might not go well for her.”

“You mean things will not go well for her captors,” a new voice said behind Jon.

Jon spun his chair around to look at the new comers. Standing behind him were four Ga’sahde dressed in a type of armor Jon had never seen. It looked like an updated version of the battle armor they used. There were slight differences between the two, but not enough to set them apart, at least on the outside. “You are?” Jon said.

All four knelt and pressed their right fist in to the carpeted floor and bowed to Jon. “My apologies, My Lord,” the closest Ga’sahde said. “I’m Ohaski, we were ordered to the Atlantis by the Matriarch before she was captured. She said we were to assist and protect you in any way we can.”

“I have enough guards,” Jon said as he waved them off.

“She said you would say that,” Ohaski said. “She also told us we were to ignore it and proceed as ordered. So, Sir, I’m afraid you’re stuck with us.”

“Fine,” Jon said. He knew it was a losing proposition so he decided to cut through all the complaining and such. He had much more important things to do and time was getting short. “You’ll be the first Ga’sahde besides my sister to step foot on Euthara. What I expect you to do is your job. Bring any people you need with you. You have one minute to get them here.”

“It’s already done,” Ohaski said. “We have four hundred Ga’sahde warriors aboard and thirty or so Councilors. All escorts have been assigned to the Councilors and all things are prepared for their arrival.”

“I’m impressed,” Jon said. “However, I didn’t think the Ga’sahde had a warrior caste.”

“We’re all trained in self-defense and we have a small army that can assemble in the time of need,” Ohaski said. “How else could we defend our system and temples?”

“Makes sense,” Jon said. “You’ll be in charge on the ground until Commander Arianna arrives. She will then take command of the Ga’sahde on the ground. I’m going to warn you right now, and you need to get this clear. The Ga’sahde are not to go anywhere without escorts. There are people on Euthara that can and will execute them on sight. Is this understood?”

“Yes Sir,” Ohaski said. “It will be as you say.”

“Now if you’ll excuse me,” Jon said.

Ohaski saluted and bowed slightly as he said, “As you wish.”

Jon turned his chair back around as he said, “Status?”

“All green, all troops are on board and accounted for,” Atlantis said.

“What is the final count?” Jon said.

“Four thousand four hundred troops and just over two thousand support troops,” Atlantis said. “We also have three hundred fighter pilots and ships aboard waiting to be deployed.”

Jon let out a low whistle and then said, “How did we manage that? That’s twice what I thought we would have.”

“The Invaru ships here helped with people and equipment,” Atlantis said. “The Drovasian ships en route to us sent people ahead of them. The rest of them are from the ships currently here. Admiral Breq is due to arrive in one day and has said they have an additional one thousand troops that can be deployed at your request when he arrives. The Ga’sahde at Ghost Station are reporting another two thousand troops can be dispatched to our location in a day and can arrive here a day after dispatch. Sa’oliq has messaged her people and they’re sending an additional eight thousand troops and equipment. We’ve also had messages from other races that are sending envoys here to see if what they hear is true that the Ga’sahde are back. Most of them want to see you once they arrive and then would like to talk to the Matriarch afterwards.”

“That will be a bit more difficult than they think,” Jon said.

“Sir, there is a communication from Euthara Command for you,” the Com officer said.

“Put it through on the main screen,” Jon said.

A young Eutharan wearing the insignia of a captain appeared on the screen.

“What can I do for you Captain?” Jon said.

“You can remove you troops from the two impact craters,” the Captain said.

Jon stood up and glared at the young Captain as he said, “Excuse me? Is that how you address a Prince?”

“Lets get one thing straight,” the Captain said. “You are not my prince.”

Jon reached over and disconnected the com link as he sat back down.

“Sir, they’re hailing us again,” the Com officer said.

“Is it the same person?” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” the Com officer said.

“He can wait,” Jon said. “Atlantis, secure all stations and prepare to depart. You now have control.”

“Aye Sir,” Atlantis said. “One quarter speed ahead. Deploying secondary stabilizers and plotting entry vector. Recalling all whiskers and preparing for planet fall.”

Atlantis began to move towards Euthara’s upper atmosphere as a slight glow developed on her shields from the friction.

“Increasing thermal shielding and spinning up atmospheric engines,” Atlantis said. Atlantis began to shake as she hit turbulence from the atmosphere.

“Increasing secondary stabilizers to eighty percent to compensate for atmospheric turbulence,” Atlantis said. In seconds the shake was gone as Atlantis broke through the upper atmosphere.

Atlantis being able to enter an atmosphere was something that Jon and his small command crew had kept under wraps until now. Several of the bridge crew gave each other looks as they tried to understand what was going on.

“You have got to be shitting me,” the Tactical officer said.

“Not in the least,” Jon said as he flashed the officer a big grin. “Just sit back and enjoy the ride.”

Atlantis gave the officer a wink as he glanced back at Jon and said, “Yes Sir!”

“Anti-grav pods on-line and fully energized,” Atlantis said.

“Atlantis make our course over the main city slow and steady,” Jon said. “Bring all point defense batteries on-line and set a perimeter of two miles in all directions. Connect me to that yahoo in Euthara command.”

“Adjusting course,” Atlantis said. “Routing controls back to Tactical stations.”

“Controls on-line and responding,” Tactical said.

“Scramble fighter pilots and have them stand by,” Jon said.

“Sir, I have Euthara Command on the com,” the Com officer said.

“Put him through on the main screen,” Jon said. A different and much older officer appeared on screen. His rank insignia showed him to be a Captain in the Royal Guard.

“Atlantis, this is Euthara command,” the older Eutharan said. “Your current course takes you over the Capital. I’m ordering you to change course immediately or you will be shot down.”

“Excuse me Captain?” Jon said. He stood up and stepped forward. “I’m well aware of our course. It will not be changed and furthermore any attempt to approach this vessel will result in immediate retaliation.”

“Configuring for atmospheric flight,” Atlantis said. A groan echoed through the ship as it began its transformation. Two large wings separated from the hull and locked themselves into a position to aid in atmospheric flight. Even though they weren’t really needed and everything could be controlled by the thrusters. They gave the Atlantis more maneuverability while she was in an atmosphere. The large sub-light engines shut down as power was rerouted to the atmospheric engines. Several collectors opened up across the hull to allow fresh air to circulate through the ship. They were constantly monitored by several systems to make sure the air was breathable and pure. The air was then pushed through a special filter to remove any biological and organic contagions. Jon knew that this would expose the crew to the unknown toxin if the filters weren’t able to trap the toxin and remove it. However, since it wasn’t long lasting and everyone on board would be exposed anyway he didn’t see much harm in it.

“My Prince, this just isn’t allowed,” the Captain said.

“Yeah, well, neither is the kidnapping of my wife and my sister,” Jon said. “You have until we reach Euroth to withdraw all troops and personnel from the two impact craters.”

“We’re currently executing rescue procedures and…” the Captain said.

“You will pull your troops back and we will continue the rescue procedures,” Jon said. “I’ll personally make sure they receive proper medical treatment and arrive home safely.”

“Entering the edge of the Capital, Sir,” Tactical said. “They have fighters in the air but they’re keeping their distance. Ground batteries are targeting us and tracking us.”

“What is the threat level from the ground batteries?” Jon said.

“Very low,” Atlantis said. “It would take them a very long time to push through our shields. They’re meant to be used for long range firing; something that is close reduces their power substantially. Even if we were taking fire in orbit it would take them a while before they could do any real damage to me.”

“Good, slow to one eighth speed,” Jon said. He looked up at the tactical hologram in the center of the bridge as he watched the dozen or so fighters shadowing the Atlantis at a safe distance.

The Captain once again drew Jon’s attention as he spoke, “You will withdraw your ship.”

“You don’t want a fight over the capital city do you?” Jon said. “Do you have anything on the ground that can even punch a hole in the shielding of a Battle Cruiser?”

“Our ground batteries are already tracking your movement and we’re prepared to open fire,” the Captain said.

“I’ll ask you again,” Jon said as he reached up to a screen floating next to him and hit a few buttons on it. “Do you have anything on the ground I need to be worried about? I mean you don’t have anything in orbit that’s a threat. So, I’m guessing you’re just as equally castrated here on the ground.”

The Captain sputtered as he tried to form words, his face growing red at the insult.

“The King is on com asking to talk to the Captain of the ship,” the Com officer said.

“Put him up next to the Captain here,” Jon said.

The Kings face flashed up on the screen next to the Captain. When the King saw it was Jon he reached up and rubbed his temples and said, “I should have known it was you.”

“Nice to see you too, Your Majesty, and yes, you should have - who else could it be?” Jon said. “Or are you expecting company that I should be aware of?”

“You’re becoming more trouble than you’re worth you know that, Captain Hunter,” the King said.

“Well, thanks for the compliment,” Jon said as he gave a slight bow. “Glad I could be of service.”

“Why can’t you just go away and leave us alone? We don’t want your help, don’t you get it?” the King said.

“What you mean to say is that ‘You’ don’t want my help,” Jon said. “The people of Euroth have welcomed my help and my people with open arms, including the Invaru that are part of the ADF.”

“Only because they’re the scum of our society,” the King said. His face showed the disgust he had for the people of Euroth.

“Are they still not your subjects? Do they not still live by your laws and have rights under those laws?” Jon said.

“Barely,” the King said.

“You collect taxes from them,” Jon said. “You even tax their crops and exports to the other cities. Yet you don’t have the same health and rebuilding funds available to them that your other cities do. Can you explain to me how this happened?”

A shocked looked crossed the Kings face briefly.

“Oh yes,” Jon said as he let a large grin cross his face. “I’ve done some digging around since we’ve been in control of the city. The records and accounts for all taxes are quite complete with names and dates of the orders and collection agents. Some of those people live in the city and are waiting for my arrival as we speak.”

“You have no right…” the King said.

Jon slammed his fist down on the railing in front of him. The railing shivered from the blow and Jon thought he felt a bone in his hand snap. “I have all the right! The Euthara crown is responsible for all back funding that Euroth is owed and I will make sure it is settled,” Jon said as his face turned red as anger set in. “I carry the title of House Primus of the Ga’sahde it’s time you recognized that right! As much as I hate forcing titles down people’s throats, it gives me a certain type of deep pleasure to do it to you! I will get answers to my questions and the Matriarch will be returned to me along with my soon to be wife or heads will roll. I’m calling the Council back to order at this time.”

The King laughed and slammed his fist into the table in front of him as he did so. He reached up and wiped a tear from his eye as his laughter subsided. “How many times do I have to tell you that you and the Ga’sahde carry no weight here. Your threats are empty and without sustenance. The Council is no more and has been disbanded for years. You don’t make the laws here, I do, and while you’re here, you and your people are subject to those laws.”

“I have nine of the original eleven members of the Council already,” Jon said. He was watching the face of the King as he spoke. “It was something I started working on when I first learned you had unlawfully disbanded them. They seemed quite happy to be returning to their former status and they’re convened and in session right now as we speak.”

“You don’t have all the members,” the King said. His face was a mask and it showed how hard he was trying to hide his surprise and fear at the news.

“According to the treaty only half the members are needed to make a ruling,” Jon said. “That would be five and a half members, I have nine. More than enough to get done what is needed to get done.”

“It changes nothing,” the King said. “The Matriarch’s trial will continue and the investigation of your bonding with my daughter will proceed. The Council has no power here and they can make whatever decisions they want. They’re nothing but a bunch of old has-beens”

“Let me assure you that your head will be the first to roll if my sister or wife are harmed,” Jon said.

“You keep saying that,” the King said. “Yet, I see no action from you except you taking one of the smallest cities on Euthara.”

“Quiet easily I might add,” Jon said.

“Of course it was easy,” the King said as he let out a small laugh. “I let you take it. I pulled all my troops back and allowed you to take it off my hands.”

“You think this is some type of game,” Jon said.

“No, I think you’ll restore the city to its former glory and when you’re done doing that I’ll take it back,” the King said. “You’ll do all the hard work for me. Your time here on Euthara is close to its end, Mr. Hunter.”

“Oh?” Jon said.

“Yes, you’re not the only one who can plan and plot,” the King said. “I’ve been doing it for over half my life. I was taught by the best the Eutharan people have to offer, war is nothing new to me. From what I understand, it’s something very new to you.” The King made a motion with his hand to someone off screen and gave a slight nod. “Things are about to get very interesting for you from this point forward. I think we’re done here Captain.”

“One thing,” Jon said. He gave the King a sly grin as he spoke.

“I don’t see how anything you have to say will change anything here,” the King said.

“I positioned the Atlantis over the Capital for a reason,” Jon said. “Com we have no more need for the Captain there you can close that com-link.”

The Captain faded from view as the King spoke, “Really? What are you going to assault the Capital now?”

“No, I was transmitting to the general population,” Jon said. “I think they have a right to know what is going on and by doing so from the Capital I was able to tap into the planetary net and send it to every city.”

The King paled slightly and glanced off screen and then quickly returned his gaze back to Jon. The look was something of a cross between surprise and a look like he was ready to kill Jon. “I don’t know how you got past our security but this will change nothing,” the King said.

“I have my ways,” Jon said. He turned his back to the screen as he walked back towards the command chair. He gave Atlantis and Nefeit a brief smile of triumph. He removed the smile as he turned and faced the screen once more and took his seat. “Now that the people know some of the facts about what is going on here they can make their own choices as to how they want to live. The Ga’sahde Council for Euthara will be meeting in less than a week in a secret location. I’m going to invite you to attend or to send a representative in your place. They will be making the final ruling about the Ga’sahde treaty.”

“That matter is already settled,” the King said. “I told you the treaty…”

“Is in effect until such a time as the Council makes a ruling otherwise,” Jon said. “You and I both know you don’t have the power to revoke the treaty. If even one Ga’sahde is harmed on the surface of Euthara there will be major repercussions for you. You’re the King of this planet and ultimately responsible for everything that goes on. You want to make my life difficult, I can make yours even more so. My sister will be released and Deatra will be allowed to choose if she wants to stay there or return.”

“Deatra has expressed her want to stay with us for a bit longer,” the King said. “As far as your sister, she’s a prisoner of war. You and I both know any Ga’sahde in a combat position is not diplomatically exempt.” The King let a smile cross his face. “I’m willing to concede your other points and wait for the ruling of the Council. I’ll be sending a representative in my place though. I believe you have him staying with you already.”

Jon knew the King was only doing this to save face. Nothing the man was saying was heartfelt and the King was delaying so he could plan his next move. The King choosing the Duke as his representative put Jon in a spot as he would have to let the Duke go and what little bit of leverage he had, if any, would be gone.

“I can accept that,” Jon said. “I’ll make sure the Duke is there to represent your interests at the Council. I’ll contact my people and have them allow free communication between you both.”

A surprised look crossed the King’s face and a smile crossed his lips at the same time.

“Of course all transmissions will be monitored and delayed by thirty seconds or so,” Jon said. Jon returned the King’s smile as the King’s smile faded. “The delay is for the security of my people on the surface of course. I hope you understand the reasons behind this, as I wouldn’t want any sensitive information to leak out by accident.”

“Of course,” the King said. His tone betrayed his understanding as disappointment at a missed opportunity passed him by.

“I’m going to appoint Deatra my voice on the council and of course the Matriarch will have to be there,” Jon said. He allowed the King a small victory only to snatch it away in the blink of an eye. Jon knew he had to keep the King off balance and by allowing him small victories and then putting him off balance by removing the victory was the best way he knew to do it.

“Impossible!” the King said. “The Matriarch is a prisoner of war and Deatra’s interests lay with the Eutharan people.”

“Deatra’s interests lay with what is best for everyone,” Jon said. “If she thinks the removal of the treaty is right then I’ll stand by her side. As far as the Matriarch…”

“Your sister,” the King said.

“My sister or not she’s the Matriarch and must be present for a Council meeting such as this,” Jon said. “It’s part of the treaty laws and she is allowed to be there to defend why the treaty must be kept in place. Without her, there can be no meeting for the removal of the treaty and that means the treaty will stay in effect. I’ll also push to have the terms immediately forced back into the main stream laws.”

“You can push all you want,” the King said. “I’ve told you many times I’m the final authority here.”

“You think you’re the final authority here,” Jon said. “The Ga’sahde is the only thing keeping you alive. If you continue fighting the Ga’sahde at every turn, I’ll simply gather up my sister and wife and I’ll pull all Ga’sahde support from this planet and system. Then I’ll transmit to every known race that Euthara no longer has the support of the Ga’sahde and they will fall on you like a pack of ravenous animals. You’ll be screaming for help in under a month and at that time I can’t honestly say the Ga’sahde will be receptive. You’re effectively pointing your ship at a black hole and giving the order for full speed ahead.”

“Gather up your sister and my daughter,” the King said. “If you think it’s so easy why haven’t you done so yet?”

Jon didn’t miss the fact that the King had called Deatra his daughter and not Jon’s wife even though technically they were married under the laws of Eutharan bonding. This was something else he had found out while here on Euthara. Once bonded a pair was considered married by law and the marriage ceremony was just that a celebration of the bonding. It was something Jon was holding in reserve in case he needed to use it.

“As far as I know there’s no need to do such a thing,” Jon said. “I’m content to wait until I stand in the courtyard of the Capital to get them back.”

The King laughed as he spoke, “You think you’re going to stand in this courtyard?”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Of course, it’s inevitable.”

“The only way you’ll stand here is in chains for all your criminal acts,” the King said. “It’s a day I look forward too.”

“I think you have that backwards,” Jon said. “Think about what I’ve said and contact me when you’re ready to deal. Until then I’ll make the arrangements for you to contact the Duke. You will pull your troops out of my city and from the surrounding area or it’s going to get very messy.”

Jon didn’t wait for a response as he cut the connection and sighed. The talks with the King always drained him. He’d never talked to someone so stubborn in his life and he hoped he never had to again. “Bring us about and put us down in the port of Euroth,” Jon said. “Once we’re down begin recon and patrol missions. Have military personnel report to Mark and have all other personnel lend a hand in getting the city back up to operating standards. Atlantis will provide air and ground defense.”

 


 


The Atlantis’ engines flared as she moved out from over the Capital city and settled down in the large port of Euroth. She sunk down to about the midpoint of her hull as she finally touched the ocean floor. Stabilizer arms shot out from her hull and into the ocean’s floor. The arms were as big around as the largest Redwood back on Earth and emitted a low energy pulse beam to cut their way into the ground. The impact of the arm kicked up mud and debris as they tunneled into the ground until they buried themselves into the bedrock. Once they were firmly planted the ends of the arms expanded out allowing them to grab the bed rock they had burrowed into.

The Atlantis let out a slight groan as she settled and then hummed to life as water intakes opened and started pumping the sea water to internal processing plants. The plants would distill the water and store it for later usage. Several more vents opened across the exposed parts of the ship and started letting fresh air circulate through the ship. The air circulated through several stages that checked for contaminates and hazards before it moved to its own processing plant that super-heated the air and then cooled it to kill any bacteria.

The system was efficient and allowed the Atlantis to resupply her water reserves in a minimal amount of time. The air systems allowed her to replenish her reserves for those just in case of emergencies where she might lose her atrium or her internal scrubbing systems. The air tanks in the bottom of the ship would allow the crew of the Atlantis to survive for over two weeks on just its supply of air. Water systems could be used to supply the ship with fresh water for months at a time and in a pinch could be broken down to create fresh air. However, that system was less than perfect and would use up large amounts of water to extend air supplies for just a day or two.

While all this was going on Atlantis herself was running tests on the bed rock for useful minerals to replenish her stocks. If she found anything useful she would deploy bots to collect the minerals and feed them back up through the arms and into small foundries in her belly. Atlantis was one of a kind; she had no need to dock to survive like other ships. She was self-sufficient and could run for years without ever docking.

 


 


 


“Deploying upper platforms,” Atlantis said. “All point defense weapons on stand-by and main guns charged and ready.”

Large platforms swung out and created large external decks. Immediately various size guns deployed from the deck. Large hanger doors opened and fighters began moving on to the decks, parking themselves in neat rows. Military personnel swarmed from various points on the two decks and began guiding ground vehicles and shuttles into staging areas.

Jon smiled as he watched the deployment of his troops. He knew that this was something the Atlantis was capable of but he had no idea how it worked. Atlantis was guiding the troops as to how to deploy the platforms. Two fighter squadrons launched from each platform reminiscent of the carriers of Earth. Eutharans from the city were gathering at the docks as they watched the spectacle. Never in any of their lifetimes had they seen something like this happen. There had been rumors that there were ships capable of this, but to see it first hand was something else.

“Deploy all assigned engineers and troops to the city,” Jon said. “I want a perimeter set up that extends beyond the impact craters, no one in or out of that perimeter unless they have authorization. I want this city up to speed as soon as possible.”

“Yes Sir,” Atlantis said as she started issuing the orders.

“It’s time to get it on,” Jon said. “I’m tired of playing games. Have the remaining council members shown to their quarters here. Have Oojoung escort the Duke here and have him bring my daughter.”

“Sir, I’m getting a long range communication from Admiral Breq,” the Com officer said.

“Put it through,” Jon said. Breq’s face popped up on the main screen half a second after Jon spoke.

“Captain Hunter,” Breq said.

“Admiral, what can I do for you?” Jon said.

“We’re about twelve hours out,” Breq said. “Events have happened that you need to know about. I won’t go into detail here, but I need an immediate meeting with you and your ranking officers once I arrive.”

“Twelve hours,” Jon said as he let out a low whistle. “You’re really moving. I’ll have the meeting scheduled for one hour after you arrive if that’s ok.”

“Certainly,” Breq said. “See you in twelve hours, Admiral.” The screen went dark too fast for Jon to respond.

He turned to Nefeit as he spoke, “Why did he call me Admiral?”

Nefeit smiled and just shrugged as she said, “I have no idea, but a guess would be that someone in command of the forces you have is usually in a high ranking position.”

“Sir, forward scouts are reporting a large movement of Eutharan troops coming our way,” the Tactical officer said.

“Well, that didn‘t take long,” Jon said. “Condition red, all troops to battle stations.”

 






Chapter 13


  A time for Action

 


 


 


The Eutharan troops stopped just shy of the perimeter Jon had set up as if they knew it was the point of no return. Mark was at the front lines and in contact with the commanders of the Eutharan forces. Jon was watching video from the recon scouts. They had counted just over two thousand Eutharan troops.

“Atlantis, deploy whiskers and have them patrol the bay for Eutharan vessels,” Jon said.

“Already done Sir,” Atlantis said. “Feeds are already routed to the secondary bridge.”

“Good,” Jon said. “I don’t know why I didn’t give the order before. Without you I don’t know what I would do.”

“Someone else would pick up the slack,” Atlantis said.

“Sir, Captain Anders is on the line for you,” the Com officer said.

“Put him through,” Jon said.

“Sir,” the Tactical officer said. “Six Invaru vessels just exited hyperspace on the edge of the system. I’m getting confirmation from the station that it’s Admiral Breq and five unknown vessels.”

“A bit early,” Jon said.

“What’s a bit early,” Mark said as he appeared on the screen.

“Admiral Breq has arrived about three hours in advance of his schedule,” Jon said.

“The station is reporting damage to all vessels,” the Tactical officer said. “Some of the damage is so bad some of the vessels might not make it to the docks.”

“Deploy Search and Rescue teams and escort fighters,” Jon said. “Have Earth’s Revenge and any other available vessels intercept and escort them to the station. They are to lend any assistance needed, but their priority is the Admiral. I want him on the Earth’s Revenge and get me a visual on their fleet: I want to see what’s happening.”

“What’s going on?” Mark said. Worry creased his face.

“Seems the Admiral’s ships have been in a recent battle,” Jon said.

“Roger,” Mark said as the worry slipped from his face.

“I’m sorry about that Mark, what’s up?” Jon said.

“Well,” Mark said. “It’s seems they want to defect. After your little spat with the King over national air waves some of the Dukes aren’t all that happy.”

“Hrm,” Jon said. He looked up at Nefeit as she stood next to him.

She shook her head slight in a negative fashion as she spoke, “I would invite the respective Dukes aboard where you can speak to them in person.”

“I’ll do one better,” Jon said. He turned his full attention back to Mark. “I’ll meet with the Dukes just inside the perimeter where you are now. Make arrangements for my arrival and have their troops set up camp where they are until we get this settled.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea Jon,” Mark said. “Maybe we should do it a bit further away from the lines for your safety.”

“No, I’m not going to show them any fear,” Jon said. “We’ll do it there as soon as I get done here.”

Oojoung, Sam and the Duke stepped on to the bridge and started towards Jon. Sam broke into a run and grabbed Nefeit giving her a hug. Nefeit was a bit taken aback as it was unexpected. Jon let a smile creep up on his face as Sam’s acceptance of the people around her often astounded him.

“I missed you momma Nefeit,” Sam said.

Nefeit was speechless and blinked a couple times as she returned the hug and peered at Jon.

“I don’t know, Jon,” Mark said.

“Just do it, please?” Jon said.

“As you wish,” Mark said. “Just do me a favor and make sure your wearing your powered armor.”

“Of course,” Jon said. “I’m not a complete moron.”

“Make sure it’s powered on …” Mark said.

“Bah, I hate the hum,” Jon said. “I’ll turn it on just before the meeting.”

“No, you’ll have it on from the moment you leave Atlantis,” Mark said. “Or this is one order I will refuse and I’ll set the meeting up to be three steps from the edge of the water where Atlantis is moored.”

“Are you giving me an order?” Jon said.

“Of course I am,” Mark said as a large grin spread across his face. “I’m you’re security slash military leader after all.”

Jon laughed as he nodded and said, “You win, I’ll be a good boy.”

“Thanks, Jon,” Mark said.

“No, thank you for caring bud,” Jon said.

“Ok, I’ll let you get back to work as I get this set up for your arrival,” Mark said.

“Be careful yourself, I’ll contact you later and give you a status update,” Jon said.

Mark's face faded out as Sam jumped into Jon's lap and said, “It’s good to be back on Atlantis. I missed her a lot daddy.”

“I think she missed you too,” Jon said.

“Of course I missed you, Sam,” Atlantis said.

“So, how has the Duke been acting?” Jon said.

Sam frowned as she spoke, “He’s been good.”

Jon laughed as Sam frowned. “And that is such a bad thing?” Jon said.

Sam nodded as she spoke, “Oojoung and I have more fun when he’s bad.”

“That is probably the reason he’s been behaving,” Jon said. “However, you do know he’s not a bad man really, right?”

“He took Aunt Terri,” Sam said. “That makes him bad in my book.”

“Well, yes and no,” Jon said. “He’s following orders from his superiors and no matter how misguided those orders are he’s doing his duty. I don’t like what he has done any more than you do. But, it’s an important lesson for you to learn. Sometimes the little people get caught in the middle and end up suffering. So, try to be a bit nicer to him. Now, go stand beside Nefeit, I have to talk to Oojoung and the Duke.”

Sam gave Jon a quick hug and then went over to stand next to Nefeit. When she got there she took Nefeit’s hand in hers and flashed Nefeit a smile. Nefeit reached over with her other hand and ruffled Sam’s hair as she returned the smile.

Oojoung and the Duke stopped short of Jon. The Duke looked about the ship taking in everything he could. It was clear he’s never seen anything as advanced as the Atlantis.

“Impressed?” Jon said.

“A bit,” Andara said. “I was surprised when she landed that’s for sure.”

“I’m sure a lot of people were,” Jon said. “Even some of my own crew were a bit shocked.”

“I’m sure you didn’t bring me all this way to show me your pretty toys,” Andara said.

“No, I’m giving you restricted access to communications with the King and you’ll be his representative at the Council meeting in two hours,” Jon said.

“Council meeting?” Andara said.

“The Ga’sahde Treaty Council is meeting in two hours to decide if the treaty is still intact or not,” Jon said. “You’ll have a say for the King at the meeting. I suggest you use those two hours to contact the King and get everything straight.”

“Of course,” Andara said a smile spread across his face.

“Oh, any other talk that pertains to anything you have seen here or at the compound will end the transmission abruptly and there will be no further communications allowed,” Jon said as he returned the smile. The Duke’s smile disappeared faster than smoke in a stiff breeze. “That’s what I thought you’d think.”

“You do realize this has only started,” Andara said.

“Yes I do,” Jon said. Jon motioned to a couple Marines standing behind him. “These Marines will show you to your quarters. Don’t try to leave as they have orders to tie you up and toss you in a closet if you try anything funny. By the way, Duke Andara, I don’t think you’re a bad man. I think you’re misguided and can’t see what’s right in front of you. I hope you come to realize the truth and someday we can work together instead of against each other.”

Andara turned and fell into step between the guards as they adjusted his transport harness and did a last check on the straps. Andara stopped and turned back towards Jon and said, “I think you’re the one with clouded judgment. I think you’re being lead around and told half truths.”

“We’ll see,” Jon said. “Good day Andara, contact me if you need anything.”

As soon as Andara disappeared down the transport tube Jon turned his attention to Oojoung. “Oojoung I have a special mission for you,” Jon said.

“Oojoung listening,” Oojoung said.

“It’s a very important mission, one you can’t fail Oojoung,” Jon said.

Oojoung tried to look hurt and was mildly successful as he scoffed an said, “Oojoung won’t fail.”

“Good, because I want you to get my sister and bring her back here,” Jon said. Stunned silence filled the bridge as several heads turned and looked in their direction.

“Oojoung get Terri Princess?” Oojoung said as a grin spread on his face.

“Yes, Oojoung get Terri,” Jon said as he handed him a small chip. “This chip has her location.”

“Oojoung knows where Terri Princess is,” Oojoung said. But he took the small chip anyway.

“Good then get going,” Jon said. “I need her back here in two hours.”

“Oojoung have Terri Princess back here in one hour,” Oojoung said as he bounded for the transport tube and disappeared.

Nefeit stepped forward and said, “You think that’s wise sending him alone?”

“I’m not worried about Oojoung,” Jon said. “I’m more worried about the Eutharans in the Detention Center. They’re in for a rude surprise when he gets there.”

“One person against those odds,” Nefeit said.

Jon looked at Nefeit’s worried face and said three words, “He loves her.”

Surprise registered on Nefeit’s face as the words sunk in. “Oh,” she said. She knew what a Buranis was capable of, and she knew Oojoung was black ops trained. Then it all clicked into place as her eyes widened. “They’re in trouble.”

Jon just nodded.

 


 


Fifteen minutes later outside the Detention Center.

Oojoung’s POV

 


Oojoung covered the low gee thruster pack with branches and leaves. He ran a last check over his gear as he turned his stealth field on and started approaching the upper entry point for the underground detention center.

From what they knew, the detention center had about ten underground levels and Terri could be on any one of them. Two guards stood silently at the only entrance. They were dressed in full battle armor and were well armed. Oojoung took off at astonishing speed towards the two guards.

The guards didn’t see what was coming until just before Oojoung hit them. Oojoung dropped his cloak as he did a cartwheel that turned into a back flip, each heel catching a different guard on the chin, snapping their head back. Both guards slammed into the wall behind them. One of them slumped to the ground motionless as the other shook his head.

The impact launched Oojoung back the way he came and he used the momentum to do a small flip, landing in a crouch with his fist in the ground and other hand on his leg. He watched the still standing guard shake his head to clear it and tensed to strike. The guard reached up towards a panel by the doors. Oojoung covered the short distance between them in the blink of an eye and grabbed the guard by the extended arm. The powered suits motors whined at the force Oojoung applied as he pulled the arm slowly away from the panel. The guard’s eyes widened as he watched the small Buranis overpower the suit.

“Impossible,” the Guard gasped.

Oojoung flashed him a toothy grin as he suddenly twisted the armored arm and a satisfying crack filled the air. The guard screamed in pain as his arm broke and Oojoung tossed him away from the door. Oojoung turned to face the guard he’d just tossed as he pulled a short bladed weapon that hummed to life and extended to about a foot in length.

Without a second thought or looking back Oojoung swung the short sword catching the guard that was slumped against the wall just under his helmet. Blood sprayed on to the walls from the wound as the guard died without waking. The other guard had managed to get to his feet and attempted to bring his rifle to bear on Oojoung with his good arm finally supporting the weapon with his broken arm. Oojoung reached up and pushed a furry finger across his lips as he made a shhhing sound. Then just as fast, he seemed to glide across the distance, his short sword slicing the weapon in half and cutting through the guard’s armored arm. Both pieces fell to the ground as the guard grabbed his arm where it had been cut away as he fell to his knees. Oojoung knelt in front of the downed guard and snapped his sword, folding it up and putting it away in a flash of movement.

Oojoung reached up and grabbed the guard’s helmet and tilted it up so he could look into the guard’s eyes. The guard’s eyes did nothing to hide the fear that coursed through his body. “What are you?” the Guard managed to get out.

“Death,” Oojoung said as he snapped the helmet forward and severed the guards spine at the base of his neck. Oojoung’s eyes showed no remorse, no pity for the men he just killed in combat, if you could call it that. They had something he wanted and nothing on Euthara would stop him from reaching his goal.

Oojoung reached down and unclasped a small card from the guard’s belt, tossing it in the air and catching it as he stood up and made his way to the doors. He engaged his cloaking device as he slid the card over the only panel on the wall. The door groaned and slid open and Oojoung slipped unseen into the dimly lit corridor as the door closed behind him.

Oojoung knew it wouldn’t be long before they realized the guards outside were missing so he picked up his pace. He found a dark corner and disengaged his cloak and flipped open a small panel on one of his wrist bands. The unit scanned the surrounding area to get an idea of how it was built. It showed most of the power conduits and cables ran to a small room at the end of this corridor and that was where he would start.

Oojoung turned his cloak back on and stepped out of the dark corner and ran right into a solo guard. The guard’s expression was one of surprise as he bounced off what seemed to be an invisible wall. Oojoung reaction was immediate as he slammed his open palm into the center of the guard’s chest. The force of the blow sent the guard flying backward and it was low enough to flip the guard face first into the floor. The guard’s head smacked into the ground hard enough to stun him momentarily and Oojoung slammed his knee into the back of the guard’s neck before he could recover. The last thing the guard heard was his neck snap as Oojoung twisted his knee and put his full weight into his knee.

Oojoung dragged the dead guard into the dark corner and continued down the corridor until he spotted the small room. The door was open and there were two guards sitting facing a wall of vidscreens. Oojoung shook his head at the lax security that would be their down fall and assist him on his assignment. Oojoung walked up to the door and stepped inside as he slammed the door shut and turned his cloak off.

Both guards spun around and neither were wearing armor and both were unarmed. Their eyes widened in surprise as Oojoung took a step towards them and said, “We can do this the easy way or…” Oojoung gave them both a toothy grin. “The hard way. Your choice.”

“Who are you?” one of the guards asked.

Oojoung ignored him as he spoke, “I only want one thing. You point me to what I want I let you live. You don’t and I’ll beat it out of you, again the choice is yours.”

The guard who hadn’t spoken slid his hand under the desk as if reaching for something.

“If that’s a weapon that would be a bad idea,” Oojoung said.

The guard’s hand kept moving as he searched for his target.

“If it’s an alarm you both will be dead before anyone gets here,” Oojoung said. “then since I’ll have little time to get the information I want that death will be very violent and painful.”

The guard’s hand slipped back out from under the desk and he raised them both into the air.

“Good choice,” Oojoung said. “Now, where is Princess Terri Hunter-Cl’oth.”

Both guards exchanged looks and then looked back at Oojoung, both of them silent as they stared at Oojoung.

Oojoung sighed and crossed the distance to the nearest guard. “Hard way it is,” Oojoung said. He reached up with one hand and grabbed the guard’s collar bone and snapped it as if it was a twig.

The guard howled in pain as the bones snapped. Oojoung kept his grip on the man as he picked him up from his chair and grabbed his other shoulder.

“Where is she?” Oojoung said. His voice dripped with menace as he growled behind the words.

The other guard jumped up at Oojoung. That was his first mistake, his second was he actually landed a punch to Oojoung's chin which fractured two of his knuckles and made him cry out in pain. Oojoung looked at the guard non-phased and kicked him square in the chest sending him flying across the room and slamming into a wall. The guard slumped to the floor unconscious; his cries quieted for now.

Oojoung turned his attention to the guard he was holding up and applied a bit of pressure to the unbroken collar bone. “I move on to other parts of the anatomy after I have broken a bone. Next will be fingers or toes, I haven’t decided yet,” Oojoung said. “As I snap a bone I’ll keep asking the same thing until I get an answer. If, by some miracle, you manage to not tell me what I want to know I start cutting things off the body. I usually start with what people covet most.” Oojoung looked down at the guy’s crotch as he finished. “If you know what I mean.”

The guard shivered in uncontrolled fear.

“Now, save yourself a lot of pain and discomfort and tell me where she is,” Oojoung said.

“Third floor section one,” the guard blurted out.

“Fastest way there?” Oojoung said.

“The elevator right there,” the guard said as he motioned to his left.

“Good, then where once I’m out of the elevator?” Oojoung said.

“You’ll be right where you need to be,” the guard said. “She’s in cell one, right as you step off the elevator.”

“Is there a security code to open the door or a key?” Oojoung said.

“One-Zero-Zero-Two-Five,” the guard said.

“Thanks,” Oojoung said as he sat him back down in the chair. “Your friend is still alive he will just be a sleep for a while. I don’t break promises.”

Before the guard could say anything Oojoung struck him on the side of the neck and knocked him out. Oojoung took a second to reset the bones he had broken and then applied a field splint which was basically a healing foam that stiffened and would fall off in a couple days when the bones were mended enough for use.

Two minutes later Oojoung stepped off the elevator with his cloak engaged. A guard sitting outside Terri’s cell looked at the elevator as the doors opened. The confused look on his face told Oojoung what he needed to know, no one had any clue what had happened and that made them easy targets.

The guard stood up and rested his hand on his gun and took a step towards the open elevator. Oojoung turned his cloak off just as the guard stepped in front of him. The guard’s gun started to come out of its holster as the guard took a surprised step back. Oojoung’s hand lanced out and slapped the gun back down and locked the guard’s hand where it was as he applied pressure with his hand. The guard reached up and grabbed Oojoung’s neck and squeezed trying to cut off Oojoung’s air supply. It was like grabbing a hand full of steel cables as Oojoung tensed his neck muscles and smiled.

That’s when he heard the shot and pain flared in his back as the bullet slammed into his back. It was enough to force him to release the guard’s hand and stumble forward. Light purple fluid splashed across the guard’s armor that was in front of him as the bullet exited through his chest. Oojoung’s nanites reacted immediately and began trying to repair the damage.

Oojoung let out a grunt as another slug tore into his arm. The guard in front of him took advantage of the momentary lapse and slammed a knee into Oojoung’s stomach. The force of the blow snapped two of Oojoung’s ribs and lifted him off the floor. It was enough to cause Oojoung to lose concentration on his neck muscles and the armored hand closed over his throat cutting off his air.

Oojoung reached back with his damaged arm and grabbed his sword and extended it as he tossed it at the guard at the end of the hall. It caught the guard mid visor, killing him instantly. Even before the body hit the floor Oojoung’s other free hand slammed into the bottom of the helmet of the guard choking him. It caused little damage but slipped the helmet up enough the guard couldn’t see and was having a hard time breathing.

The guard let go of Oojoung’s neck, a fatal mistake, Oojoung gulped in air as the guard grabbed his helmet and tried to adjust it. He never got the chance as Oojoung stepped past him as he wrapped his arm around the guard’s neck and twisted as hard as he could killing him instantly.

Oojoung coughed and flecks of purple blood covered his lips. His lung was punctured and he was having a hard time catching his breath. Oojoung took a second to let the nanites do their job, but he knew the damage was past their ability. He coughed again blood dripping from his mouth. He took a deep breath and pain flared through his chest as the broken ribs moved. Oojoung closed his eyes and said a few words under his breath as he forced himself to stand up.

He retrieved his weapon and then made his way to Terri’s door. He wiped his mouth and then started tapping the numbers the guard had given him. The door cycled open and Oojoung stepped into the small room. Seated in the center of the floor was Terri her legs crossed as she meditated.

Oojoung crouched in front of her and softly called her name. Terri’s head raised and something reached out and touched his mind. “Oojoung?” Terri said.

“Yes, it’s me,” Oojoung said. “I’m here to get you out.”

Terri stood and shook her hands and the chains on her fell to the floor. “Not what I was expecting,” Terri said. She reached up and peeled two almost invisible patches from her temples. Her sight restored she gasped at Oojoung’s state. “Are you alright?”

“Of course,” Oojoung said as he gave her one of his special grins he reserved for her. “Nothing but scratches.”

“Are you sure you’re OK?” Terri said. “You’re not talking like the Oojoung I know.”

“There’s little need to play dumb or simple here,” Oojoung said.

“I knew it was an act,” Terri said. She gave Oojoung a hug that sent pain coursing through his body. He hid it from her as he returned the hug.

“We need to get out of here before more guards arrive,” Oojoung said.

“One second,” Terri said. She closed and squeezed her eyes shut in intense concentration. Her sword blinked into existence in front of her and she grabbed it from the air before it fell.

“I knew you were special,” Oojoung said as he winked at her. Oojoung felt the start of his systems shutting down and knew he didn’t have long to get her out.

“Bah, the sword is tuned to my brain waves and I can call it from whereever it is,” Terri said as she sheathed the sword. “It has a special Ga’sahde device in it what allows it to cross great distances. I don’t know how it works and from what I understand the technology has been lost for ages.”

“So, what you’re telling me by the display of the chains falling off and the sword appearing before you is that you were not in any real danger,” Oojoung said.

“Not really,” Terri said. “But, I was waiting to see how things developed. I would have eventually just left of my own accord. But, I wanted to see how far the King was prepared to go and to see if he was really out of reach. If things have gotten to the point where Jon sent someone to rescue me then things are going south fast.”

“The King still has Deatra and is refusing to allow her to leave the palace,” Oojoung said. “Though I have to say the Drovasian Nefeit is doing a good job filling in and people are starting to accept her.”

“Good,” Terri said. “I’ll get Deatra as soon as we return to the Atlantis.”

They had been moving the whole time during their conversation and Oojoung’s nanites had caught up enough with the damage that he was feeling better. They had just exited the building and right into a half circle of seven Eutharan women dressed in red that showed more skin than it managed to hide.

One of the women stepped forward and spoke, “Stop and put your weapons down.”

Oojoung hit the small com unit on his wrist signaling for a pick up. “How about we leave and you get out of our way,” Oojoung said.

“Not going to happen,” the woman said.

Terri stepped forward and said, “You know who I am?”

The women all bowed slightly as the main woman said, “Of course Matriarch, we have no wish to harm you.”

“Then remove yourselves and let us pass,” Terri said.

“We can’t do that,” the woman said. “We don’t take orders from you as the treaty has been nullified.”

“Unlawfully,” Terri said.

“That isn’t my concern,” the woman said. “We recognize your rank among the Ga’sahde and afford you the honors it bestows on you. However, that means very little here and now.”

“I’m ordering you as the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde to move out of our way,” Terri said.

The six other women all looked at the main woman as if waiting for her response.

“I’m sorry Matriarch, but I have my orders and they come from someone of higher authority than the King,” the woman said.

“Then I’m ordering you as a Princess of Euthara to remove yourselves,” Terri said.

“Concocted stories so your brother can try to usurp the throne,” Opellissa said. “You’re no more a Princess than those standing around me.”

“What is your name?” Terri said.

The woman arched an eyebrow as she spoke, “Why?”

“That way I know who I’m killing,” Terri said.

The woman chuckled quietly, “Opellissa is my name and I can’t allow you or the Buranis to leave here.”

Terri pulled her sword, but Oojoung put a hand on her shoulder and gave her one of those looks. Terri nodded as she set the tip of her sword on the ground and rested her hands on the hilt. Oojoung took a step in front of Terri and pulled his small sword which extended to its full length. Oojoung let out a low growl and hiss as he watched Opellissa through narrow eyes.

“Neither one of you are a match for me,” Opellissa said.

“What can you possibly hope to accomplish by holding us here?” Terri said.

“Getting your brother to come get you himself,” Opellissa said. “He’s my mission and I have orders to kill him before he causes the destruction of our world and possibly the universe as we know it. I promise to make his death as fast and painless as possible.”

Oojoung swung his sword in a small arc so that it rested behind him on his shoulder the edge of it facing away from him. “One at a time or all at once?” Oojoung said.

“The others won’t be needed,” Opellissa said as she took a step forward. “I have just one question.”

Oojoung raised a thick eyebrow in question. He took a defensive stance as he waited for her question. His lung was still filling with his blood, but the blood had been slowed enough that it wasn’t much of a problem right now. The pain had also been blocked by the nanites, it was more a dull throb now, making it easier to breath.

“Are you sure you’re up to this in your current condition?” Opellissa said. For a brief second there was a hint of concern that crossed her face. It wasn’t her job to kill these two and she disliked killing for no reason.

“I can more than handle you,” Oojoung said. “If I beat you we walk free.”

Opellissa nodded as she spoke, “If you can beat me you can walk free.” It was the one law of their order that was absolute. One on one combat, once accepted, allowed their targets to go free, if they won. But, it didn’t stop them from going after the target again at a later date and trying to finish their job.

Oojoung twisted his right foot digging it into the ground as he prepared to engage Opellissa. Opellissa on the other hand stood at ease waiting for the incoming attack as she watched Oojoung prepare.

Oojoung closed the distance between him and Opellissa in the blink of an eye his sword flashing in an arc. Opellissa had already moved out of the way and she smacked Oojoung on his thigh with the flat of her sword that appeared to suddenly appear. Oojoung stumbled a bit from the force of the blow but quickly caught his footing. He turned on Opellissa and pressed his attack his sword flashing only to be met each time by Opellissa’s sword.

Oojoung’s strength began to fade and he knew he couldn’t continue at this rate so he doubled his efforts. His sword increased its speed and from the outside it seemed as though Oojoung had started to dance. His movements were precise and fluid but every time his sword sought an opening it was blocked. Every swing of his foot or fist seemed to fall on empty air. His fur was starting to mat from the sweat that was pouring out of him while Opellissa showed no signs of exertion.

Fresh pain began to emerge as the twisting and turning of his body began to tear at the wounds he had. Oojoung made one last effort and scored a success as his sword slid across Opellissa’s belly seconds before she stepped out of the way. The sword cut neatly through the sparse cloth that covered her torso and made her gasp in surprise. Oojoung stopped and grinned at her as she looked down at her belly. It was his mistake and she took advantage of it. Opellissa’s foot lanced out and caught Oojoung square in the chest. Even though Oojoung only slid back a few inches from the blow the kick was especially devastating due to the wounds he had already received. Two more ribs snapped and pain flared up almost causing him to pass out. The partially healed lung ripped back open and the blood began to make it hard for him to breathe again.

Oojoung’s eyes glazed over as he fell to his knees. His hand lost its grip on his sword which fell to the ground and rattled on the hard surface before settling. Oojoung’s eyes rolled back in his head as he fell forward and lay still.

Opellissa sensed the movement before she heard the scream of rage. Terri’s sword flash past her eyes as she leaned back to dodge the incoming blow. Stray strands of her hair were cut neatly off as the sword passed by and floated lazily to the ground.

Terri’s arm flashed out catching Opellissa in the middle of her chest palm open. The move caused Opellissa to stagger back as she tried to regain the breath that was knocked out of her. Terri’s sword flashed again this time leaving a thin red line up Opellissa’s arm as it cut her sleeve open.

“I’ll take you apart piece by piece,” Terri said. Her voice was uncontrolled as anger flowed through her.

Terri’s sword flashed again only this time Opellissa’s sword was there to block it and sparks filled the air where the two swords met. Terri stepped forward as she tried to trap Opellissa’s foot with her own. Opellissa danced back out of range as she tried to gather herself. She hadn’t been expecting the raw ferocity of the attack not from someone so small and weak looking.

Terri took off in a short sprint her sword held behind her. Just before she reached Opellissa she launched herself into the air her sword flashing up. It happened so fast Opellissa barely had time to move out of the way as Terri’s sword found nothing but air.

Opellissa had moved forward and Terri was now behind her. Opellissa’s elbow flashed back, trying to catch Terri in the back of the neck, but it found nothing but air as Terri rolled forward as she landed.

“I don’t have time for this,” Terri said. “My friend might be laying there dead or dying.”

Opellissa turned to face Terri as she spoke. Terri raised a hand palm facing out and uttered a few words. The air around Opellissa seemed to shimmer and then exploded inward towards Opellissa throwing her back across the ground. Terri dropped to one knee and shook her head as she took deep breaths. Terri struggled to her feet as the other women in red looked at each other in surprise.

Opellissa rolled over and got on all fours as she coughed a small drip of blood mixed with saliva dripped to the ground. She looked up at the slowly approaching Terri.

“Do you really want to die?” Terri said.

Opellissa watched Terri’s mouth move but the ringing in her ears made it impossible to hear anything. She reached up and stuck a finger in one of her ears and wiggled it.

“Hard to hear,” Opellissa said.

Terri slid the sword under Opellissa’s neck and asked her again only in a louder voice.

Opellissa hearing was clearing up by the second. “It’s the only way this combat can end,” Opellissa said. “I can’t let you go as long as I’m able to prevent it.” She looked up in Terri’s eyes and smiled. “Somehow, I don’t think I can stop you if I wanted.”

“I’m not going to kill you,” Terri said. “You’re my prisoner, I’m taking you back to the Atlantis. You can answer my brother’s questions and any other questions Deatra might have once I get her out of the palace.”

Opellissa’s eyes widened at the mention of Deatra. “Princess Deatra?” she said. “She’s alive?”

“Of course she’s alive,” Terri said. “She’s the bond mate to my brother. That makes me…”

“A Princess of Euthara,” Opellissa said as she finished Terri’s sentence.

By now the other women were talking quietly among themselves as they listened to the conversation. They had taken no action as per their laws regarding one on one combat. So, they were still observing what was going on and this wasn’t something anyone was prepared to hear.

“I tried to tell you,” Terri said.

“How do I know you’re not lying,” Opellissa said.

“Why should I?” Terri said. “I could simply slit your throat and walk away.”

Terri was monitoring Oojoung’s life signs with her nanites and he seemed to be getting stronger. However, the little machines were reporting major damage to his lung and liver. He would require surgery to try to repair the damage, or he might even need a transplant.

“True,” Opellissa said. “If it’s true about Deatra being alive then I wonder how many other lies we’ve been fed.”

“A lot I’m su…” Terri said.

Terri was cut short as a bullet tore through her shoulder and slammed into the ground next to Opellissa. Just as fast as the first one impacted another one found its mark as it slammed into her back and out through her belly painting the ground red with blood.

Opellissa rolled Terri over and covered her protectively as she motioned to her companions towards the shooters. However, before they could move a large beam struck the ground and twisted everything into a heap. Opellissa looked up as the combat drop ship appeared over the entrance to the Detention Center as it slowly moved into position over them.

“No one move or we will open fire,” a female voice said from the ship.

A door shifted open on the drop ship and in seconds there were twenty Marines slamming into the ground in powered armor. Their weapons immediately took aim at the women in red.

“We’ll offer no resistance,” Opellissa said. “The Matriarch and her Guardian are hurt and require medical assistance.”

One of the Marines reached up and touched the side of his helmet.

Two more Marines dressed in white combat armor dropped onto the ground and started doing an assessment of Terri and Oojoung. After a few moments one of the med techs said, “It’s not good we need to get them back to the Atlantis as soon as possible.”

The Marines had already stripped the women of all weapons and put them in restraints and had them in a tight group. They fanned out as the drop ship finally settled to the ground so everyone could be loaded. Exactly thirty seconds after touch down the drop ship took off then rotated before speeding off.

“Atlantis this is Shuttle Alpha Four,” the Pilot said. “We’re declaring a medical emergency.”

“Roger that Shuttle Alpha Four you have priority in landing zone three. Medical teams have been dispatched and are in route,” a female voice said.

“Let the Medical team know this is a top priority. The Matriarch and Oojoung have both been injured but are stable,” the Pilot said.

“WHAT!” Jon’s voice echoed through the com.





Chapter 14


  Bad Things Happen in Pairs

 


 


ADF Super Carrier Earth’s Revenge, Commanding Officer William Hawkins

Location: Patrol of Euthara System

 


 


She was the largest ship in the ADF fleet currently. Her fleet was supposed to contain four Battleships, eight Cruisers and sixteen destroyers, yet she was alone in space. Two of the cruisers for the fleet were currently in construction at Ghost Station. They were two weeks from completion and only one of them had half a crew. The destroyers and battleships had been put on hold until a time that the cruisers were fully manned and operable. There was no sense building ships that couldn’t be manned and would just sit at the station taking up space. The choice for the cruisers over the Battleships or destroyers was easy. Battleships took more man power and destroyers were weak when not supported by the cruisers, so it made the cruisers the simple choice.

The Earth’s Revenge was just over a mile and a half long and was basically a city in space. Her hull was dotted by various types of weapons from the smallest point defense weapons to the larger cannons used for ship to ship combat. She supported ten squadrons of light fighters and in addition to that she had three squadrons of heavy bombers. Supporting the ship was various types of electronic warfare combat shuttles.

The flight crew and bridge crews ran regular drills and could get three squadrons launched in under forty seconds. Which was no easy task considering the average launch time on a carrier was one minute a squad after the first squad launched from the ready position. A slight hiccup could push the time out to a minute or more depending on the degree of the problem. One of the things that had helped them achieve such a low launch time was they had moved the pilots quarters closer to the launch bays and set up a special section for them to live in.

Her listed crew compliment was just over fifteen hundred personnel. Her current crew compliment was six hundred of various mixed races. Two hundred of those were deployed on Euthara helping at Euroth and other locations along with half her fighter compliment and support.

Carbon bonded titanium armor plates protected the people inside and allowed her to endure the stress of jumping or folding. Triple redundant shield systems protected her from almost anything an enemy could throw at her. It used to be controlled by the Tactical Officer that watched the type of damage coming in and changed shields based on that. What that meant was that the ship then relied on its armor to stop anything else that would get through the shields. Dalliana now controlled that and could change the emitters at will now that she was back on line. The shields no longer had to be all synced and the incoming damage could be analyzed in seconds by Dalliana. This meant the damage ratio went from about twenty-five percent on the average getting through to about ten percent getting through and sometimes even less than that.

Dalliana, on the other hand, was a miracle herself. The Earth’s Revenge had been stripped of almost all holographic emitters which allowed her to manifest in any location or multiple locations if she wished. The computer core had been stripped down to little more than an assortment of useless parts. Her computer core had to be rebuilt from the ground up, something no one had ever done before. It took Mike and the techs on his team three months of studying the ancient blueprints and documents on Ghost Station to even get started. Most of the parts had to be built on demand in the station’s foundries.

A month later they had a working model and with the data salvaged by her back up systems, that had been remarkably intact, they rebuilt her core programs with the help of Ghost. Two weeks later they had the core in place and all the holo emitters replaced and fired her up for the first time. A week later they had all the bugs worked out of her systems and she was able to take her place among the bridge crew and start her old duties.

Before Mike left for Euthara he had left orders with his team to have several cores on back up and to work on a smaller secondary core that could be fitted to all ships to act as a backup in case something happened to the main core. This was a gap in the original designs of the Eutharan vessels and, unbelievably, it was a gap in all ships. Atlantis was the only ship that had a secondary core that could kick in and run the ship in case the main computer core went down. That little oversight was being remedied on Earth’s Revenge as they patrolled in the Euthara system.

Before Earth’s Revenge departed from Ghost Station and headed to Euthara a second full size core had been delivered and was currently being installed in a totally separate location. Since the ship was huge and had plenty of room they were able to install a second full size core with a backup data storage system. The system, once installed, would work in real time with the main systems so all information was kept up to date. If the main core went down the secondary core, which would be kept waiting in a stand-by mode, would kick in and take over in seconds.

Her main transport rails that ran along each side of her hull were being replaced with the transport tube system the Atlantis had. That would allow the crew to move through the ship at a much faster pace as they didn’t have to wait for the transport to arrive. The ship was a hive of activity as it patrolled. They would jump to a location and then proceed on sub light drives for a day or two while the crew worked on the upgrades. What it meant was the crew would get a full days rest every two days.

Next to the Atlantis, the Earth’s Revenge was the most state of the art ship in the fleet if you didn’t count the Ga’sahde and Drovasian vessels.

 


Bill’s office was sparsely decorated and he liked it that way, fewer distractions for when he was at work. The conference room that connected his office to the Bridge was even plainer as he wanted people’s attention when they were talking.

Bill sighed as he set the latest reports on the transport tubes down. They were two days behind schedule and Dalliana’s secondary core was about four days behind schedule. The good news was that the new fold engines were in place, powered up and having diagnostics run on them. They should be online in less than half a day.

He had to expect the slow down with half his engineering crew planet side and to be honest things weren’t as bad as he thought it was going to be. He stood up and stretched and popped his neck. He reached down and grabbed the Bridge’s com unit and settled it over his ear.

The Bridge on the Earth’s Revenge was half the size of a standard football field back on Earth. It had two levels to it and you needed to broadcast your voice to be heard. The upper levels are where the science stations and environmental stations were as well as ground communications for troops. The bottom level held the Tactical stations, four to be exact, one for each direction, aft, port, starboard and keel. Each station controlled the guns for that hemisphere of the ship. Dalliana could do it if she needed to but it was easier for her to feed information to the stations and allow the men stationed there to monitor the guns. The ship was so large that only the guns that could fire on a primary target called by the commanding officer were used. All other guns out of the fire arc were free to select other targets of opportunity.

Engineering stations were also contained there as well as space control stations that controlled the fighters that were constantly on patrol when the ship wasn’t folding or entering hyperspace. Helm was seated directly in front of the Captain’s chair and in front of that station were three different communication stations. The communication stations were very important as two of them relayed information from the various stations and one of them was used for any other communications.

Although it seemed confusing, but it ran smoothly and without a hitch. Bill had given orders that all stations beyond the helm had a limited autonomy to do their jobs. Before doing that the Bridge most days was complete chaos as orders or requests seemed to come non-stop.

There was a secondary bridge deep in the middle of the ship. Bill named it the battle bridge due to its heavy armor and location. It had bare minimum in the way of stations at its disposal, helm, communications, flight control, one tactical station and an engineering station that also controlled damage control systems. It took six people to man the stations and of the entire crew there were only twelve people highly trained enough to run that Bridge.

“Sir, incoming transmission for the Euthara Station,” a female voice said.

“Thanks Elisa,” Bill said. He sat back down in his chair. “Put it through to my office please.”

A screen blinked to life in front of him and his wife’s glowing face filled the screen.

“Hi honey, how are you and the kids?” Bill said.

“We’re all doing fine,” Kelly said. A smile crossed her face as she continued. “Andie has cleared me for duty for another week. I’ll be taking a shuttle tomorrow to join you and resume my duties.”

“Great!” Bill said. “Things don’t seem to run so smooth around here without you.”

“That’s because you worry about too much at once you big lug,” Kelly said. “I told you to push some of the duties off on your other officers and let them deal with it.”

“You know now that you mention it work seems to pile up when you’re not here,” Bill said.

“That’s because I don’t let everything pile up on you and I delegate to the other officers to relieve the stress on you,” Kelly said.

“I knew there was a reason I was with you,” Bill said.

“I thought it was because I was sexy,” Kelly said.

“Well that’s a plus,” Bill said. “I had to compete with a lot of guys for your attention.”

“Liar, I wasn’t being pursued and I only had eyes for you,” Kelly said as she giggled.

“Hey, it’s my story and I’m sticking to it,” Bill said.

“You still think I’m sexy?” Kelly said as her hands rubbed her bulging belly.

“I think you’re three times as sexy,” Bill said.

“Oh, right answer,” Kelly said.

“I try,” Bill said. “Kelly when you get back here I was thinking we’d get married.”

Kelly just stared at Bill and blinked.

“I should have waited to ask until you were here,” Bill said as he let out a groan.

“No, it’s ok, you don’t know how long I’ve been waiting for you to say that,” Kelly said.

“Really, you’ll marry me?” Bill said.

“Of course you dope,” Kelly said as she smiled. “On one condition.”

“What condition?” Bill said.

“That Jon performs the ceremony,” Kelly said.

“Right, as if that would ever happen,” Bill said.

“I want him to do it, he’s the main reason we got together,” Kelly said. “We owe it to him to make him marry us. It will be history for the ADF and he has to be a part of it.”

“Why not just appoint him as a god parent to the kids too,” Bill said. “Then while we’re at it we can ask him to stand on his head in a corner while doing the ceremony.”

“Oh, that’s a great idea,” Kelly said as her face brightened.

“What, Jon standing on his head in a corner?” Bill said with a quizzical look on his face.

“No silly, Jon, Deatra and Nefeit as god parents,” Kelly said.

“Oh, yeah I guess, I was trying to be silly,” Bill said. “I don’t know how well he will take the news of him being a god parent but I can’t see him objecting too hard. I’ll work on him to get him to do the ceremony give me a few days and I’ll have everything set up.”

“Sir, sorry to interrupt but we’ve detected incoming ships,” Elisa said.

“I’ll be right there,” Bill said as he stood up. He looked at Kelly one last time. “Sorry hon we have to cut it short. Will you be ok?”

“Of course, go take care of your emergency and then call me back when you get time so we can finish the plans,” Kelly said. “Just be careful hon.”

“Always,” Bill said.

Bill jogged to the door and stepped through it and as it shut Kelly said, “I love you more than you’ll ever know.” The hologram faded as a tear fell from Kelly’s cheek.

 


“Status report,” Bill said as he stepped on to the bridge.

“Hope Station reports they’re Invaru class ships commanded by Admiral Breq,” the Com officer said. “They’re all heavily damaged and we’ve been ordered to assist them.”

“Alright, Condition Red,” Bill said as he took his seat. “Bring the fold engine online and plot a jump to their location.”

“Sir, the fold engines haven’t been tested,” an Engineering officer said.

“How long will it take us to reach them by the hyperspace engines?” Bill said.

“Two hours and thirteen minutes best speed,” the Conn officer reported.

“And folding?” Bill said.

“Seconds,” the Conn officer said.

“Recall all fighters and prepare to fold,” Bill said. “This is a good a time as any to test the drives out.”

“Sir, again the engines haven’t been tested yet. I don’t know what will happen if we use them,” the Engineering officer said.

“Noted,” Bill said. “However, I’m not going to sit here while people are dying on those ships. The fold engines have been installed and are warmed up. We’re going to use them.”

“All fighters are recovered,” another of the Com officers reported.

“Course plotted,” the Conn officer said. “Fold engines standing by for your orders.”

“All boards are green Sir,” another Engineering officer said.

“Execute fold,” Bill said.

Nothing happened for a second then the slight tingling and a sharp tug of folding was felt by everyone on the crew. The Earth’s Revenge appeared two thousand meters off the port bow of the Wrath’s Revenge, Admiral Breq’s flagship.

Immediately the various screens around the bridge started showing the massive damage to the vessels. Large rips in the hulls of the ships showed the internal structure of the vessels. Some of the ships had active fires dotting their surface where the internal atmosphere was able to keep them burning. Some of the ships were leaking atmosphere at an astonishing rate and a few of the ships looked dead in space.

Dalliana appeared next to Bill as she spoke, “Admiral Breq’s carrier is the least damaged and two of the ships have had complete power failures. One of the ships has decompressed on almost all decks and the last two seem to be in decent working order. They’re running SAR operations and are trying to get the power back up on the two cruisers.”

“Admiral Breq is hailing us Sir,” one of the Com officers said.

“The Dragasni has joined us, Sir, and are awaiting orders,” the Tactical officer said.

“That’s the Drovasian Combat Cruiser right?” Bill said.

“Aye Sir,” one of the Tactical officers said.

“Admiral Breq on screen,” one of the Com officers said.

“Admiral this is Captain Hawkins,” Bill said. “Can you give us a status report?”

“Captain Hawkins,” Breq said. “My ship is under her own power and we’re conducting SAR operation on the cruisers. Two of them have had complete power failures and we’re attempting to install portable power generators to get them under their own power. We have sixty percent of the crew evacuated from the ship that decompressed. We’re currently trying to get to the remaining crew.”

“Sir, I’m going to order the Dragasni to take that ship in tow and jump back to Hope Station,” Bill said. “We have the teams available there to rescue the remaining crew and to get it partially operational through station umbilical so that those trapped have air.”

“I’ll pull my teams back,” Breq said.

Bill pointed to one of the Com officers who said, “Relaying orders now Sir.”

“Sir, I’m going to ask you to jump to the station, we’ll take over here,” Bill said. “We have other ships in route.”

“I’m sorry but I’m not leaving my people,” Breq said.

“I understand Sir,” Bill said. “However, it isn’t safe here. If whatever attacked you arrives I would rather be worrying about the remaining ships. As our other ships arrive they will tow the ships to the station.”

“I’m sorry but I can’t leave,” Breq said. “The people who attacked us will be here shortly and you’ll need us.”

“I’m sorry, as commander of the Euthara space I’m going to order you to proceed under best power to the station,” Bill said.

“And if I refuse?” Breq said as a smile crossed his face.

“Well, I guess you’re staying then,” Bill said as he shrugged. “I thought it was worth a try.” Bill let a smile cross his face.

“Good now that that’s settled,” Breq said.

On one of the screens the Dragasni maneuvered in front of the disabled cruiser. A beam of light leaped out to the disabled ship. Shortly after that a portal formed in front of the Drovasian vessel and both ships jumped to hyperspace. Bill knew the Drovasian ship had fold and hyperspace capability, though their engines were one unit. It was still something highly classified by the Drovasian government and the last he heard Brad was working on getting access to the information now that the Drovasian people were part of the ADF and Jon was their ruler.

“Sir, the Titan has arrived,” one of the Com officers said. “Captain Gilas is hailing us.”

“Put him through,” Bill said.

Gilas’ face appeared on a different screen. “Captain Hawkins we’re here to lend assistance. What do you need us to do?”

“I need you to set up a perimeter and assist rescue operations,” Bill said.

“Expecting company?” Gilas said.

“Possibly, we don’t know for sure,” Bill said.

“Roger, I’ll coordinate our efforts with yours,” Gilas said.

“Thanks, keep this line open so you can keep up to date on what’s going on,” Bill said.

“Will do,” Gilas said and then turned his attention to away from the screen as it was muted.

“Con, bring us alongside the Wrath’s Revenge in escort position,” Bill said. “She’s our priority if the shit hits the fan. Keep the fold drives spun up.”

“Aye Sir,” the Con officer said.

“Flight control and damage control teams now have available resources,” Bill said. “Use the Titan’s personnel as needed.”

 


Several minutes’ later power returned to one of the cruisers and a new face popped up on the screen next to Admiral Breq. The Invaru had a bad gash across his forehead and one of his four arms dangled at his side, obviously broken. Where ever he was located the place was in shambles, conduits hung behind him and smoke filled the back ground. Flashes of light reflected off his face from some unseen light source.

“Commander Adja, where is Captain Noase?” Breq said.

“Dead Admiral,” Adja said. “Most of the command crew was killed when the bridge was hit. I’m in engineering at the auxiliary controls.”

“Are you able to move under your own power?” Breq asked.

“Yes Sir,” Adja said. “The auxiliary power unit should allow us to do that and engineering crews are working on getting main power back on line. We blew a main power conduit when we exited hyperspace.”

“Do that underway to Hope Station,” Breq said. “I’m transmitting the coordinates now.”

“I have them Sir,” Adja said. “I’m spinning up the hyperspace engines now.”

“Jump as soon as you’re capable,” Breq said.

“Understood Sir,” Adja said. “Sir?”

“Yes Commander?” Breq said.

“Did the rest of the fleet make it?” Adja said.

Breq shook his head as he spoke, “No, we lost twenty three ships during the engagement. All that’s left is us.”

“The home world?” Adja said.

“Burning as we speak,” Breq said. “From all accounts the Emperor is dead and most of the ruling council. I’ve transmitted on our emergency bands that this is our rally point. As of now we’re officially alone and the Empire is in ashes.”

Bill and some of his crew gasped at the news. One thought was in Bill’s mind, who the hell could do such a thing? To cripple a few ships or even smash a fleet is one thing but to destroy an entire world belonging to an Empire the size of the Invaru is another.

“You’re not alone,” Bill said. “You’re now a part of the ADF if you so wish.”

Breq raised an eye brow as he spoke, “You have that authority?”

“Well, I’m sure something will have to be worked out and papers signed. However, I’m second in command of the ADF and I’m sure Captain Hunter would agree,” Bill said.

“Then I guess were unofficially a part of the ADF until all the documents are in order,” Breq said.

“Good, then as second in command of the ADF I’m ordering you to take your ship to the station and dock up for repairs,” Bill said.

“Nice try, but the answer is still no,” Breq said.

“Well you can’t fault a guy for trying,” Bill said as he smiled.

Breq chuckled lightly. “Like I said I’d rather be here to help protect my people,” Breq said.

“Sir, Commander Adja’s Cruiser the Relgoa just entered hyperspace,” one of the Tactical officers said.

“You get that Admiral?” Bill said.

Breq nodded as he spoke, “They’re about to bring power up on the other Cruiser in just a few seconds. They’ve already started the warm up cycle for the hyperdrive by doing a quick patch job before they started routing power to the main systems. So, she should be able to jump as soon as partial power is restored. I’ve had to appoint a temporary Captain as the whole bridge crew is dead and there’s no Bridge officers left.”

“Okay,” Bill said. “That should be everyone then. I want everyone preparing to jump on my command. Recall all fighters…”

“Sir, I’m picking up multiple events forming about six thousand meters out,” one of the Tactical officers said.

“Ship types?” Bill said.

“Unknown, they haven’t started to emerge yet,” the same Tactical officer said.

“Admiral I suggest you get those people moving,” Bill said.

“I see it,” Breq said. “All hands to battles stations. Captain, I suggest you have your fighters and light craft return to your ship. They’re no match for these guys.”

Bill issued the orders for all light craft to land. “You sound like you’re sure of who is coming through,” Bill said.

“Pretty sure,” Breq said. “The Invaru have been fighting these beings for the last five years and it hasn’t been going very well for us.”

“Sir, the first ship has arrived and it’s the same signature as the ship that attacked the fleet in Euthara orbit a week ago,” the Tactical officer said.

“Alright, bring us about and put us between them and the Invaru ships,” Bill said. “Bring all modified weapons online and spin up the special shields.”

The Earth’s Revenge slowly turned away from the Wrath’s Revenge as she fell back. The Crystari wasted no time as they emerged, four ships all smaller than a cruiser, they all fired on the disabled Invaru Cruiser just as the Cruiser’s engines flared to life and a hyperspace portal started to form. Two of the bright beams found their marks and cut a swath of destruction across the engines of the cruiser. The other two beams glanced off the Earth’s Revenge’s shields as she slid in to try to protect the damaged ships and missed the cruiser by inches.

The cruiser’s engines faltered as multiple explosion erupted from her aft section. The bow of the ship had just entered the hyperspace portal as it collapsed. Another explosion rocked the ship and sent it into a spin. As the bow of the ship came into view it looked like it had been sliced off. The explosive out gassing from the bow of the ship shoved the ship away from the small fleet as large fireball erupted from the port side of the ship just under her engines where the beams had cut deep into her hull. Then the ship swelled as if someone had put two pounds too much pressure inside her and exploded.

“Escape pods?” Bill said.

Dalliana shook her head with a solemn look on her face.

“Son of a bitch!” Bill said.

“Shields down to ninety-eight percent,” a tactical officer said.

“No, massive power drains on our energy systems as we reported in the last battle,” an Engineering officer said.

“Don’t get too happy that was a glancing blow,” Bill said. “Return fire, target the closest ship.”

The Earth’s Revenge had been fitted with eight new guns that fired shells instead of energy. The down side was the weapons were bulky and required gunnery crews to man them. Limited ammo wasn’t as much a problem due to the size of the ship. The one system that hadn’t been installed yet was a new torpedo launcher system that fired a solid missile with a little bit of guidance electronics in it.

From what they understood of this new enemy they converted just about all energy to their own use and could turn it back on whoever was shooting at them. Their ships were like large batteries that absorbed whatever was tossed at it. The theory was, you toss chunks of metal or plastics at them and all they could do is sit there and get hit. Their weapons wouldn’t grow in power by leeching power from enemy weapons. If you could toss it fast enough the forces involved would be like hitting it with a nuclear bomb and then some.

What they were lobbing at them was high density plastics that had nanites in it. If it missed whatever they were fired at, the nanites would destroy the shell and themselves in less than five seconds. If they didn’t do this, the projectile would travel forever until it hit something, and if that something was a planet that could mean disaster.

The new shield system however polarized the point of impact to an almost mirror surface. It helped reflect their beam and didn’t take much power to do it. It stopped them from leeching power from ship’s shields and reduced the damage substantially; at least that was the theory behind it. According to the Invaru, the systems were still in testing phases and had yet to be deployed. Mike and Brad and a few modifications later had the Earth’s Revenge refitted and ready to go. Though she lost eight of her larger guns it seemed like a good trade off.

Four guns on the Earth’s Revenge fired at the closest enemy ship. One of the projectiles missed and instantly disintegrated followed by a small explosion of the nanites self-destructing. The other three projectiles slammed into the enemy vessels sending it spinning and headed away from them. It was covered in a shimmering cloud that left a trail in space as the ship spun out of control.

The crew cheered and Bill smiled as he watched the ship spin out of control. Then just as fast as the cheering started it stopped as the other three vessels opened fire. The Earth’s Revenge shields glowed in multiple spots as the enemy weapons sought to get through the shields.

“Shields are down to seventy five percent,” one of the Engineering officers said. “Power drain is increasing as our shields weaken.”

“Fire at will,” Bill said. “Order the Titan and all other vessels to retreat. Prepare to follow suit once all vessels have jumped.”

“Shields down to sixty percent and falling,” one of the Engineering officers said.

“Sir, the Crystari vessel we shot has regained control and is approaching our location,” one of the Tactical officers said. “I’m not showing any damage to the vessel Sir.”

“None?” Bill said.

“He’s correct, our weapons did nothing to the enemy vessel,” Dalliana said.

“Impossible,” Bill said. “Hold fire, no sense wasting ammo. Bring us about and prepare to fold.”

“I’m routing additional power to the shields,” Dalliana said.

The surface of the Earth’s Revenge seemed to shimmer as the power flowed through the shields. The surface of the shield glowed less from the weapon impacts of the Crystari vessels.

“Shield drain slowing but not stopping,” one of the Engineering officers said. “Seems like that also managed to stem the power drains too.”

“Sir, the two cruisers have jumped into hyperspace,” one of the Com officers said.

On the large holographic view screen Crystari weapons reached out and hit the Titan leaving several gouges along her hull. Bill looked over at the screen that showed Gilas to see him shouting orders.

Audio suddenly came back up as Gilas was speaking, “What do you mean the fold drives are off line?”

“They hit one of the main conduits Sir,” someone said off screen. “I’m trying to reroute power.”

“I’m already rerouting power to the fold drives,” Tatiana said. “But, it will take the drives two minutes to warm back up before we can jump. You can try to restore power to the shields.”

“Yes Ma’am,” the voice off screen said.

“We’ll cover you,” Bill said.

“No, get out of here Captain,” Gilas said. “No sense risking us both.”

“Our shields have been modified and are holding…” Bill said. He was interrupted as the ship shuddered and let out a groan. Alarms went off as the holo screens blinked off and then back on as if they lost power for a second. “What the hell was that? Did we collide with something?”

“Shields at forty percent,” one of the engineers said. “Massive power drain on the main reactor. The backup reactors have kicked in to take up the slack.”

“How the hell did they do that?” Bill said.

Crystari weapons struck the Titan again and several explosions erupted across her hull as the beams cut paths of destruction. One of her hanger doors was hit and the explosive out gassing spun her around as her engines failed and lights flickered off.

“Main power offline,” Tatiana said. “Secondary power unavailable, main engines offline major damage to aft sections two through seven.”

Just as Bill was about to speak Gilas’ face disappeared as the transmission was cut by the power failure. “Con, bring us between the Titan and Crystari vessels. I don’t want them having a clear shot. They’re using...” Bill said. He was interrupted as the power on the bridge blinked off for two seconds and then came back up as the Earth’s Revenge rocked this time as it was hit. “…her to power their weapons. Do not give them an open target on our engines if you can help it.”

“Shields down to ten percent,” Dalliana said. “Main power offline, auxiliary power plants on line. Dispatching repair crews to section three, deck five.”

“How long until main power is back online?” Bill said.

“About ten minutes sir, we have a blown conduit relay,” one of the Engineering officers said.

“Ten minutes my ass,” Bill said. “You tell them to get the conduit repaired now and I don’t care what it takes.”

“Sir, the Wrath’s Revenge is moving to intercept the Crystari,” one of the Tactical officers said. “It looks like they’re trying to shield us.”

Bill’s eye switched to Breq’s face on one of the screens. “Just what do you think you’re doing? I’m ordering you to retreat and remove yourself from the field of battle.”

“We’re giving you time to get the conduit repaired,” Breq said. “However, you broke up on the last part of that message. Can you please repeat message?”

“I’m ordering you too…” Bill said.

Breq interrupted him, “Captain?”

“I’m here,” Bill said.

“Get him back,” Breq said. One of his arms moved and suddenly the screen went blank as a smile crossed his face.

Crystari weapons hit the Wrath’s Revenge and her shields flickered and failed as one of the beams passed completely through the ship. Lights flickered off and on as she tried to settle in a defensive posture. Her engines flickered off and on leaving her a drift.

Those same weapons reached out and crushed the Earth’s Revenge’s shields. They dug ten foot deep paths of destruction across her hull damaging multiple decks. Atmosphere and crew members were blown into space. One of the beams cut across one of the main engines cutting through the protective case.

Emergency doors all over the ship slammed shut to protect the crew. Radiation from the engines poured down into the different compartments in the lower decks before the emergency doors reacted. Fifty crew members died in seconds as the radiation burned them to a crisp.

Bill was looking at the display of the Earth’s Revenge on a holo screen. Over half the ship was blinking red or yellow showing damaged sections. It wasn’t good another shot or two and the ship would be destroyed.

Crystari weapons struck the Earth’s Revenge again. Some of them finding the same spots and cutting completely through the ship. Others gouging deep into her hull in places where there were key systems.

“Targeting nearest Crystari vessel and putting guns on auto fire,” one of the Tactical officers said. “Power failure, rerouting secondary power to weapons, going to take me a few minutes.”

By now the Crystari ships had changed targets to the Wrath’s Revenge and were brutally cutting chunks out of the hull. The ship was so large it was taking time to do any substantial damage. Even with all the damage to the ship her power came back on line and she started to move towards the Titan.

“Have Admiral Breq back Sir,” one of the Com officers said.

Breq’s face blinked into existence on a flickering screen.

“Glad to see you’re still with us,” Bill said.

“Same to you,” Breq said. “We have our hyperspace engines ready and are prepared to jump at your convenience. We’ll take the Titan in tow as we enter.”

“Just got the engines back online,” Bill said. “We’re free to jump whenever you’re ready.”

“As soon as we pass by the Titan and snag her we’ll be jumping,” Breq said. Breq stumbled as his ship was struck again.

“Another hit like that and we might lose the engines,” a voice off screen said.

“Just hold it together for another ten seconds,” Breq said.

The Earth’s Revenge swung up directly behind the Wrath’s Revenge. Beams sliced into the aft of the Earth’s Revenge cutting completely through the fold drives. Explosions rocked her as damage control attempted to compensate.

“Sir, fold drives are offline, prepping hyperspace engines,” the Com officer said as his hands flew over the panels around him.

“Make this fast Admiral,” Bill said.

“Grabbing the Titan now and jumping,” Breq said.

“Right behind you,” Bill said.

Both ships began generating the portal need to make the transition to hyperspace as the Crystari weapons continued to pound the Earth’s Revenge. One of the beams cut through the main conduits to the hyperspace drive at the last second and the portal collapsed just as the Wrath’s Revenge jumped.

“Well that sucks,” Bill said. “Dalliana, evacuate the ship and eject your core for later retrieval.”.

“Sir?” Dalliana said.

“You heard me,” Bill said.

‘All crew abandon ship,’ Dalliana’s voice said echoing everywhere in the ship.

“Sir,” Dalliana said. “I’ll eject once you’re secure and on your way.”

“I’m going to set a collision course and follow in a shuttle,” Bill said.

“Then I’m staying with you,” Dalliana said.

“Command override Alpha-Delta-Five-Three-Zero-One, Turn on locator for AI core and eject,” Bill said.

“Sir, I protest this ac…” Dalliana said. She was cut short when her core was ejected and took off at sub light speeds towards Hope Station.

“Too much damage I can’t get the weapons to come back on line,” the tactical officer said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Bill said. “All of you evac to a shuttle and get out of here, I’m going to set a collision course and then be right behind you. It might stop them from following the other ships and evacuating crew.”

Once all the bridge crew was gone Bill sat down at the Con station and started the ship on a collision course with the nearest Crystari vessel. He sat watching the main screen as his ship turned and started for the vessel.

Crystari weapons started firing on the fleeing crew as if they were fish in a barrel. Bill growled and adjusted the Earth’s Revenge’s course to shield all the vessels he could. He stood up and tapped the auto pilot button on the screen in front of him.

Bill turned and ran for the transport tube and just as he was about to enter it he heard the mono tone computer say, “Auto pilot disengaged.”

Bill ran back to the con stumbling a few times as the ship took hits from the Crystari ships. He sat down and found the problem immediately and started working on rerouting the control systems.

Kelly’s face popped up on the screen in front of him. “Bill? I just heard is everything ok?” Kelly said.

“Hey, how are you and the kids doing?” Bill said.

“Bill where is everyone?” Kelly said.

“I had them evacuate the ship. She’s taken too much damage,” Bill said. He sighed as he found no way around the damaged systems. He started manually making course corrections to keep the ship between the enemy and his crew. The pounding the ship was receiving began to take its toll as systems started shutting down. Gaping holes littered her hull all over the place.

“What are you still doing there?” Kelly said. Tears were already filling her eyes.

“Hey now, I’m just setting the auto pilot,” Bill said.

“It’s worse than you’re letting on isn’t it?” Kelly said.

Bill looked up and slowly nodded as he spoke, “I’m not going to make it home. I want you to stick close to Jon and his family.”

“Bill please don’t,” Kelly said.

“Shhhh,” Bill said. “It’s ok, I knew what I signed up for when I took the job. Even if I left now they would just shoot my ship down. This is the only way I can save most of the crew and protect you and the kids.”

The Crystari vessel he was trying to ram shifted position at the last second and fired its guns. The beam cut deep into the ship as it raked the hull from its mid-point to just under one of the main engines. With the mounts of the engine cut it swung partially free and slammed into the ship. Causing the ship to start an out of control spiral as explosions erupted along the large gash in her side.

Bill raised his hand and placed it in front of the screen as he spoke, “I love you and I have always wanted to marry you.”

“I know, I love you too,” Kelly said as she raised her hand to his.

“Shay and Shawna or James and Marius,” Bill said.

“What?” Kelly said.

“The names for our kids,” Bill said. “Those are the ones I want.”

Kelly started crying uncontrollably.

“Hey it’s ok, you’ve made me happier than I’ve had any right to be,” Bill said as he smiled. It was the last thing Kelly heard.

The spinning Earth’s Revenge managed to catch two of the Crystari vessels as Bill worked the thrusters to change the spinning ships course. The resulting explosion of the Earth’s Revenge combined with the two Crystari vessels was visible from the ground on Euthara.

The last two Crystari vessels slammed into each other from the explosion’s initial concussion wave with enough force to crack their hulls and they started venting what looked to be atmosphere. Both vessels jumped at the same time to escape the full force of the explosion's concussion wave.

 


In a room by herself, Kelly Martin laid her head on her crossed arms that rested on the table she was sitting at and sobbed silently. The screen in front of her flashed transmission interrupted in large red letters.





Chapter 15


  Remorse

 


 


 


The damage to Terri had really been minor in comparison to Oojoung. The slug that had torn through Terri’s shoulder had missed anything vital and the bones. It went clean through and the nanites had already begun the repairing process.

The other slug had missed her spine by an inch and punched a hole through her right lung. The quick actions of the med techs had stabilized her and the nanites had once again proved their worth as they worked their magic. Andie had decided to keep Terri under for a few days to allow the nanites to work. She knew how hard it was keeping Terri in one spot.

Oojoung was a different matter altogether and more of a problem. His liver had been trashed and Andie had a new one growing in a tank. Broken ribs had made a mess of his insides however all but the liver was slowly being repaired by the nanites. They knew the liver was beyond repair and would do what they could to keep it functioning until it gave out completely.

Two hours later Andie finished the last laser suture for Oojoung’s new liver and then closed him up. Bruises and contusions had already started to clear up and he was looking much better.

Andie looked up at one of the nurses as she spoke, “I think that’s got it.”

“Vital signs are improving,” the Nurse said. “Nice work Doctor, I thought he was beyond our help as bad as the damage was.”

“It looked worse than it was,” Andie said. “Most of the damage had already been semi repaired by the nanites. After I set the bones and helped seal a few tears the nanites kicked in and finished the rest of the work.”

“You don’t give yourself enough credit,” the Nurse said. “That liver was not the easiest thing to replace.”

“Wasn’t that hard,” Andie said. “Anyway, double up his nanites and keep him under for forty-eight hours. I’m going to go let Jon know what’s going on before he blows a gasket.”

“I’ve never seen anyone go off the deep end that bad,” the Nurse said as she set up equipment to be moved.

“Jon has a lot on him right now,” Andie said. “His sister being hurt just added to the stress. I thought I was going to have to sedate him for a minute.”

“No kidding,” the Nurse said.

“I’ll be back,” Andie said as she walked through the OR doors.

 


 


 


Jon had his hands behind his back as he paced the waiting room. Too many things were happening all at once. His mind was spinning as he tried to deal with the current situation. He’d told Mark to deal with the defecting troops and had Carla take command of the Atlantis. Oojoung and his sister were in surgery and there was no word yet on their conditions.

Sam was laying on one of the medical beds asleep with Nefeit lying next to and holding her. Sam was hit pretty hard by the news of Oojoung being shot. The whole time Jon had been telling her about Oojoung being shot Sam had been muttering under her breath how it was impossible. She had run off when Jon had told her the news and it had taken Atlantis to locate her.

 


Oojoung and Sam had a very close relationship and had become fast friends in a very short time. No one, not even the command staff, gave Sam a hard time and she had access to everywhere Oojoung had access too. The only restriction was any arms locker or any place with military grade weaponry. Even then, as long as Oojoung was with her she was allowed into these areas.

One of the Eutharan Marine Captains had made the mistake of dressing down Sam for entering one of the security stations. Sam had been going to see Oojoung who was on duty training a new batch of Special Forces recruits. The Captain had told Sam she wasn’t allowed in the restricted area and she needed to return to the civilian area immediately.

A day later the Captain ended up in medical when Oojoung had scheduled him for some additional hand to hand training. The Captain ended up with two broken ribs and a fractured arm. Word got around quickly that Sam was special and allowed anywhere Oojoung was. Oojoung had even gone so far as to make it a primary duty of all Special Forces to watch out and care for Sam when he wasn’t around. Besides Jon and his wives, there was no one anywhere in the ADF better protected than Sam.

As their friendship grew her training started and by the second month Sam could take most raw recruits in hand to hand. Oojoung had wanted to start her firearms training but Jon had put the nix to that. Jon thought she was too young for that kind of training even though Oojoung had argued the point for hours. Disappointed Oojoung put off the training but built her a small cloaking device like his for her to use in the event of an emergency. He’d explained to her it wasn’t a toy and if she activated it, it would send out a distress signal to the security stations of any ship or station in the ADF.

The only authority greater than Oojoung where Sam was concerned was Jon. He and Deatra had filed all the proper paper work to adopt the child. It was one of the first official ADF documents and three lawyers had worked day and night to get it processed and filed properly. However, for the most part, Jon and Deatra let Oojoung do his thing. They knew there was no one who could protect her better.

 


Jon stopped pacing for a second as he watched Sam and Nefeit sleeping. Tears formed in his eyes for his daughter’s pain even some of his own pain showed. He was reminded how dangerous a game he was playing and that people’s lives were in the balance.

Jon’s com startled him out of his thoughts. He reached up and tapped his collar as he spoke, “I left orders I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

“I know Sir,” Atlantis’ voice said. “But certain situations have developed that need your attention.”

Andy came walking out of the surgical bay towards him.

“Give me a second,” Jon said. “Andy?”

“Nothing to worry about they’re both stable and sleeping soundly,” Andy said. “Oojoung was the worst of the two. The nanites however did their job and he’s doing fine. They should both be up and about in a couple days; they will both have to be put on light duty for a month.”

Jon let out a sigh of relief as his body relaxed. “Well, if everything is fine I’m going to go back to the bridge. Call me if either of them wakes up.”

“That won’t happen for a while,” Andy said. “We’re going to keep them under so their nanites can work unmolested by their movements.”

Jon nodded as he turned to walk out. “Tell Sam and Nefeit that I’ll be on the bridge if they need me.”

“Sure thing, make sure you get some rest yourself, doctors’ orders,” Andy said.

“And Andy,” Jon said as he paused at the door and looked back.

“Yes?” Andy said.

“Thanks for everything,” Jon said.

“I didn’t do much, mostly it was the nanites, but you’re welcome,” Andy said. She gave Jon a smile that told him everything would be ok.

Jon nodded as he ducked out the door and spoke to Atlantis, “I’m on my way to the bridge.”

 


 


Jon stepped on to the bridge and it was a scene of controlled chaos. Carla was at the center of the storm with Atlantis standing next to her. Jon started to make his way towards her as he started taking in what was going on.

“What do you mean we’ve lost her?” Carla said.

“I have a tracking beacon on her AI core and all of her shuttles,” a Tactical officer said. “But, I have no reading on her.”

Jon frowned as he spoke, “What are you talking about?”

Carla spun around and snapped a salute.

“The Earth’s Revenge is gone,” Atlantis said. Holographic tears formed in her eyes.

“Ok, what do you mean by gone?” Jon said.

“She's been destroyed Sir,” Carla said.

“What?!” Jon said. “How?” Jon’s head swam at the thought of losing the ship and all those lives. “What about the crew?”

“Most of them evacuated and are on their way to the station,” a Tactical officer said. “I’ve dispatched a shuttle to recover the AI core when it comes out of hyperspace.”

A small hyperspace generator was located in the main computer compartment. When the core was ejected the generator created a hyperspace portal large enough for it. Then the ejection system “shot” the core through the portal with enough velocity to keep the core in hyperspace until it slowed itself down.

“How long until Captain Hawkins arrives?” Jon said.

The Tactical officer looked at Carla then at Atlantis before settling his gaze back on Jon.

“Well out with it,” Jon said.

“Jon,” Atlantis said. She laid a hand on his shoulder as if trying to comfort him. “Captain Hawkins went down with his ship from all reports we have received.”

“Impossible,” Jon said. “He has a soon to be wife, I’m performing the ceremony in two days. Not to mention he has twins on the way. Have him report here when he arrives at the station.”

“Sir, I,” the Tactical officer said.

Jon interrupted him, “It’s an order. When Captain Hawkins arrives on station he’s to report here. It’s not really that complicated.”

“Yes Sir,” the Tactical officer said.

“Captain Hunter, call coming in from the Ga’sahde,” a Com officer said.

“Of course, why not,” Jon said. He stood up and smoothed his shirt and composed himself before accepting the call.

A female Ga’sahde appeared on the screen she was dressed completely in red and her face was blood red. Two silver lines ran from the bridge of her nose down at a diagonal to her jaw line. Amber eyes peered back and they screamed the anger they contained.

“Primus,” the woman said. “How is the Matriarch?”

“She is fine,” Jon said. “I’m sorry but do I know you?”

“My apologies lord,” the woman knelt and bowed her head. “I’m Istanca.”

“Well, Istanca what can I do for you?” Jon said. Though he already had an idea what was going on.

“The Matriarch’s Crystal has dimmed,” Istanca said. “I’m here to find out why.”

This was something Jon knew about but wasn’t common knowledge. Matriarchs were tied to a life crystal back on the Ga’sahde home world. The crystal reacted to the wellbeing of the Matriarch. If it ever dimmed or went out it could only mean one thing and the Ga’sahde only reacted one way by sending out their elite home guard. The purpose of this guard was to assess the situation and to take appropriate measures. Now that the home guard was at Euthara, they had to be dealt with before things got out of hand.

“She was wounded,” Jon said. He deliberately left out how she was wounded. Though he knew that would be the next question and he was right.

“How was she wounded?” Istanca said.

“In a battle,” Jon said. He watched her reaction carefully. However, there was no reaction from Istanca. Not something Jon was expecting or liking at the moment.

“Why was the Matriarch involved in a battle?” Istanca said. “Or even attacked for that matter? Isn’t Euthara under the Ga’sahde Treaty?”

“She was involved in a fight to get out of the detention center she was being held in by order of the King,” Jon said. “She was attacked and captured because she decided she wanted to fly her fighter which at the time was thought to be safe. Yes and no, the Eutharan King doesn’t accept the Treaty however they’re still considered to be under the treaty due to the fact it was never officially disbanded. I’m currently working to resolve this issue with the current King and government here on Euthara.”

“Well then, we will resolve this issue for them,” Istanca said. “The people responsible for the attack on the Matriarch will pay.”

“Need I remind you she chose to fly a military fighter of her own volition? That right there negates her protection,” Jon said. “So, really there is no recourse to her being attacked.”

“Did she fire on them first?” Istanca said. She raised an eyebrow in question.

“I don’t recall, though I don’t think so. She acted to protect herself, I think,” Jon said.

“Then she is still protected,” Istanca said. “The Matriarch can fly any ship she wants at any time she wants. The only time she negates her protected status is if she fires on someone and then, and only then, does that give the other party the right to protect themselves.”

“I wasn’t aware of that,” Jon said. Jon concentrated as he accessed the data stored in his nanites and found the section dealing with the Matriarch and her protected status. It was as Istanca said and it made things much more difficult for him.

“There’s a lot you don’t know about Primus,” Istanca said. “It’s not your fault. It won’t take long for us to set this right. We will be landing and taking the Capital of Euthara then we will hold a hearing and deal with those responsible.”

“No you will not,” Jon said. “You will hold your position and wait for further orders.”

“I’m sorry Primus,” Istanca said. “My authority in this matter supersedes yours.”

“That may be the case and I don’t wish to step on your toes,” Jon said. “However, when my sister wakes up she’s not going to be happy with you for disobeying my orders. The situation right now here on Euthara is precarious. I’ve just lost a ship and a lot of personnel from an unknown force and right now this is the gathering point for the Invaru fleet and all other refugees in the universe. You will jeopardize that if you take this action and you’ll endanger my wife in the process. I’m ordering you to stand down until the Matriarch wakes which will be in a couple days.”

“You’ll stand down as the Primus asks, until the Matriarch wakes,” Gabriel said. Jon hadn’t seen him walk on to the bridge until he was standing next to him.

“General,” Istanca said. “I respect your authority but you know…”

“You will do as I’ve said,” Gabriel said. “I alone have command of the whole Ga’sahde fleet and as such you fall under that command. Or should I find someone to replace you?”

Istanca balked at the question and bowed as she spoke, “Of course not General, it will be as you ask.”

“I would like to make one more point that you should heed,” Gabriel said.

Istanca looked up and raised an eyebrow.

“In my dealings with the Primus and the matriarch, I’ve found that their agendas don’t fall far from each other. The Matriarch has made it very clear to me and others that the Primus speaks with her voice on all matters even if she’s not present,” Gabriel said. “They are, of course, brother and sister and have the same goals. I’ve learned to trust his orders to be in alignment with the agenda of the Ga’sahde, you would do well to do the same.”

“Of course,” Istanca said. She turned to Jon and bowed. “My apologies Primus, I’ll give you the time you ask for.”

“I want you to take your ships and set up a system patrol while we affect repairs on our ships from the recent battle,” Jon said. “You can coordinate with ADF command at the station.”

“As you wish,” Istanca said.

“I’ll contact you if I need anything else or when the Matriarch wakes,” Jon said. Jon made a motion for the link to be disconnected and the screen blinked off before Istanca could reply.

Jon turned to Gabriel and gave him a fleeting smile as he spoke, “Thanks for the back up.”

“My pleasure,” Gabriel said. “Istanca is a by the book person and sometimes that gets in the way of where her duty really lies. So, don’t be too hard on her. She’s just trying to do her duty to the Matriarch.”

“To be honest,” Jon said as he sighed and sat down in his chair. “I don’t know if I have the energy to be too hard on anyone. I just found out my second in command might be dead or missing in action. Not only that but he was one of my best friends. I’ve known him for a very long time. Now I have the pleasure of telling his sister and fiancé he’s missing or dead.”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel said. The truth showed on his face in the form of sadness for Jon.

“It’s ok, something I have to get used to,” Jon said. “What I’m trying to figure out right now is why you’re here?”

“Oh, I was checking on the Matriarch and decided to see how you were doing,” Gabriel said. “Andy asked me to let you know that Oojoung and the Matriarch are improving by the hour and she doesn’t see any complications or long term effects.”

“Good, that’s the best news I’ve had since I woke up,” Jon said. Jon’s spirits lifted a bit at the thought of his sister and Oojoung being ok. He knew Sam would be very happy to hear of Oojoung’s status.

“I also figured I would deliver my report in person since I was here,” Gabriel said. “The Wrath’s Revenge and her escorts as well as the Titan have docked at the station. The ships are currently at the top of the queue for repairs and upgrades. The personnel from those ships are being treated for various injuries and most are expected to make a full recovery.”

“Good,” Jon said. “Since you didn’t mention it, I’m going to assume that Captain Hawkins wasn’t among those recovered.”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel said. “Admiral Breq has requested an audience with you as soon as possible. I’ve told him I would relay the request and that if medical and you cleared him I would have him transported down.”

“Do it,” Jon said.

Gabriel nodded as he spoke, “As you wish.”

“Bring all forces up to high alert for the time being,” Jon said. “Double system patrols and have a patrol set up to coordinate with the factories on the other planets and moons. I want to give the civilians as much coverage as we can. Without their supplies coming in our repair and rebuilding efforts would grind to a halt.”

“Oh, Euthara IV has sent their first shipment of raw ore to the main foundry on the station,” Gabriel said. “Trans Orbital Refinement and Processing CEO has also received his first shipment from the Castanian people. The industrial side of Euthara is starting to pick up as you expected.”

“Guess I should check my stocks huh?” Jon said. He gave a brief smile as Gabriel chuckled.

“Sir, call coming in from Kelly Martin,” the Com officer said. “She’s requesting to speak to you.”

“Give me ten and transfer it to my ready room,” Jon said as he stood up.

“Yes Sir,” the Com officer said.

“One more thing,” Jon said. He turned to face Gabriel as he spoke. “If any more of these Crystari ships show up in system do not engage them unless absolutely necessary. I want them monitored and their actions recorded. Get as many readings on them as possible while staying undetected. If a ship does get engaged, standing orders are to flee and regroup at the station. Euthara is now a refugee planet and I want complete scans of any ship before it is allowed anywhere close to the station. Have them rally incoming ships at one of the moon bases. Once they're cleared we’ll figure out what to do with them from there. One thing I want is all combat ships to be ready at a moment’s notice. If the Captains of the incoming vessel have a problem being under the ADF space command at the station tell them they can vacate the system and fend for themselves. I’m not going to protect people who don't want to protect themselves.”

“Yes Sir,” Gabriel said.

Jon stopped just before he walked through the door. “One more thing contact Ghost Station, report what’s happened here and have them on high alert too. Dispatch two additional ships to their location, one Drovasian ship and one Invaru ship, for added security at the station.”

“Ok,” Gabriel said.

“Carla you have the bridge,” Jon said. “Contact me if I’m needed.”

“Yes Sir,” Carla said.

 


 


Jon settled behind his desk and prepared himself for the call. Not that anything could prepare him for it. He hoped that Bill was just MIA and he would get a call soon saying he had been picked up. He would soon find out that his fears were about to be confirmed.

Kelly’s face appeared on the screen before him. She had been crying, her red puffy eyes were proof enough of that. Jon felt his spirits fall as he looked at the screen. His heart jumped and went out to Kelly.

“Jon…” Kelly started to say. Her sobbing interrupted her as she tried to gain control.

“Kelly he’s ok,” Jon said. “He has to be, he’s on one of the shuttles or pods we haven’t recovered. Or even on the ship, SAR teams are on their way there.”

Kelly shook her head slowly as she spoke, “No, I was on the com with him when the ship went up. He’s goneeeee.” Kelly began crying again as tears poured from her eyes.

Tears fell from Jon’s eyes and down his cheeks as his heart went out to her. “Kelly, I…” Jon started and stopped. He had no idea what to say to help her through this time.

“Jon he loved you and believed in what you were building here,” Kelly said. “You know that don’t you?”

“I, yeah I guess I did,” Jon said.

Kelly reached up and held her hand to the screen. “It was very important to him you be the one to marry us. Do you know why?” Kelly said.

Jon wiped his eyes and then held his hand up on hers. “No, I just knew it was very important to him. I still remember the day he came to ask me to do it. He begged me to do it and I really didn’t want to. I finally caved when he said it would brighten your day to be the first people married in the ADF and by me no less.”

Kelly gave a small smile as she pulled her hand from the screen and wiped her face. “He said that?” she said.

“Oh yeah, melted my heart even though I was scared to death of the idea,” Jon said.

“Bill would do anything for me,” Kelly said. “It was mainly him that got the idea in his head. I had mentioned it in passing that it would be nice if we were the first union in the ADF and that if you could do the ceremony. But, I would have been happy to just get married. Having you agree to do it was just a bonus for me.”

“That’s Bill,” Jon said.

“You know he worked very hard to be the best Captain in the ADF,” Kelly said. “It was very important to him that he measure up to your standards.”

“He was well past my standards,” Jon said.

“He told me once that you gave him purpose, a sense of being,” Kelly said. “He was happy with the way things had turned out. Not at first he wasn’t, he wanted to be back home. Then you showed him how to make the best of a bad situation and it gave him purpose.”

“Kelly, I never knew,” Jon said. Tears threatened to spill again as Jon tried to hold himself together.

“Now the light of my life is gone,” Kelly said. She started crying again which made Jon start crying.

“Kelly, I’m sorry,” Jon said. “According to the ADF data base you two have been married for a while now.”

“How?” Kelly said as she wiped her face again and calmed herself.

“I filed the paper work on Bill's behalf in case something happened to either one of you,” Jon said. “You weren’t supposed to know, but now it doesn’t seem that important. All it needs is your signature to be official.”

“He knew,” Kelly said. “He had been pushing me to resign my commission until after the kids were born.”

“I don’t think he knew,” Jon said. “It was more he was worried and wanted things to be in place.”

“He wants you and your family to be the god parents of the kids,” Kelly said. “It was one of his last wishes.”

“Then I accept and I’m sure my family will agree,” Jon said. “I want you to come live on the Atlantis as second in command. I’ll be basing out of her for the foreseeable future and I would like you to be close at hand. Bill would never forgive me if I didn’t watch out for you and the kids.”

“I can do that,” Kelly said. “I could use the support and I really don’t want to be alone right now.”

“I’m sending a shuttle right now so pack up and I’ll see you in a bit,” Jon said.

“Uh, ok,” Kelly said. Kelly stood up and waddled away, which made Jon grin, from the screen as she set off to pack.

Jon hit the button and disconnected the link. He sighed as he leaned back a bit, tears fell from his eyes as he said, “God Bill I’m so sorry.”

Atlantis appeared next to Jon and said, “Admiral Breq is on his way down Captain.”

Jon wiped his eyes. “Good, when he arrives show him to some quarters and let him know I’ll be with him as soon as possible,” Jon said.

“Are you ok?” Atlantis said.

“I’m fine,” Jon said. “Do me a favor and have Andie report to my ready room. You’re dismissed.”

“Yes Sir,” Atlantis said. She faded out as Jon reached up and put a call into Mark.

Mark’s face soon filled the screen, he was wearing his combat armor and the area behind him was a swarm of activity. Mark saluted as he spoke, “Sir.”

Jon returned the salute. “How are things going Mark?” Jon asked.

“Pretty good, most of the Euthara military has been processed,” Mark said. “I did as you asked and ran complete background checks on all the Dukes through the Eutharan data bases. As far as my intelligence team can see they all check out.”

“Alright, but keep an eye on them, I don’t want any surprises,” Jon said. “What about the site.”

“We’re still excavating the site but I can tell you it was no storage site,” Mark said.

“Any idea what it was?” Jon said.

“Got me,” Mark said as he shrugged. “I have the tech boys going over it as we work but they have yet to report anything significant.”

“Well, keep me informed,” Jon said.

“Will do,” Mark said. He took a second to look Jon over. “How are Terri and Oojoung doing?”

“They’re fine,” Jon said. Jon’s eyes welled up as he fought the emotions.

“Then what’s wrong?” Mark said. “I don’t think I have ever seen you look so sad.”

“We lost the Earth’s Revenge,” Jon said.

“What? How?” Mark said. Mark’s face showed his astonishment at the announcement. Several people in the background that was close enough to overhear stopped what they were doing and looked up in surprise.

“Another battle with the Crystari that were pursuing Admiral Breq and his ships,” Jon said.

“How many lost?” Mark said. He knew how Jon took the loss of life.

“We’re still counting,” Jon said. “Invaru losses were heavy, twenty-three ships and their crews.”

“Holy shit in a hand basket!” Mark said. “These guys mean business.”

“That’s not the worst of it,” Jon said. A tear fell down his cheek as he spoke. He wiped it away with his sleeve. Mark sat waiting for him to continue as Jon tried hard to compose himself. Jon took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We lost Captain Hawkins.”

Mark stumbled back a few steps as his face paled and he blinked a few times. Mark wasn’t very close to Bill but he respected him and the few times he dealt with him had been pleasant. He knew what the men said about his command and not one of them said one bad word about it. Mark knew it was a heavy loss for the ADF in terms of a competent commander. “I’m sorry,” Mark said. “I know he was a good friend of yours.”

Jon’s door buzzed and he looked up as he spoke, “I’ll let you know when the memorial is. I have to go Andie is here.”

Mark nodded and said, “If you need someone to talk to holler.” He hit the button and disconnected the call.

“Enter,” Jon said.

Andie stepped in through the doorway and started in on Jon right away, “Now look, your sister and Oojoung are doing fine. You can’t be calling me away just to give you a report on their condition. I do have other patients you know and besides I told you I would call if anything was wrong.”

“Andie sit down,” Jon said. He motioned to the chair next to him.

“What’s wrong, did I do something?” Andie said as she sat down.

“No my dear,” Jon said. Tears started pouring from his eyes.

“Jon you’re scaring me,” Andie said. “What’s wrong? Is Deatra ok?”

“Andie,” Jon said. He gulped as his throat dried out suddenly. “Your brother is dead.”

Andie sat back as her face paled and she worked to get words to form.

“I’m sorry,” Jon said.

“Are you sure?” Andie finally managed to get out.

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Yes, I’m sure. He was talking to Kelly when his ship went down.”

“I…” Andie started to say. Then suddenly her eyes seemed to lose all life and her face went slack as she slumped in the chair.

“Andie?” Jon said. He was a bit alarmed at her reaction to the news.

When he got no response he gently shook he shoulder and called her name again. Andie’s head turned his direction but it was if she wasn’t seeing him.

“Andie say something,” Jon said as he stood up. He shook her a bit harder as he called her name. He was staring to get a bit worried as he watched her sitting there unmoving.

“Atlantis, medical emergency have a team respond to my ready room,” Jon said.

“Are you ok,” Atlantis said as she appeared next to Jon. She was looking him over as she appeared.

“Yes, it’s not me,” Jon said. “I think there is something wrong with Andie.”

 


 


Jon stood watching through one of the large windows into the small room where Andie was hooked up to various machines. From what the other doctors had told him there was nothing wrong with her physically though mentally she had just shut down.

Sam was in the room with Oojoung waiting for her friend to wake up and Nefeit was again standing beside him.

“How can this be happening to me?” Jon said. He wasn’t really saying it to anyone and it was more of a question for himself.

Nefeit squeezed his arm as she leaned up beside him. They had become very close in the past few weeks and Jon had come to rely on her council. “Bad things happen in war,” Nefeit said. “There’s not much you can do about it.”

“Yes, but I should be more careful. I should have seen that attack coming and been prepared for it,” Jon said. “I caused Bill’s death by sending him out there when I knew that those ships had been in a recent battle.”

“No, Bill chose his death,” Nefeit said. “Not very many people get that chance. He died saving hundreds of lives. You should be proud of him and what he did. Andie’s reaction to the news of her brother’s death is nothing new. A lot of people shut down like that. She’ll come out of it when she’s ready to express her emotions. You have to be ready as they could be targeted at you. Once she’s done doing that she’ll be just fine.”

“My sister and Oojoung were hurt because I’ve been playing games with the King,” Jon said. “Deatra is in his hands because I chose to play games. Well I’m done playing games with people.”

“That’s good to hear,” a deep voice said behind them.

Jon turned around towards the voice. A large Invaru wearing a high ranking officer’s uniform stood just behind him. Four ADF marines surrounded the large Invaru at arm’s length.

“Admiral Breq at your service,” Breq said. “I know there is a lot going on right now but I think we really need to talk.” Breq looked at Nefeit and then added. “In private if we can, what I have to tell you is very important.”





Chapter 16


  The Tale of Two Empires

 


 


 


Jon sat back in his chair and looked across at Breq. Breq was impressive even for an Invaru. He stood just over seven foot tall and his arms and chest told everyone there was power there. If it wasn’t for the caring eyes, that expressed his concern for other people, he would have looked like a hard man.

“Sorry for your losses,” Breq said. “I understand Captain Hawkins was your friend.”

“A very good friend,” Jon said. “We grew up together and he became an important part of the ADF. He was a good officer that cared about his people. He knew what his duty was and had no problem doing what was needed. His loss was rather unexpected as was the appearance of these Crystari. They’re nasty little things and we have yet to find a weakness to exploit. We have some of the best people working on the analysis of their ships and weapons.”

Breq shifted uneasily in his chair as he spoke, “Don’t bother with trying to analyze their ships, it will get you nowhere, and yes, they’re very nasty: they took the thirty ship fleet that I was bringing and turned it into what you saw arrive. They did it in less than thirty minutes without losses.”

Jon let out a low whistle as he thought about the fire power that would take and then about the fire power it would take to do it in that time frame. “I still don’t understand why they have suddenly shown up and what their goal was here on Euthara.”

“My father, the Emperor, is to blame for their appearance,” Breq said. “He paid for it with his life when they attacked my home world.”

“Sorry for your loss,” Jon said. Jon shifted a bit in his chair and took a sip from his coffee cup.

“I’m not,” Breq said. His face let his anger and hatred for his father through. “I never liked what he stood for or the methods he used to get where he was. Though, now I’m next in line for the throne.”

“You’re the Emperor now?” Jon said. He sat forward as he listened to Breq intently.

“Yeah…” Breq said. His voice told Jon it wasn’t something he was happy about. “I’m the last living heir, and if any of my brothers or sisters survived the attack I’m still the oldest and first in line for the throne.”

Jon leaned back and put his hands together just under his nose as if thinking. “I don’t see that as a bad thing,” Jon said. He gave a slight grin to Breq. “As a matter of fact I see that as a good thing.”

Breq reached up and scratched his head with one of his upper arms as he tried to fathom where Jon was coming from. “I don’t see where you’re going with this. I’m now head of an empire I dislike because of how it’s run. How is that good?” Breq said.

“You just said it,” Jon said. “You’re the head of the Empire. You can change anything you don’t like about it. You’re also the rally point for the rest of the races contained in the empire.”

“One problem,” Breq said. “There’s a council and those that are left will not be so willing to allow large changes.”

“You don’t have to make changes over night and those council members that are missing have to be replaced,” Jon said. “I know Sa’oliq would make a good member on that council and I’m sure you can find others.”

“Impossible, they would never accept a council member that isn’t Invaru,” Breq said.

“They would if they had too,” Jon said.

“But they don’t and I don’t even know how many of the original nineteen council members are still alive,” Breq said.

“Your father got the things that he wanted done, did he not,” Jon said.

“Through threats and or violence, I’m not that way,” Breq said. “Are you saying I should be like my father?”

“In a way yes, at least for the time being,” Jon said. “For now they expect you to be just as ruthless as your father. So, you play the part, and I’ll help you. For now, the request for the Invaru to have entrance into the ADF is in a state of suspension. Once the Invaru Council is balanced by member race representatives I’ll reevaluate your acceptance into the ADF.”

“What?” Breq said. He stood up as surprise crossed his face and then followed by a brief flash of anger.

“Relax,” Jon said. “I’m doing you a favor.”

Breq’s eyes narrowed as he crossed all four of his arms across his chest. “Doesn’t sound like it from where I’m sitting.”

“Depends on how you listen to it,” Jon said. “So, get your council right and then I want to have a meeting with all the members present. If you’re accepted into the ADF things will have to change in the Invaru Empire and most of those things you already don’t like.”

“I don’t know what your game is but I’ll try to do what you ask,” Breq said.

“Try not. Do or do not, there is no try,” Jon said in his best Yoda voice.

“What?” Breq said.

“It’s a famous quote from my planet by an alien named Yoda,” Jon said. “It means don’t try to do anything, you either do it or you don’t. To just try at something means you have already half given up on what you’ve set out to do.”

“So, your people have been in contact with people from other planets before?” Breq said. “I thought the Sol system was too far out of the way to be bothered with, and your race was considered to primitive by our standards.”

“Gee thanks,” Jon said as he scoffed.

“That’s not what I meant,” Breq said.

“It’s ok, I know what you meant, I was just giving you a hard time,” Jon said. He gave Breq a disarming smile. “To answer your question, Yoda was a character from a movie.”

“What’s a movie?” Breq said.

Jon blinked in amazement at the thought of someone who had never seen a movie. It was so common place on Earth that he never gave it a second thought. “It’s a form of entertainment we have on our planet.”

“You invited other races to be in these movies?” Breq said. “Strange, I’ve never heard of these movies before.”

“You know what,” Jon said. As he relaxed back in his chair a bit. “Never mind, it was a bad joke, and we have more important things to get on too. I’ll explain movies to you later, if that’s ok. Right now I would like to hear about how these Crystari came to arrive and set about killing everything in their path.”

“Right,” Breq said. He seemed to relax and take a few deep breaths before he continued speaking. “It was decided that we needed to expand our borders away from the Eutharan border as there was really nothing of interest in this direction. Euthara sits at the end of a spiral arm in the galaxy and there’s really nothing past it but empty space. We only expanded for two reasons, conquest or more viable worlds to sustain life and we knew there were at least two more races in the direction we wanted to expand.”

“Funny,” Jon said. “Euthara sits very close to you and has a viable planet and several major installations just ripe for the taking. Yet the Emperor and Council decide to go the opposite way. Now why would they do that?”

“I had the same thought and when I asked my father he said Euthara was being taken care of. That if we waited long enough the planet would be ripe for the taking,” Breq said.

“Strange and why are the Drovasian not a part of the Empire?” Jon said. “That is something that has been eating at me for a while now.”

“Why should they when you can buy them for whatever price you want?” Breq said. “They’re simpler to leave alone and simply employ when needed. In the past forty years they have cut off all contact with other races. It was said there was an internal change going on and they were preparing for something. A priestess named Nefeit had taken control of the Drovasian Empire and instituted massive changes as they prepared for this event. Three quarters of the Drovasian Empire supported her and her interpretation of the prophecies. There was a massive civil war that lasted thirty years. Nefeit and her supporters won, and as a result the losing Drovasian were put to death.”

Jon raised an eyebrow as he thought about what he had just heard about his newest wife, something she had failed to mention to him.

“What?” Breq said.

“Nothing, I’m just listening,” Jon said. He shifted a bit in his chair and took another sip of his coffee.

“Something is bothering you,” Breq said. “You paled when I mentioned what had happened in the Drovasian Empire. The Drovasian are here and I’m going to guess you didn’t know about that little bit of history and it makes you nervous.”

“A bit, I’m married to Nefeit,” Jon said.

“Interesting, so you’re the new High Priest of the Drovasian Empire?” Breq said. “Congratulations. I assumed they were here because the event they were referring to was the emergence of the Crystari and now I find it’s your arrival.”

“I don’t know if I like the idea of being associated with a mass murderer,” Jon said.

“What do you mean?” Breq said.

“I mean she killed all those people,” Jon said.

“It’s the way of her people and has been for thousands of years,” Breq said. “Anyway, I said that’s what the reports said, not that that was what really happened. The Drovasian Empire is very hard to spy on effectively and mostly we have to rely on second hand reports. If you want a good spy or counter spy you hire a Drovasian operative and they’ll get the job done.”

“Thought they were fighters,” Jon said.

“Not so much,” Breq said. “What makes them effective is their ability at spying and learning an enemy’s weakness. Then they exploit that weakness until the enemy fixes their weakness but by then the Drovasian have another weakness to exploit. Don’t get me wrong their shock troops are very effective and highly trained.”

This all made Jon suspicious of Nefeit all over again and he knew they were going to have a long talk once he was done with Breq.

“Talk to Nefeit as I don’t know what has really changed in the past forty years or so,” Breq said. “Don’t jump to conclusions to fast. Something you’ll have to learn is that each race out here has their own policies as to how they handle things. That’s something you will have to deal with if you expect the ADF to succeed.”

“I see,” Jon said. His voice told Breq he was unconvinced.

“One thing my father did right was allow the different races to deal with their respective people on their own terms. He tried to force them to rule the way he wanted them too and all it did was create problems. Once he let go and let their governments have free reign on how to govern their people things changed and the races became content. They still didn’t like being forced into the Empire but they dealt with it as long as they were allowed to do their own thing. The rulers of the races answered to him and their people answered to them and it made things much smoother. I’m suggesting to you to do the same,” Breq said. He gave Jon a small smile.

“Well that’s all good and fine unless you’re part of the ruling body,” Jon said. “I’m ruler of the Human population out here, head of the ADF, soon to be ruler of the Eutharan people, Ga’sahde House Primus, ruler of the Drovasian people and the supreme leader of the Castanian people through Sa’oliq,”

“You wear a few hats I see,” Breq said.

“You can say that, it’s confusing sometimes,” Jon said. “I’ve kind of rolled it all into one and deal with everyone the same. For the most part I let Nefeit and Sa'oliq run her people and my sister run her people. I’ll probably leave Deatra to her own devices when and if I take the throne with her. That of course is dependent on what’s going on here and I have a feeling it’s a lot deeper than I think.”

“You have no idea how deep,” Breq said.

“I get that and any information you have would be helpful,” Jon said.

“From what I’ve heard, my father has an agent here seeing to things,” Breq said. He sat up a bit straighter in his chair. “It’s one of the reasons we were told not to worry about the Eutharan people. We were to keep them in their system and to let time deal with them.”

“Hrm,” Jon said. He got a far off look in his eyes as he thought about what he had just been told. He was wondering how much Breq might actually know and how much he was holding back. “So, you know about the strange bunker like structures the Crystari attacked from space?”

“What structures and when was this attack?” Breq said. He sat forward as he listened intently waiting for Jon’s reply.

“These Crystari beings jumped into Euthara orbit and attacked something on the ground close to this position,” Jon said. “They were engaged by my ships in orbit of the planet at the time. They seemed to pay more attention to the planet than to what was going on around them. They left just as fast as they came.”

“How many of your ships did you lose?” Breq said.

“None, and light to moderate damage to those that were engaged,” Jon said. “It really drew my attention to this structure. When I started inquiring about the structure the King seemed to get tight lipped about it and warned me, in not so many words, to leave it alone.”

“I take it you did the opposite,” Breq said.

“Well, were sitting here pretty much on top of it,” Jon said. He let a grin slip on to his face.

“I see,” Breq said. He sat back for a second as if collecting his thoughts. “That’s strange activity for the Crystari. They usually don’t leave much in the way of survivors and because of that we really don’t know much about them. The race as a whole is pretty impressive, not that we know anything about them. Their ships are smaller than ours and have twice the fire power and seem to be resistant to any type of damage. Their ships are made of a crystal substance which is why we’ve given them the name Crystari. It means ‘Crystal Ships’ in my native language.”

“Then based on what you’re saying their attack on Euthara falls out of their normal attack routine,” Jon said.

“Very much so,” Breq said. “It appears they were after something here. Some unknown objective they needed to achieve. I would like to get a look at these structures if I can.”

“I can arrange that,” Jon said. “One thing bothers me though, if they’re so strong why don’t they just come in force and conquer everything in one move?”

“They’re afraid,” Breq said. “That is the one thing we know.”

“If they’re afraid of something we can use it against them,” Jon said. “Do you know what they’re afraid of?”

“Of course,” Breq said. “You.”

“Me?” Jon said. “Why me?”

“That we don’t know,” Breq said. “But, we know you have something to do with it. Every time you’re around they retreat from the surrounding sectors and wait for you to leave before resuming their actions.”

“Strange,” Jon said.

“Maybe they have a prophecy of their own and it involves you somehow,” Breq said.

Jon rolled his eyes as he spoke, “Let’s not start that up.”

“We know they have a watcher race that works with them and will take action from time to time,” Breq said. “That’s actually what drove us to try to expand. We wanted their cloaking technology for our own ships.”

“Wonderful,” Jon said. “Now we have to worry about ships that cloak.”

“We actually had the Itaros on their last leg before the Crystari intervened and began pushing us back,” Breq said. “We had learned to detect their ships, which seemed to exist in two dimensions at once. They could shift to the other dimension and disappear from this one. Most of it is speculation but we believe it’s an alternate universe and they could move about in hyperspace while shifted in this other universe. They could also watch both universes no matter where they were and communicate between them.”

We had learned to detect this rift in our dimension and if you lay enough damage down it would force them to come back here to deal with the threat. It was hypothesized that their ships existed in both dimensions at the same time and could never cut the link with one side completely for some reason. Once you forced them out of their shift they were just as vulnerable as anyone else and were easy targets.”

“Why would a race as powerful as the Crystari ally with another race? It’s not like they need the help,” Jon said.

“Oh they have more than one race behind them,” Breq said. “We know this from scout missions that went deep into their territory. They have several races in their territory but their involvement in the Crystari military is unknown. The scouts never seemed to get very far or very much information and they never made it back. We have a few system scans the scouts sent back.”

“Really?” Jon said. His face seemed to brighten up a bit. “You think that my team can take a look at them?”

“Sure, I don’t see why not,” Breq said. “They don’t really show much and we didn’t find any useful information in them.”

“Maybe you just need a fresh set of eyes looking at them,” Jon said.

Breq shrugged as he continued, “Anyway the war was going very well. We pushed the Itaros back to their last system. The funny thing was that every system we took had no life on it, just ghost towns as if all the people had disappeared.”

“Strange, maybe they shifted away before you arrived or were shifted while you were there,” Jon said.

“We thought of that but never found any evidence of the cities being inhabited,” Breq said. “Dust covered rooms and power plants that were powered down for years.”

“Maybe you were fed misinformation,” Jon said.

“That’s what most of the upper command staff thought and in a way it was correct,” Breq said. “When the Crystari came we got pinched between three small fleets. The ambush was well coordinated and took out half the fleet before we got the orders to retreat from command. We dropped back to a rally point and waited for reinforcements to arrive. They’re very hard to kill but we managed to take a few down in the battle and when they didn’t come storming after us we assumed that was the reason.”

“You actually destroyed some of them?” Jon said.

“Yeah, though it was luck that we managed even that feat,” Breq said. “I still don’t know the whole story on that one. I wasn’t there and most of this story is what I read in reports.”

Breq took a sip of his water before he continued. “Anyway, we held our ground in their systems for a few weeks by jumping around and playing hide and seek with them. We took heavy losses while doing so. Reportedly we would destroy one of their ships and they would retreat but slowly they were whittling our fleet down. That was until an engineer found out that they were using our shields against us. Their weapons leeched power from the ships they struck and they did it through the shields. The engineer developed the modifications that we gave you and they worked for a while. Almost turning the fights into an even battle but in the long run they would win out as it was just a matter of time before they got through the shields.”

Then before long a new weapon was introduced but it wasn’t very effective and it would just shove the Crystari ships around. Enough of the new guns aimed at one of their ships could knock it out of combat for a while. This gave them pause and we were finally able to stand our ground, at least for a while. They wised-up and started hitting us in our home systems trying to force the fleet to break up. This whole back and forth went on for about five years. They would take a system and we would rally and take it back. On and on it went like that. In the systems they took an average of five percent of the population would just disappear. No one knew what happened to them just that they were gone.”

Then, just out of the blue, about six months ago, they started razing whole planets and killing entire populations. It was as if they were saying we’re through playing with you and now it’s time to get serious. With nothing left to take back our job became one of protection and response to attacks. Because of this our fleet dwindled as we lost ships and couldn’t replace them fast enough. Now here we are, it took them less than six months to burn through our main systems and I would bet they’re going to be headed here or to Ghost Station next.”

“Why would they change their tactics six months ago?” Jon said.

“That's pretty much the time you started showing up,” Breq said. “I figured it had something to do with your arrival which is why I saved you. If you are a key piece and the person the prophecy talks about then I had to take action even if it meant exposing me to my father.”

“I don’t believe in prophecy,” Jon said. “I hate to think I have my fate laid out before me and I have no control over my choices.”

Breq smiled and then got serious as he spoke, “An Emperor yet to rise in power shall save the one destined to set the universe on its right and true path.”

“Oh let me guess, it comes from the holy book of the Invaru,” Jon said.

“Close, it comes from an ancient Invaru holy book written three thousand years ago by one of the most renowned clerics in our history,” Breq said. “There’s more but since you don’t like prophecy I’ll wait until you come to ask me about it.”

“That will happen in like never,” Jon said.

“Oh you will,” Breq said.

“And you know this why?” Jon said.

“Because,” Breq said.

“It says it in the holy book,” Jon finished with him.

“I knew it!” Jon said.

“That’s why all that nonsense about the Invaru not being in the ADF isn’t going to happen,” Breq said. “I know I’ll be around.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Jon said. “That depends on how you handle this council thing.”

“I still don’t understand why the council matters,” Breq said.

“Because, everyone should have an equal voice,” Jon said. “I’m thinking that will happen once you get this little problem fixed.”

“But, why hang the acceptance of the Invaru Empire on such a thing?” Breq said. “It doesn’t make sense.”

“Motivation,” Jon said. “Like I said before, relax, I’m doing you a favor.”

“If you say so,” Breq said. “I still don’t understand.”

“You will,” Jon said. “Trust me. Well, I think I need some time to think about this. You need to return to the station and coordinate your people and any ships that arrive. I’m going to call Sa’oliq and Gabriel and let them know I want you over-seeing the refit and repairs to your ships. You have our facilities, including personnel at your disposal.”

“Thanks,” Breq said.

Jon stood up followed by Breq and the two shook hands.

“No problem,” Jon said. “I would like your people to coordinate through ADF space command on the station. If you don’t mind we’ll be using your ships as they’re repaired in patrols.”

“We’re at your disposal,” Breq said.

“Good, one more thing. I have some Eutharan Captains up there who seem to be riding the fence about helping out,” Jon said. “You seem to have a quality about you. See if you can persuade them to see the benefit of helping out.”

Breq smiled as he nodded. “It would be my pleasure,” he said.

 


 


 


Jon stepped into his quarters an hour later. He had done his rounds and everything seemed to be in capable hands. The impact site was still being excavated and seemed to be proceeding at a reasonable rate. The Eutharan military that had joined him helped out tremendously in the town and at the dig site. He needed to meet with the Dukes that now resided in the city. There were three lower Dukes and one High Duke that had decided to switch sides. Their reasons were still a bit of a mystery, but they all said it was due to the broadcast and a feeling that something wasn’t right.

The city itself was almost in better shape than the crown city. The flurry of activity around the city increased as more people arrived to help out. The native Eutharan population had heard about the reconstruction and many had decided to move back into the subdivisions around the city they had once inhabited. With the extra manpower, all the projects began getting completed much faster.

Ships were coming in to the station at staggered times. Three more races Jon had never heard of had arrived due to the mass evacuation call issued by Breq. Jon sighed as he would have to soon meet these newcomers and deal with their role in the ADF. That was if they decided to join and if they didn’t he would have to deal with what to do with them. He was torn between asking them to leave or giving them shelter somehow. He would talk to his command staff about it, which now included Breq.

The situation with the King hadn’t progressed or declined, and the Council meeting was in two weeks. He had postponed it in light of the recent events. Once that ruling was done, Jon would make his move depending on what they decided. Deatra was a whole other matter, he wanted her back by his side and he felt empty without her. But any move to get her could be seen as an act of aggression and it could destabilize his position.

Andie’s condition hadn’t changed she was still brain locked. She was aware of what was going on and could hear everything around her, so they told him. Her brain had just shut itself down at the news of her brother’s death. They said when she was ready to deal with the issue of her brother’s death she would wake up.

What was left of the Earth’s Revenge had been towed into the station and was currently being evaluated. If enough of the ship had survived it would be refit, if not it would be scrapped. Jon pushed the issue of having the ship refit and not scrapped. He wanted the ship put back in the field as a reminder that they didn’t give up and a moral boost to those who had survived her destruction.

The new Chief Medical Officer had informed him that they would be waking his sister and Oojoung in a day and they were steadily improving. They should both be back in action the week after their waking. It was the best news Jon had heard in the past two days and it lifted his spirits. Sam was still with Oojoung in his room and had been there since the beginning. Since she was being watched by the medical team and four soldiers from Oojoung's Special Forces unit, he didn’t have a problem with it.

Jon stripped down and stepped into the hot shower and sighed as he let the hot water sooth his body. Nefeit would be back shortly and he was going to have a talk with her when she got back. She had left to see to promoting one of her officers to Captain in preparation to take command of one of the salvaged Battleships from the Euthara ship graveyard next to the station.

The Gatasti was actually well preserved and almost ready for combat. Very little of her systems had been damaged and the technicians on the station said it would take four days to get her refit. With the steady supply of ship parts coming in from the newly opened Eutharan corporations, ship repairs started to proceed at a faster pace. The corporations were doing so well that they were able to make shipments to Ghost Station for her construction projects.

Jon rinsed the shampoo out of his hair and stepped out to dry off.

Now all he had to do was figure out the deal with these Crystari, and everything would be set. He really wanted to capture one of these Itaros vessels so that Brad and Mike could study it. It might also provide some useful intelligence on the Crystari and their operations in the galaxy.

He was worn out and decided to talk to Nefeit in the morning. He stumbled through the dark room and to his bed. He pulled the sheets back and crawled into bed and up next to a nice warm body. Even though his body was telling him to wake up, he was so tired he just drifted off to sleep as a warm ass wiggled up against him. It was the last thing he felt before sleep over-took him, and he smiled.





Chapter 17
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Jon was in a happy place between two warm bodies. He was snuggled up to one in front of him and the other was snuggled up behind him. Jon slowly awoke from the good dreams he had been having and yawned quietly as he tried to wake up. He couldn’t remember the last time he had slept so well. It was then that Jon suddenly realized that Deatra wasn’t there and slowly his mind started to comprehend that there was two women in bed with him.

Jon’s eyes flew open and before him was golden blonde hair blocking his view. He looked down at his chest and saw Nefeit’s dark arm across his chest. He looked back at the blonde hair and shook his head.

“Kelly?!” Jon said.

Jon gasped and jumped up out of the bed, which woke both of the women up. Kelly rolled over and rubbed her eyes and Nefeit sat up straight in bed. Jon tried to cover his nakedness as Kelly sat up and the sheet fell down to expose her swollen breasts.

“Jon?” Kelly said. She didn’t seem too phased to see him standing there.

Nefeit did a double take as she looked from Jon and then back to Kelly. She grinned at Jon’s predicament and said, “You dog, taking advantage of a helpless woman in your bed.”

“I…” Jon started to say and stopped. He didn’t know what to do, run and hide was topping his list right now.

Kelly’s face colored a deep red as she realized what had happened. “It was my mistake…”

“Oh, don’t make excuses for him. He likes taking advantage of helpless women,” Nefeit said. The grin on her face told Kelly she was just kidding around. Nefeit shook her upper body as Jon was still fumbling to gain his composure. “Like what you see?”

“Nefeit stop!” Jon said. “Kelly I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was you and I was half asleep.” Jon turned and ran off, naked to the bathroom. Seconds later they heard the shower turn on.

A minute later Jon came back to the two naked women that were now talking in his bed and both looked up when he walked in. Jon stopped and turned around as Kelly wasn’t covered up.

“Oops, sorry about that,” Jon said.

“Jon, it’s ok, you can turn around. I think you’ve seen everything there is anyway,” Kelly said. “I’m to blame, when I got here there was no room ready and I came here to find you. You were in a meeting and I got tired and fell asleep.”

Jon turned back around and tried to keep his eyes where they should be as he sat down to put his shoes on. “You fell asleep naked in my bed?” Jon said.

Kelly’s face colored slightly as she spoke, “Well, no, not naked. I don’t sleep clothed and I guess I was so worn out I got up at some point and striped down and climbed back in bed. I guess I was so tired I wasn’t thinking straight at the time.”

“Oh, Jon knows how that is,” Nefeit said. She had already stood up and gotten dressed.

“Shut it, you,” Jon said. He tossed one of the extra slippers he had in her direction.

It made Kelly giggle a little though you could still see the sadness from her loss on her face. “I’ll get dressed and see about getting some quarters straight,” Kelly said. She stood up and her large belly that was carrying twins came into view. Jon couldn’t take his eyes off it as she got dressed.

To Jon it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. It was like Kelly was radiating beauty and it was drawing Jon in, making him want to protect her.

“I’ll take care of the arrangements for your quarters,” Jon said. “Why don’t you kick back here and relax. Hell you still look tired go back to sleep and I’ll get everything set up for you.”

“You sure?” Kelly said. “I don’t want to be a burden to you or your family.”

“Yeah, I’m positive,” Jon said. “Get some more rest. I’ll come get you later when your quarters are ready.”

Kelly ran up and gave Jon a peck on the cheek as she smiled. “Thanks,” Kelly said. She turned and crawled back into bed.

 


 


 


Jon stepped into the kitchen where Nefeit was sitting sipping coffee. The door to the bedroom closed shut as Jon sat down and poured himself a cup of coffee. Nefeit leaned over and tried to give Jon a peck on the cheek which he dodged.

“I’m mad at you right now,” Jon said. “That wasn’t funny what you did in there.”

“Would you have rather she’d have cried?” Nefeit said. She looked at him over her cup of coffee.

“No,” Jon said. He wasn’t looking at her. “It was awkward enough without you making little comments.”

“If I hadn’t she would have cried and broke down,” Nefeit said. “She already felt guilty that it happened and she was in the middle of blaming herself for it. She was about to have a complete melt down. Showing her it was ok and not that serious put her at ease.”

“How do you know?” Jon said. He glanced at her briefly and then returned to looking straight ahead.

“A women thing,” Nefeit said. She took a sip of her coffee before continuing. “Just like I know you’re upset at me but you understand why I did what I did.”

Jon looked at Nefeit and gave a lopsided grin, “I guess it did kind of put everyone at ease. That was just a bit freaky I thought it was Deatra or you. I must have been really tired not to tell she was pregnant.”

Nefeit shrugged as she smiled.

Jon’s eyes got wide and he put the cup down. “You knew she was there!”

Nefeit nodded as she took another sip.

“Why didn’t you wake me and tell me?” Jon said.

“She needed the comfort,” Nefeit said. “She had just lost her husband and she needed someone to hold her. She was content that that person was you.”

“Still, I should have known. You should have woken me and let me know,” Jon said.

“She knew you were there,” Nefeit said. “She woke when I got in bed and looked at me and then you. She just waved to me and then snuggled back into you as she pulled your arms tighter around her.”

Jon frowned as he picked his coffee up and took another sip. “Still,” Jon said.

“I’m pretty sure she didn’t expect what happened to happen,” Nefeit said. “But, to be honest it was your reaction that scared her the most, not what had happened.”

“I… uh,” Jon said. His face took on a bit of color. “Whatever.”

“Just act normal around her and everything will be fine,” Nefeit said.

“Sure,” Jon said. He was an adult and he could manage that.

“Let her stay here,” Nefeit said. “Don’t find another place for her to stay. She needs the support and leaving her alone might be the worst thing for her right now.”

“I guess I could have another bed brought in and put in the room we use for storage and have those items stored in a cargo hold,” Jon said.

“My thoughts too,” Nefeit said.

“Ok, I can do that,” Jon said. “I’ll put the orders in as soon as I get to the bridge.”

Nefeit nodded as she took the last sip of her coffee. “So, what did you want to talk to me about?” Nefeit said.

Jon stared at her for a second before he spoke, “What are you, a mind reader now?”

Nefeit laughed and smiled at Jon. “Just your mind my dear husband, though some people in my race have the ability to sense surface emotions. I never got the handle on it completely, but I can usually pick something up from people around me. You’re easier as we share a bond that lets me feel things and sometimes get a bit of insight into your needs, and right now I’m sensing that you need to talk to me.”

“It’s about your people,” Jon said. “I’ve heard some things that I have questions about.”

Nefeit arched her eyebrow and poured herself another cup of coffee. “Shoot,” Nefeit said.

“Did you really kill off half your race after a civil war?” Jon said.

“Yes,” Nefeit said. “Does that bother you?”

“It doesn’t bother you?” Jon said.

Nefeit shook her head as she spoke, “Not in the least.”

“So, you’re a murderer of thousands,” Jon said.

“I guess you can look at it that way,” Nefeit said. “My people call me the savior of thousands.”

“I don’t understand,” Jon said.

“Let me try to explain,” Nefeit said. She set her cup down and turned it between her hands. “Civil war for my people is almost unheard of. There are two instances of it ever happening on my world. The first was the grand unification of my people under one planetary government. The side that lost suffered horribly as no one would hire them for work and the government turned a blind eye to their needs. That brought about the rules of war clause. If there ever was another civil war of any type the losing side was to be put to death to save them from disgrace and undue suffering. It also made no sense to leave people alive who might one day start another civil war. Which almost happened after the first civil war; luckily it was put down before it got too big.”

The second instance of a civil war was the war I was a part of. We did what we needed to do to stabilize our people. Every individual was asked if they would like to repent and serve or die. Most chose death as usually their beliefs were too strong. We’re a religious people and consider our army to be a Holy army.”

“Well, the fact you gave them a choice makes me feel better,” Jon said.

“It would have bothered you if we had just executed rebels?” Nefeit said.

“Not if you put it that way,” Jon said. “But, if you executed a soldier for obeying an order that might bother me a bit. Killing someone for doing their duty is a bit harsh.”

“Ah, but a soldier has a choice,” Nefeit said. “Right or wrong the choice is his.”

“True, I guess,” Jon said.

“You have a lot to learn about war yet,” Nefeit said. “What do you think is going to happen here when everything is said and done?”

“I don’t know, I don’t plan on mass executions though,” Jon said.

“So, you’re going to leave people alive that can and will plot against what you have created here,” Nefeit said. “They will do nothing but cause chaos and hardship for you.”

“I can send them off to another planet somewhere they will be out of the way,” Jon said.

“With no defenses or technology?” Nefeit said. “You give them technology and they will build ships eventually and rise up again to be a thorn in your side. No defenses and another race might come along and scoop them up and turn them into slaves or kill them.”

“I’ll do what I have to when the time is right,” Jon said. “The Eutharan people aren’t the same as the Drovasian people.”

“No they're not,” Nefeit said. “I’m not telling you how to deal with the situation when it happens. Just giving you an idea of why we handle things the way we do. Now that you’re the High Priest of our people you can do what you want, but I’m going to tell you it’s not something you should do lightly.”

“I’ll leave that up to you,” Jon said. “I hope there is never another civil war where I have to get involved anyway.”

“There won’t be,” Nefeit said. She gave Jon a disarming smile. “The Drovasian people are very happy with their current ruler and the way things are going right now.”

“Good,” Jon said. “Now, I have another question for you.”

Nefeit raised an eyebrow and picked up her cup to take a sip.

“How old are you?” Jon said.

Nefeit spit the coffee all over the table as the question took her by surprise. She looked at Jon with a twinkle in her eye and a slight grin on her face. “Fifty-one years old,” Nefeit said.

Jon did a double take and gave her the once over. To him she didn’t look a day over nineteen. “Seriously?” Jon said.

“I’ll be fifty-two in about two more months,” Nefeit said.

“You don’t look that old,” Jon said. “Mind if I ask how old your people live to be?”

“We live about two hundred and fifty years, give or take a few,” Nefeit said.

“I had no idea you were that old,” Jon said.

“Does it make a difference to you?” Nefeit said. She raised an eyebrow in question.

“No, not really,” Jon said. “You’re just going to outlive me by a long shot.”

Nefeit shook her head as she wiped the table with a cloth she had sitting next to her. “No I won’t,” Nefeit said.

“Yes you will, my race only lives to eighty or so,” Jon said.

“If you base my age on your calendar, I’m only seventeen,” Nefeit said. “My people have three birthdays in one of your calendar years. Our primary planet rotates around our sun much faster than your Earth, which makes our years very short. An Invaru who is thirty or so, like Admiral Breq is really in their late forties by your calendar. Eutharans, like Deatra who is twenty-two by their time standard is only seventeen by your calendar. All races age at different rates based on their home planet.”

“I never thought of that,” Jon said. He felt a little ashamed that he asked without thinking about checking out the standard year of Nefeit’s home world.

“Yeah, so if you hear a Drovasian tell you that you’re too young or something along those lines and they tell you they’re thirty. You can look at them and tell them by your time standard that makes them ten years old. That will usually put them in their place,” Nefeit said.

Nefeit gave Jon a wink as he laughed.

“I know your next question and to answer it yes,” Nefeit said. “We're a race of spies and we use our abilities to beat our enemies. We’re currently working to find everything we can about the Crystari and their allies. We used to be sneaky and underhanded under the other High Priestess, but I changed all that to prepare for your arrival. I’ve been working hard to strengthen our shock troops and our ships and crews. There’s not much to spy on when everyone is fighting for the same thing. We no longer work for the highest bidder and that’s what the civil war was about. We now work for you and the ADF, we will never return to the days of being hired mercenaries.”

“How did you know?” Jon said.

“Well, your meeting with Admiral Breq took place yesterday,” Nefeit said. “Now you have these questions and I can only assume he told you about us. We’ve been in seclusion for a while waiting on your arrival and that had to make some people suspicious.”

Jon nodded and finished the last of his coffee. “Yeah, he was wondering what all of you were doing here, and when I mentioned I was married to you he gave me the whole back story. Nothing bad, he just wanted me to know so I could speak to you and not get surprised later,” Jon said.

“Admiral Breq is a good man,” Nefeit said. “He can help you more than you know.”

“I was thinking about promoting him to second in command of the ADF once he got settled a bit,” Jon said.

“There isn't a better man for the job,” Nefeit said. “I would say get to know him and listen to his advice and go from there. I think you’ll find you two will work well together.”

“You know if you want me to I can get our wife back,” Nefeit said.

Jon shook his head. “Let’s not stir that pot just yet,” Jon said. “Besides I think Terri has plans about that.”

Nefeit nodded as she stood up and put the empty cups in the sink. The door to the bedroom opened and a very naked Kelly Martin-Hawkins came stumbling in. Jon’s face reddened as he averted his eyes and caught the grin Nefeit shot him.

“Thirsty,” Kelly said in a sleepy voice.

Nefeit filled one of the mugs with water and handed it to her. Then reached down and rubbed the naked belly. One of the babies moved as she ran her hand over her belly. “Active little things aren’t they?” Nefeit said.

“You’re telling me,” Kelly said. She was still sleepy and her voice showed it. She handed the cup back to Nefeit who set it down on the counter. “They get really active after sex.”

Jon almost swallowed his tongue as his face turned bright red.

Nefeit laughed at Jon’s distress. She pulled Kelly in close and kissed her on the cheek as she whispered something in her ear. When they broke the embrace Kelly was smiling and had a little blush. Jon’s eyes narrowed as he tried to figure out what the two were up to without ogling Kelly’s naked form.

Kelly walked back towards the door and bent over towards Jon and gave him a hug and a peck on the cheek. She wandered back through the door into the bedroom as she said, “Thanks Jon, for everything.”

Jon stood up quickly as he said, “I have to get to work.”

Nefeit laughed again. “You look good in red,” she said.

“Hush you!” Jon said.

Nefeit caught Jon just before he stepped out into the corridor and gave him a kiss. “You have a good day.”

 


 


Jon stepped into the medical wing and walked down the corridor to his sister’s room. As he passed the four Special Forces in the corridor they all saluted. Jon returned the salute and continued on. The doctor was there going over some of the readings and looked up as Jon entered the room.

“Saves me the call,” the Invaru doctor said.

“Doctor…” Jon said. He couldn’t remember the doctor’s name for the life of him.

“Jastia,” Jastia said.

“Right, Doctor Jastia,” Jon said. He filed the name away in his memory. “You were saying?”

“I was just about to call you,” Jastia said. “We’re going to wake your sister up.”

Jon looked at his sister and saw the little girl he had grown up with. During the surgery her makeup had been wiped clean and now her true face showed through. “Well, let’s get this show on the road then.”

The doctor removed two tiny patches from Terri’s temples and for a second nothing happened. Then her eyes fluttered open and she sat up way too fast in her bed.

“Ow,” Terri said. She looked over at her brother and then the doctor. “Where’s Oojoung is he ok?”

Jon smiled at his sister’s question. “That’s the Terri I know, looks like her brain is intact.”

Terri gave him one of her special, die now, looks.

Jon raised his hands as the doctor forced Terri to lie back down. “Yes, Oojoung is fine,” Jon said. “We’re about to wake him too. If you’d like we can get you two a private room. Lord knows I need one that is lined and padded.”

“Shut up,” Terri said between answering the doctor’s questions. Then she grinned at Jon as she continued. “Good to see you to bro. Worried about me were ya?”

“Between you and the recent events on and off the ship I’m about to go insane,” Jon said. “As soon as the Doctor clears you we need to make a little call.”

“Oh?” Terri said.

“Yeah, you need to talk to one of your people who are poised over Euthara ready to kill everything in sight,” Jon said.

“Istanca, leader of the Home guard,” Terri said.

“Yeah, very hard person to convince of anything,” Jon said.

“I doubt they would raze the planet,” Terri said. She gave Jon a smile as the doctor said he was done and was off to wake Oojoung.

“Tell him I’ll be right there,” Jon said.

“Go Jon,” Terri said. “I have a couple calls to make before I contact Istanca anyway.”

“You sure?” Jon said.

Terri just nodded and she grabbed one of the holographic screens and moved it in front of her.

Jon followed the Doctor to Oojoung’s room and Sam ran up to him, leaping into his arms. She gave him a kiss on the cheek and a hug.

“They’re waking Oojoung daddy,” Sam said. She was beaming with happiness.

“I know, that’s why I’m here,” Jon said. He reached out and honked Sam’s nose. “I missed you at home these past few days.”

“I couldn’t leave Oojoung, he’s my bestest friend,” Sam said.

“I’m sure he wouldn’t have left your side either,” Jon said. He knew Oojoung wouldn’t have left her side for any reason. The ship could be sinking or burning to the ground and Oojoung wouldn’t have moved.

Oojoung’s eyes fluttered open but unlike Terri he just laid there. He seemed a bit confused and it took him a moment to adjust to his surroundings. Sam had wiggled out of Jon’s grasp and ran to the side of the bed. She grabbed one of his hands and held it. Oojoung turned his head to look at her as a big grin spread across his face.

“Sorry Oojoung,” Jastia said. “The neural inhibitors have to stay in place for now. We need to limit your movements for another day. We’ll take them off tomorrow and you should be able to move around some.”

“Oojoung understand Doctor,” Oojoung said. “Where is Terri Princess?”

“She's next door and recovering fine,” Jastia said. “Her wounds weren’t as bad as yours were. You nearly died on the operating table.”

Oojoung nodded as he closed his eyes. “Many thankings Doctor person.”

“I’m glad you’re ok Oojoung I missed you,” Sam said.

“I missed you too little Sam person,” Oojoung said as he drifted back off to sleep.

“I gave him something to let him rest,” Jastia said. “That way his immobility doesn’t distress him too much.”

“Can I still stay,” Sam said.

“As long as it’s ok with the doctor,” Jon said.

“That’s fine she’s been a big help actually,” Jastia said.

“Oh, has she now?” Jon said. He gave Sam a smile and rubbed the top of her head.

“Yeah, I've been helping make sure that the other patients have what they need,” Sam said. “Like entertainment videos and the like.”

“All right,” Jon said. “Sounds like a plan to me. Just make sure you stop by and see your aunt.”

“I will,” Sam said.

Jon walked out of the room after giving Sam a hug and a peck on the cheek and made his way to his sister’s room. Two Ga’sahde were standing on either side of her bed and Terri was back in her makeup.

“You will take orders from the Primus,” Terri said. “He’s my voice if you can’t contact me. If I ever hear of this happening again I’ll have you replaced with someone a bit more respectful for the positions above them.”

“Yes, my Matriarch,” Istanca said.

“You can bet your ass if something happened to me, my brother would be the last person in this universe to stop you,” Terri said. “As you can see, I’m fine, turn the ships around and go home until I summon you.”

Jon cleared his throat and Terri looked up at him.

“Yes Primus?” Terri said. She used his title to sink home the fact of his position. The Ga’sahde on either side of Terri knelt and bowed slightly.

“Stand back up,” Jon said. “No need to kneel. Matriarch I could use those ships and personnel at another location if they don’t need to return home.”

“Istanca, is the home planet secure?” Terri said.

“Yes, Matriarch, we have another of the carriers manned and half the main fleet awake,” Istanca said. “One of our super command ships is scheduled to launch in the next two days. We should have plenty of protection there.”

“Where do you need them, Primus?” Terri said.

“I would like them to go to Ghost Station, they already have orders to refit them with the new shield harmonics,” Jon said. “They would of course be under the command of Jodeas and their station would be at his discretion.”

“You get that Istanca?” Terri said.

“Yes my Matriarch,” Istanca said.

“Then what are you still doing here?” Terri said. “The House Primus has given you an order, now make haste. Next time think twice before you disobey a command from him.”

Istanca was giving orders before Terri finished and once Terri had finished she said, “My apologies to you and the Primus, if I have your leave I will start the journey.”

“You’re dismissed,” Terri said.

The screen showing a bowing Istanca blanked out as the connection was cut. Terri waived her two aides out of the room and they bowed slightly to Jon as they left.

“You think all that was really necessary?” Jon said.

“Of course,” Terri said. “Your position in the Ga’sahde has to be clear. I’m not going to put up with them refusing orders from you. If they have a question about an order they can bring it to my attention.”

“All right,” Jon said. “So how are you feeling?”

“Sore,” Terri said. “I haven’t seen Andie around. Just that new doctor, is she ok?”

“Afraid not,” Jon said. “Why don’t you get some rest and I’ll come back and explain what has happened since your escape.”

“Sure,” Terri said. “I’m a bit tired anyway after that little episode.”

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Jon said. “Then we can talk and catch up.”

Jon turned to walk out of the room and had just reached the door when Terri said, “The women in red. What happened to them?”

“Nothing, yet,” Jon said. He turned back to look at his sister. “I have them in a holding cell in the lower decks surrounded by a squad of marines. Why do you ask?”

“I was just wondering,” Terri said. “Don’t do anything with them until we talk tomorrow, ok?”

“I was going to wait to talk to you about it anyway, so that’s fine,” Jon said. “Get some sleep.” Jon turned and walked out the door.

 


 


Twelve hours later Jon walked back into his quarters and found Nefeit asleep. He took a quick shower and made his way through his room. He opened the door to the room where Kelly was asleep. He cocked his head to the side as he swore he heard the sounds of sniffing coming from the room.

When he heard nothing he let the door shut and made his way back to his bed. Once he got under the covers Nefeit snuggled up to him from behind and wrapped her arm around him as she gave him a kiss on the neck.

“So how did everything go?” Nefeit asked quietly.

“Exhausting,” Jon said. “There is so much to deal with and so little time, if what’s coming is coming.”

“It is,” Nefeit said. Nefeit propped her head up on her other arm as she started playing with the sparse hair on his chest. “I got the first reports from our spies. They report the Invaru Empire is in ruins as is most of their fleet. There are many ships coming here as they flee the Crystari threat. We should expect a large number of ships to arrive in the next few days.”

“Great,” Jon said.

“Use Admiral Breq,” Nefeit said. “He’ll know how to handle it.”

“I will, it actually crossed my mind,” Jon said.

“How are your sister and Oojoung?” Nefeit said.

“They’re doing fine. You should go see Terri in the morning before I talk to her,” Jon said. “Oojoung is out of his induced coma but is being kept under for another day. He should be up and around tomorrow.”

“I will,” Nefeit said. “I can tell you’re tired so go to sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Jon just nodded and in ten minutes he was fast asleep.

 


Sometime during the night he was briefly awoken as the covers moved and a warm body slid into bed in front of him. He started to get up because he immediately knew it was Kelly and he didn’t want a repeat of the morning.

Nefeit put her finger on his lips and Jon looked back at her. She gently shook her head and Jon just sighed as he settled back down. He forced himself to relax and began to drift off.

Kelly reached over and grabbed his hand and pulled it across her chest just under her breasts and held it tight and she snuggled up close to him. Moments later a soft snore came from Kelly and Jon looked up at the ceiling and mouthed “Why me?”





Chapter 18


  New Additions

 


 


 


Jon woke up in bed alone, which was a bit unusual as Nefeit usually stayed in bed until he got up. It was something he wasn’t used to. He rolled out of bed, pulled on a pair of shorts and then made his way into the kitchen.

Kelly and Nefeit were both sitting at the table chatting softly, both naked. Jon groaned silently to himself, this naked thing was going to be the death of him. Nefeit pushed a cup of coffee towards the empty seat between both girls. Jon picked it up and took a sip as he sat down.

“Morning ladies, how are you both doing this morning?” Jon said as he took his seat. He was doing his best to ignore the fact that there were two completely nude women seated next to him.

Both of them smiled at Jon as Nefeit answered, “Fine, we’re just talking girl talk.”

“Uh huh,” Jon said. He stood back up and took another sip of his coffee. “In that case don’t let me interrupt you. I have to get ready anyway. I’m supposed to meet Breq and Mark at the impact site today. I’m going to take a shower; I’ll be back in a few.”

Jon turned and left the room and headed for the shower. Nefeit grinned at Kelly as she stood up. “I’ll be right back,” she said as she followed Jon from the room a few seconds later.

The shower had just warmed up as a blast of cold air hit Jon when the door was opened behind him. Jon turned around and watched Nefeit step into the shower. He turned back around and leaned forward to let the hot water cascade down his back as Nefeit grabbed a rag and started soaping up his back.

“This nude thing is going to become commonplace isn’t it?” Jon said.

Nefeit grinned as she spoke, “I kind of like the freedom.”

“You know I’m a guy right and we can’t exactly control our reactions to naked nymphs running around, right?” Jon said.

“So,” Nefeit said. “You telling me you don’t like what you see?”

“No, I’m saying Kelly makes it a bit awkward. She is the widow of my best friend, and it's already bad enough what happened the other day. Now she’s slipping into our bed in the middle of the night,” Jon said. “It makes me feel like I’m dishonoring his memory.”

Nefeit turned Jon around and started washing his chest as she spoke, “I don’t think so, I think Bill would be happy that you’re there for his wife. She doesn’t really have anyone to lean on and you’ve provided the support she needs. I think Bill would want you taking care of her.”

“Maybe, but I doubt he would want me sleeping with her,” Jon said. He bent down and let Nefeit lather up his hair. “Thank god it’s only happened once and the rest of the time has been pretty much platonic.”

“Want to know what I really think?” Nefeit said.

“Of course,” Jon said. He looked up at Nefeit when he spoke.

“I think she feels a bit unwanted and lonely right now,” Nefeit said. She helped rinse the soap from Jon’s hair as she spoke. “I think the only other person she loves out of everyone here is you. She has attached herself to that so she doesn’t lose herself in grief for her loss. That person has given her part of what she needs and has held back on the rest.”

“Grieving is a good thing,” Jon said.

“True, Kelly grieves every night before she comes into our room for comfort,” Nefeit said.

“I thought I could hear her crying,” Jon said.

“You do,” Nefeit said. “When she’s done crying she comes in and snuggles up to you for comfort. She’s not looking for sex but if something happens I don’t think she really minds. In her eyes it’s a form of comfort and flattery that you would want to have sex with her.”

“It’s a form of comfort and flattery that I would take advantage of her situation?” Jon said.

“Of course, she’s pregnant and most women are notorious for thinking they’re ugly when pregnant. Their bodies are all bloated and they’re gaining weight. To have a man want you while you’re pregnant makes you feel good about yourself,” Nefeit said. “The comfort is that you accept her into the bed and allow her to snuggle without complaint. You’ve taken one of them away from her and she’s confused about it but she’ll accept what she can get which right now is the comfort.”

“So, you’re saying I should sleep with her and not worry what anyone else thinks?” Jon said. “By sleep you know what I mean.”

“Yup, besides everyone already knows she’s staying here and most if not all of them are happy she’s found someone to help her,” Nefeit said.

“They know she’s staying her. They don’t know she’s been sneaking into my bed nude and snuggling up nice and close to me. That something happened the first time it happened and has almost happened several other times,” Jon said. “What do you think they would say about that?”

“Nothing, I don’t think they really care,” Nefeit said. “Besides what happens here in these quarters is none of their business.”

Jon rubbed the soaped up wash cloth over Nefeit’s chest again and lathered it really well. “I don’t know,” Jon said as he concentrated on a couple of areas.

“I do, I’ve been speaking to her and she has no regrets about anything,” Nefeit said. “Bill told her if anything was to happen to him she was to come here and you would take care of her.”

“I don’t think that’s what he had in mind,” Jon said. The water had washed the soap off Nefeit’s chest and Jon started to lather it back up again.

Nefeit swatted Jon’s hands away. “I think my chest is clean,” Nefeit said.

Jon pretended to inspect her chest and shook his head. “I don’t know still looks a bit dirty,” Jon said as he wiggled his eyebrows and did his best leer look.

“I think five lathers is enough you dirty old man anymore and I’ll be raw,” Nefeit said as she smacked him in the ass and shooed him out the door first.

“Spoil sport,” Jon said as he grabbed a towel and started to dry off.

“You know it,” Nefeit said as she followed suit. “Just think about what we’ve talked about, please.”

“I think you’re asking me to take another wife,” Jon said.

Nefeit shrugged as she spoke, “Maybe eventually down the road. You do need a human wife to help continue that side of the line or at least a mistress to give you human children.”

Jon never really thought about it that way. “Maybe,” Jon said. He was pulling on his shirt as he answered.

“I’m just saying think about it,” Nefeit said. “Deatra and I have already talked a little about it ourselves. She knows Kelly is here and what has happened, and she doesn’t mind if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“That did cross my mind,” Jon said. He knew Nefeit and Deatra talked through the bond, something he hadn’t really gotten the knack of yet. He could use the nanites but they gave him a huge headache. Andie had told him it was something to do with his bond to Deatra and another bonding only seemed to make the matters worse.

Jon walked out of the bathroom with Nefeit close behind and in on Kelly in the bedroom. She was bent over giving him a perfect view of her firm ass and other assets as she picked up clothes off the floor. Jon had a small reaction to the view as he stepped up behind her. She had just stood up as he wrapped his arms around her from behind. Kelly jumped from the unexpected contact, he gently rubbed her belly.

“You know I care for you right?” Jon said. “Anything you need just let me know, we’re all here for you.”

Kelly leaned back into him and sighed it was a sigh of relief and knowing she wasn’t alone.

Jon planted a small kiss on her cheek as he let his hands fall and turned to Nefeit and gave her a kiss.

Nefeit leaned in after the kiss and said, “Thanks, you just made her day.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Ok, well I have a few things to do. I’ll be back later on.”

“As do I,” Nefeit said. “If you need me Kelly just call or send one of the guards outside to get me.”

Jon had added a security detail to Kelly since she was staying with him. He felt that since she was living in his quarters it made her a target, and he had promised Bill he would do everything he could to protect her.

 


 


Thirty minutes later Jon walked into the security section where the mysterious women were. Supposedly one of them was Deatra’s sister, and he was going to find out what was going on and if it was true.

Terri had explained what had happened at the compound where she had been held just before the troops arrived. Hell he didn’t even know Deatra had a sister, it wasn’t something she had ever mentioned.

Jon was in good spirits as tomorrow his sister and Oojoung were getting out of the medical ward. They still had a week left of inactivity but they could resume light duty in the interim. It was something the doctor had agreed to, it was either that or keep them both where they were.

Jon motioned to the guard on duty who unlocked the door and saluted. “Have any troubles from them?” Jon said.

“No Sir,” the guard said.

“Good,” Jon said.

Jon stepped into the room connected to the cell the women were being held in; his guards spread out as soon as they passed through the door.

Six of the women were in a half circle around a woman in the center of the cell. They all had their eyes shut and looked like they were meditating.

“I take it you’re Opellissa, is that correct?” Jon asked.

Never opening her eyes Opellissa said, “You must be Captain Hunter then if you know who I am.”

“That is correct,” Jon said.

“Did your sister tell you what my mission was as well as my name?” Opellissa said.

Jon arched an eyebrow at the question. Somehow this woman knew he had gotten his information from his sister. “Yes, of course,” Jon said. “How did you know it was my sister that told me who you were?”

“Just a guess,” Opellissa said. She still had her eyes closed and none of the other women had moved since his arrival. “It’s not a very large leap really. I was sent to kill you, and your sister was going to be the bait. We got captured and I assumed she would survive her wounds. The Buranis is another…”

“He lives,” Jon said.

“Surprising, considering his wounds were pretty severe,” Opellissa said. “I’ve heard they were a hardy race.”

“The Buranis are pretty resilient and when you combine that with the nanites coursing through his system it makes them almost unstoppable,” Jon said. “Though, he came very close to death.”

“I’m happy to hear they’re recovering,” Opellissa said. “How is my sister?”

“Sequestered at the palace,” Jon said.

“Why?” Opellissa said.

“Something about how your father hates my guts and wishes the two of us weren’t bonded,” Jon said. “I imagine he’s been working really hard to get around it legally. You should really ask him since you work for him.”

A smile appeared on Opellissa face as she spoke, “I don’t work for him and for that matter I don’t associate with him. Up until a few days ago I thought my sister was dead and he was at fault.”

“Oh?” Jon said.

“Yeah, now I find out not only is she alive, she’s bonded to my target,” Opellissa said. “That leaves me a lot of questions and choices. If you are who the prophecies say you are, I shouldn’t be hunting you. I was led to believe you were something other than what you appear to be right now.”

“You have my attention,” Jon said. “I’m here to decide what to do with you and your friends. That can depend a lot on what you say.”

“It’s a simple story, actually. My sister and I were very close, she was the good little princess and I was the wild one. I always wanted to be an elite warrior, something that was frowned upon for a princess of any rank,” Opellissa said. “My father gave us both a choice, I could abdicate the throne and join a holy order and my sister could one day become Queen or we could stay together and he would revoke our status.”

We opted to stay together but my father had other plans. I was told a week later that Deatra had died in some sort of accident on one of her trips to find a bond-mate I imagine she was told some other lie to fit the circumstances at the time. I was so upset at the loss I blamed him and abdicated my position to the throne. He was the reason for her journeys, it was one of the ways he kept us a part. Now that I know she’s alive I can see it was part of his greater plan. He knew I would get angry and do what I did and he used it against me.”

I don’t regret my actions at the time. The only thing I regret is the time I missed with my sister and being tricked by my father.”

“Your father isn’t as sneaky as he thinks he is,” Jon said. “Sometimes he’s a bit transparent in his actions.”

“I’ve heard about your dealings with him,” Opellissa said. “I’m impressed that you have been able to take a bad situation and turn things around.”

Jon was starting to get curious as to why she hadn’t looked at him yet but pushed it to the back of his mind. “You mean the city?” Jon said as he guessed what she was talking about.

“Yes, mainly the city,” Opellissa said. “I got a good look at it as we passed over. I’m surprised at how much you’ve gotten done here in the short time you’ve controlled it.”

“It’s because people are ready for a change and they’re working hard to get that change,” Jon said. “The local outlying villages have returned to their former suburbs around the city and have all pitched in a hand to help. The local Eutharan military has also decided to join in and work towards making their city whole again. I have very little to do with what is going on here, all I have done is given them a chance to make their life better.”

Opellissa smiled as she spoke, “You have more to do with it than you know or want to admit. Leadership is an important thing, and you have shown you have the ability to lead while making good choices for those around you.”

“Maybe,” Jon said.

“My father has lost that ability to lead, and has made some mistakes that have stagnated my people,” Opellissa said. “They’re ready for a change, and you’re making that happen for them. They know they’re on the brink of dying out, and yet my father sits on his hands and does nothing. You’ve brought that to their attention with the recent events. If you had been anyone else, he would have had you thrown into a deep dark cell or killed for what you’ve been doing.”

“He can’t reach me,” Jon said.

“He tried to reach you through your sister and almost succeeded in the attempt,” Opellissa said.

“No, he was never even close,” Jon said. “I could have retrieved her at any time. What he did was to almost call down the wrath of the Ga’sahde.”

“Yet you stopped them,” Opellissa said. “Why?”

Jon blinked for a second. How did she know?

“I knew almost the minute it happened,” Opellissa said.

Jon took a step back he hadn’t said anything and now he was starting to worry.

“No need to worry,” Opellissa said. “I’m not going to harm you. I can see now that my elders were wrong in what they thought, and now I’ve decided to serve you. So, again, why didn’t you let them remove my father and his followers?”

Jon swallowed to wet his throat before he answered. “Because it’s very important the Ga’sahde stay a neutral party in these dealings. If they had taken action, it might have turned into a war and turned the Eutharan people against them. That would have, in effect, turned the people against me too,” Jon said.

“So, you slipped out of a trap laid by my father,” Opellissa said.

“I guess if that really was his intention,” Jon said. He was still eyeing her suspiciously trying to figure out her game and how she knew so much. Was she a telepath or was she able to access the computer systems on Atlantis and glean information from the computers and his nanites? She had nanites of her own and if they were altered that could be a real possibility.

“Excuse me for a second”, Jon said. He turned to leave back into the guard room.

“He’s trying through my sister,” Opellissa said.

Jon stopped and looked back at Opellissa. “You sure know a lot for someone who has been locked up the past week and doesn’t communicate with her father,” Jon said. “Why is that?”

“There’s a prophecy about the one who will restore the Eutharan people and bring a peace to the galaxy,” Opellissa said. “It talks about a man who wields light and darkness as well as fire and ice.”

“Yes, I’ve heard it before. Ice was mentioned as cold though but ice seems to fit better,” Jon said. “What does that have to do with me?”

“The correct translation is ‘ice’ not cold. You already wield darkness,” Opellissa said. “Nefeit is the darkness and Deatra is the ice. Nefeit helps you do the things you can’t bring yourself to do. The light you seek is close and will help temper the dark soon.”

“Nefeit has done nothing dark,” Jon said. “Deatra, if you believe in the prophecies, is the light, or so I’ve been told.”

“You have been told wrong, and Nefeit has done nothing dark, yet,” Opellissa said. She let the last word hang in the air for a second before she continued. “She has suggested that dark things would have to be done, right?”

“Maybe,” Jon said. Jon let the comment about Deatra slide. “All war is dark, though, and we all do things we don’t like.”

Opellissa arched an eyebrow. She still hadn’t looked at Jon and it was starting to bug him. “So, you’re at war?” Opellissa said.

“Of course,” Jon said. “The Crystari have attacked and destroyed one of my ships. I think that puts us at war.”

“You haven’t officially declared war though,” Opellissa said. “So, officially you’re not at war yet you are unofficially at war on two sides.”

“Do tell,” Jon said.

“Unofficially, you’re at war with what’s going on here on Euthara, and you’re at war with the Crystari,” Opellissa said. “You need to choose your path, and let those who follow you know what your intentions are.”

“Does it really matter?” Jon said. “Most, if not all, of the people know what is going on.”

Opellissa smiled as she spoke, “That’s your problem, you try to ride the fence and hope for the best. You should be speaking out and making your intentions known. It gives the people who depend on you a heads up to be prepared and ready for anything. You lack the fire you need to push forward and do what must be done.”

The hairs on the back on Jon’s neck started to rise as tingles raced up his spine. There was something not right and he couldn’t put his finger on it. Somehow she was making sense to him and he understood what she was saying. He had been leaving everyone’s ass just hanging in the wind as he waited for the hammer to fall. He had been playing games and people were getting hurt because of it. He needed to start taking decisive action and let people know what his true intentions were. It was time for the ADF to stop reacting to things and start acting on its, his, agenda.

Opellissa smiled again and slowly stood up. “There’s more to that piece of the prophecy.”

“I’m sure there is,” Jon said dryly.

“As I’ve said,” Opellissa said. “Deatra isn’t the light she’s the ice. You haven’t been balanced which is why things haven’t been working out right for you. You must have balance to see clearly the things you must do.”

Jon decided to play along. “Ok, Nefeit is the dark and Deatra, according to you, is the ice. So, who are the light and the fire sides then?”

“The light is easy,” Opellissa said. “The fire won’t be so easy for you to accept.”

“Let me guess,” Jon said. “The light is Kelly, the caring loving mother.”

“Correct,” Opellissa said. “Everything happens for a reason. Your friend nurtured that side of Kelly and brought her back from her despair for the losses she suffered on your home planet. He was a catalyst to prepare her for something greater when she was ready. The universe removed him so that she could take her place by your side you could fulfill your greater destiny.”

“Maybe,” Jon said. His voice told of his skepticism of the whole thing. “Kelly is just a friend and right now she needs me, so I’m trying to be there for her.”

Opellissa smiled as she spoke, “You’re doing a good job of that. However, do you make it a habit of sleeping with all your friends?”

‘Ok’ Jon thought there was something going on here and he was starting to get a bit freaked out. How could she know he had slept with Kelly? His guards sensed his distress and started to get nervous. They all seemed to focus on Opellissa as they fidgeted with their weapons.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Opellissa said. “Shall I continue or do you need a break to think about all this?”

“A break, just when things were getting good?” Jon said. “No way, I’m waiting for you to explain the fire and how Deatra fits into the whole ice thing. I mean, I know your sister and she is anything but an ice queen.”

“You misunderstand,” Opellissa said. “Light, dark, ice and fire just describe their jobs to you. Each one balances the other out for without balance there is no reason. Fire shows you the path you must take and lights the way for you, protecting you, blazing a trail before you, helping you reach your goals and sweep aside those that may oppose you. The ice tempers the fire as she puts out the fires left behind so that people can walk with you on your path. Darkness shows you what must be done to gain your goals while the light shows you how to temper the dark and is the beacon of hope for you in the darkness ahead.”

My sister has always been there to temper your thoughts and help guide you on the path before you, while keeping those people who follow you safe and on the right path. My sister is no longer at your side and it has made things difficult for you.”

“It was a choice we had to make at the time so she didn’t lose her position,” Jon said. “It’s a situation I plan on correcting in the near future.”

“You were both manipulated by my father,” Opellissa said.

“Oh?” Jon said.

“My father doesn’t have the power to remove the last legitimate heir to the throne,” Opellissa said.

“Then why did Deatra go?” Jon said. This revelation confused him. Why would Deatra go if she knew she couldn’t be removed?

“It’s one of those closely guarded laws that very few know about,” Opellissa said. “I know of its existence only because of my position within my order.”

“If it’s a closely guarded secret I don’t understand how your order would know about it,” Jon said.

“My order protects the King and his interests,” Opellissa said. “Secret might be the wrong word, it’s more of a forgotten law. The King has to have approval of his council and the Queen before he could remove the last heir from the line. He also must have a replacement in mind and name them at the time of the removal.”

It’s a very rare thing to have happen and only under extreme circumstances. It has only happened one time in our history and that was when my family took over the crown thousands of years ago.”

“So, you work for the King and yet you have decided to change sides,” Jon said. “That’s a bit contradictory isn’t it?” Her closed eyes finally got the better of Jon. “Are you trying to hide something by keeping your eyes closed?”

“No, not really,” Opellissa said. “First to answer the question of my loyalty, you are now the rightful King and I serve you.”

“I’m not the King, I don’t really want the throne but I’ll take it if I have to,” Jon said. “I find that watching people’s eyes tells me a great deal about what they’re saying. The fact you’re keeping your eyes closed tells me you’re hiding something from me. So, if this conversation is going to continue you’re going to have to open your eyes and look at me.”

“According to the prophecy, you’re the King, you were the King the moment you stepped foot on Euthara. My eyes being closed has to do with the other part of the prophecy I was talking about,” Opellissa said. She raised her head but kept her eyes closed. “You know how bonding works for Eutharans right?”

“Yes, one bond mate for life,” Jon said. “Under the right circumstances other wives can be accepted, like in my case. Siblings can also share a limited bond due to their close nature but it’s nowhere near what a bond mate feels or how they’re even affected by a bond.”

“That’s correct for the most part,” Opellissa said. “You can’t bond with another Eutharan because of the bond you have with Deatra. She has opened and allowed you to take another bond-mate because the situation demanded it. Kelly hasn’t bonded because it takes Deatra’s acceptance of her…”

“Uh, Kelly a bond-mate,” Jon said.

“Of course why do you think she’s so attached to you,” Opellissa said. “You two already share a limited bond and even Nefeit shares some of the bond. But, for it to fully establish and not die away Deatra has to accept her as does each of the other mates. The nature of the bond will never allow another Eutharan into the union though. We don’t know why but it just never accepts the connection.”

“I knew about the Eutharan thing,” Jon said.

“Did you know that there had been a double bonded Eutharan before?” Opellissa said.

“No, I thought it was impossible,” Jon said.

“It was a Duke,” Opellissa said. “He was a very strong man who was the one who lead the war that united all the races in this part of the Galaxy. He was the one who forced the Crown to change hands and allow my relative to sit on the throne. He could have taken the crown but he had no such desires.”

“And this has what to do with me?” Jon said.

‘He who wields the four shall walk side by side with the sisters of fire and ice,’ Opellissa said. “That was the part of the prophecy not told to you. It goes hand in hand with the other part.”

Jon took a step back as he started to register what she was saying.

Opellissa nodded as she opened her emerald and gold flecked eyes and looked directly at Jon. Jon’s mind exploded as she released the connection between them. Suddenly his mind was on fire and he stumbled back as he grabbed his head. The guards reacted immediately every one of them pointed their guns at the cell.

“Put your guns down,” Opellissa said. “I’m not harming him; I just released the bond so it would fully establish itself.”

The Eutharan guards lowered their weapons and then knelt. The other guards were in conflict as they tried to decide what to do. Jon was still groaning as he tried to fight for control. The pain was starting to subside as Opellissa finished speaking.

Jon could feel a slight presence of Deatra, Nefeit, Kelly and Opellissa in his mind as it cleared. He couldn’t get anything but a sense they were alright but he had never really been able to do the things Deatra was able to do through the bond.

Jon looked up at Opellissa and shook his head as he tried to clear it. “How do I know this isn’t some kind of trick?” Jon said as he started to regain his feet. The pain had been so great he had fallen to his knees.

“It’s no trick and if you look hard enough you’ll know,” Opellissa said.

Jon didn’t have to inspect the connections in his head as Deatra confirmed it.

‘Opellissa?’ Deatra’s voice said in his mind.

‘Yes, it’s me sister,’ Opellissa’s voice responded.





Chapter 19


  Treacherous Acts

 


 


 


Jon sat in his room with his head in his hands. He was trying to decide how he got himself into his current situation. His three wives, Kelly, Nefeit and Opellissa were just chatting away at the common room table. All of them seemed happy enough, Kelly especially.

Jon shook his head, Kelly was going to give birth to Bill's twins and now she was bonded to him. His best friend’s wife bonded to him, how in the hell did this happen to him and why? Jon looked up at the beaming Kelly, it was the happiest he had seen her since Bill's death.

She had even seemed overly happy during the funeral service for Bill and the many men and women who had died during the battle. Admiral Breq had awarded Bill the Invaru Cluster of Might, the highest honor that a captain could receive in the Invaru Navy. Oddly enough the Eutharan high class had also awarded Bill with the Eutharan Distinguished Battle Wreath, another honor among the Eutharan people that hadn't been given out in the past hundred years.

The King had been against it but the high class had all voted against his wishes, even some of the ones opposed to the ADF and what Jon was doing. The King had raged and threatened the ruling council against the honor but in the end the rants and threats fell on deaf ears as the people made their wishes known. The King had little choice but to back down or have a full scale riot on his hands.

The ceremony had taken place on the station with the wreck of the Earth's Revenge sitting in a berth in plain view. Several higher ups had taken the time to give a speech about the bravery of the crews and Captains in the battle. The King and Queen had even been in attendance along with a large armed force. Jon wasn't happy about it but he felt secure enough when Mark showed up with three times the number of troops than the King had.

Oddly enough Deatra had been there too, though Jon wasn't allowed near her. That irked Jon more than the guards knew, and the King had done it on purpose. Every time the King looked in Jon's direction he scowled at Jon. Jon had thought seriously about taking an armed guard over and wrestling Deatra back but he didn't want to make a large scene. He would bide his time and strike when he knew the time was right.

Later, after the ceremony, Jon noticed Opellissa talking with Deatra quietly. Opellissa's guards had replaced Jon's Royal guards and she had two in tow herself. Something his personal guards didn't like and rejected off hand. The captain of his royal guards finally conceded to Opellissa's demands, but not completely. His guards now guarded him at a distance, the first line of defense for him now, with his female guards now being his inner defense. Opellissa had no objection to that as more protection was always a good thing. So, things went well even with the tension, and Jon was happy for all the honors bestowed on Kelly on Bill's behalf.

The last order of business was the announcement that the Earth's Revenge was going to be refitted and put back into the fleet. Some of the work could already be seen. Mike and Brad had already been hard at work and had the plans drawn up. She was going to be refitted to hold two more squads of fighters and a stronger defense.

Dalliana, the Earth's Revenge's AI, had been retrieved and was remarkably undamaged for what had happened. When she was told of Bill's death something unexpected happened, she began to cry as she fell into a heap on the floor. Mike was at a loss, what he saw wasn't possible in her code base. Mike started pouring over her base code to look for the answer but nothing caught him out of the ordinary. It took a Psychological Councilor two weeks to get Dalliana back on her feet and back to operational status.

Dalliana was currently installed and helping guide the repair crews working on her hull and super structure. There was no main power and she was using power from the station to keep herself running. Then there were snags that the various crews had to stop and fix so that Dalliana could access certain systems. Some of those systems had to have special power lines run for the time being. One of the first systems they got running was her spider-bot Bays, this helped the repair crews, as Dalliana could then concentrate on returning her important systems herself.

When Jon asked, Brad had told him that the Earth's Revenge would be operational in under a month. Jon was astounded by the news, and Brad quickly let him know it was because everything else had stopped, and the various races now living on the station had banded together to repair her in Bill's honor. She was and will be the largest ship of the fleet, for now anyway, and the ADF needed her, so all the stops were pulled out. Ghost Station had already been sending replacement fighters and crew for the ship and the newly reformed Eutharan companies were making contributions to the cause.

Those corporations had been doing very well as they shipped their wares to the planets that had managed to dodge the Crystari bullet for now. Most of those planets had increased their ship production at the behest of Jon as he made contact with them. Some of them had even started shipping non-essential people to Euthara and Ghost Station. All in all, things were looking good as long as he could get Euthara under control and figure out what was really happening here.

 


 


 


Jon had been down at the impact crater when Deatra’s rescue happened. Mark and Brad’s teams had managed to gain access to the interior of the structure and to the core computer even though there was not much left. What they gained access to was something the Jon hadn’t imagined in a thousand years.

They had managed to rebuild most of the data banks and reconstruct what was going on at this station. The information made Jon pale then turned his stomach as he fought to understand why someone would do something like this to their own people. This information was the nail in the coffin so to speak and Jon immediately had it transmitted to a special archive on Atlantis that only he and Atlantis herself had access too. He ordered the structure sealed off and under full guard until this thing was resolved.

Atlantis would spend the next two days going over the data separating the important from the not so important. Time was on the King’s side and now Jon knew how much that was a true factor. His time to act was quickly approaching, and the battle that was ahead was not only for his people and the Crown but for every life on Euthara and even the planet itself.

 


 


 

Jon looked up as the door to the master bedroom opened and Deatra stepped out and smiled at him. Jon's heart fluttered and out of the corner of his eye he saw Opellissa give him a grin. Jon sat back as he watched her move, he was only saddened because he wasn’t there when she was freed.

Deatra's return had been a surprise to him, and he was still foggy on how it had happened. From what he gathered, her shuttle had a guidance failure of some sort, and it had to land at the port in Euroth, his city.

Opellissa and her people had been there to greet them and to escort Deatra to a ‘safe’ place. Her guards put up a small fight in the form of an argument and Opellissa calmly explained the repairs might take the better part of the day. Deatra's guard told Opellissa they would have her secured here in the shuttle while the repairs were done.

Opellissa was having none of it as she explained that she couldn't guarantee their safety and it would be better if they moved to the Atlantis. They ended up placing a call to the King who said he was sending a second shuttle to retrieve them.

When the captain of Deatra's guard told Opellissa she shrugged as she told him it was unlikely. Two minutes later sirens came to life in the city as fighters from the Atlantis sped off into the distance.

Opellissa answered her com link a few seconds later, “Opellissa, go command.”

“We have a shuttle requesting access to the city. They say you authorized them for landing,” Carla said.

“No, I gave no such authorization,” Opellissa said. “We have a person of importance here and their shuttle will take an hour or two to repair. The Captain of the guard for them stubbornly refuses to move to the safety of Atlantis. He called in the request for additional transportation.”

“I can assume he can hear this,” Carla said.

“He can now,” Opellissa said as she flipped on the external speaker.

“Good,” Carla said. “Captain, I'm Captain Taldage of the starship Atlantis. This city is a no fly zone, you're lucky to even be allowed to land here. Pack your people up and move them to the Atlantis while the repairs are completed on your shuttle. I'll then have the shuttle brought to my ship and you can leave from there.”

“My thanks Captain,” the Eutharan Captain said. “But, we'll stay where we are while the repairs are completed, or you can escort us to the shuttle outside the city and return the shuttle at your convenience.”

Carla's voice sighed through the com as she spoke, “Are all Eutharan military people so thick headed? I do not have the people to escort you out of the city. On top of that there are a lot of people who aren't very happy with the Eutharan military and the current rulers that live in this city. Currently, you're in a secure area very close to the Atlantis, I can guarantee your safety from where you are, I can't if you decide to try to leave the city.”

Deatra was standing in the middle of her guards a small grin across her face. She finally spoke up, “Captain, I think my father would be very unhappy if something happened to me because you decided to butt heads with the ADF. I think it was rather nice they allowed us to land to effect repairs to our ship.”

The Captain looked back at Deatra as he spoke, “Yeah, a little convenient don't you think? We just had to take the scenic route back to the Capital and now we're here where your bond mate is. Someone who has demanded you back in the past, and I've had orders not to let near you.”

“I assure you that Commander Hunter knows nothing of her presence here,” Opellissa said. “He has nothing to do with this or any knowledge of it.”

“I've been suppressing the connection,” Deatra said. “Trust me, I don't want to cause my mate any more pain than he feels already.”

“Whether or not he is your bond mate is still up to the King and his councilors to decide,” the Captain said. He looked at Opellissa and narrowed his eyes. “I know who you are and do not think you hold any sway with my duties. You’ve been removed from the royal line and as such have no authority here on Euthara.”

Opellissa gave the Captain a grin that made a shiver run through his body. “Then you also know the order I used to serve,” Opellissa said.

“I do,” the Captain said.

“Then you know not to fuck with me,” Opellissa said. “And Captain, right now you’re fucking with me. I’m ordering you to proceed to the Atlantis where the Princess will be safe and I can protect you and your men. You’re in Euroth and I do have command here as Jonathan Hunter’s bond mate.”

The Captain laughed as Opellissa finished her statement. “Two bond mates,” the Captain said. “He must truly be an amazing man. You and I know that there has only been one person to ever have two bond mates. No one else in our history has ever had more than one.”

“Four,” Opellissa said.

The Captain blinked as he stopped laughing. His men started to murmur among themselves. “Four?” the Captain said. Deatra frowned as she looked at Opellissa who glanced at her out of the corner of her eye as if to say ‘I’ll explain later’. “You’re kidding.”

“No, he has four bond mates,” Opellissa said. “He wields fire and ice, light and dark as prophecy said he would.”

“You’re not kidding,” the Captain said as he let out a sigh. “You really think this man is who he pretends to be?”

“He pretends to be no one,” Opellissa said. “If he had his way he wouldn’t be here right now. My father made that impossible and so now he is here to set our world right. You and your men had better choose which side you want to be on, and soon.”

The Captain’s eyes narrowed as he spoke, “I knew this was a trap to remove the Princess from her rightful place beside our King.” The murmuring stopped behind the Captain as Mark and thirty mixed marines stepped around a corner and approached their small gathering. The Eutharan guards tightened up their ranks as they engulfed Deatra and readied their weapons.

Mark stopped next to Opellissa and his men fell out in a loose formation behind him. He snapped a salute to the Eutharan Captain which wasn’t returned.

“Good timing,” Opellissa said under her breath.

“I try,” Mark said under his breath. Then he brought his attention back to the Captain as he spoke up. “Sir, if you would follow me we’ve been ordered to escort you to the Atlantis for your safety.”

“You are?” the Captain said.

“My apologies,” Mark said. “I’m Captain Anders, Garrison Commander for Euroth and Atlantis.”

“You can escort us to the gates and to the shuttle waiting on the other side but we’re not going to that ship,” the Captain said.

“If that is Lady Opellissa’s desire, as she is the command presence here,” Mark said. “I was just sent in for back up by our ship’s captain.”

“Mr. Hunter,” the Captain said.

“No, he is unaware of your presence here, as he's not in the city currently,” Mark said. “It was Captain Taldage that gave me my orders. She explained to me that Lady Opellissa was talking to a rather thick headed Captain and might need support, her words, not mine.”

“We’re not getting on that ship,” the Captain said.

“Excuse me Sir,” Mark said. “But you have no choice.”

“Oh?” the Captain said.

“Not really,” Mark said. “You can either go along quietly for your own safety, or you throw a fit and I’ll drag you there myself kicking and screaming. Then when your shuttle is repaired, you can cry all the way back to the Crown City.”

“So now it’s down to threats?” the Captain said.

“Sorry, Sir,” Mark said. “You misunderstand, I’m not threatening you, I’m telling you that is how it’s going to be. The choice is yours.”

“Do you really want to start a fight here?” the Captain said.

“Not really, do you?” Mark said. He raised his hand and another thirty heavily armored Marines came out of the shadows. “You can either do your duty, and protect the Princess, or you and your men can die right here and the Princess can stay. I’ll send the Vids to the King so he knows what really happened.”

“You don’t give a man a choice do you?” the Captain said.

“Where it concerns the safety of that woman right there or any of the Commander’s bond mates, no, I don’t,” Mark said.

“I could simply shoot her and this would all be over,” the Captain said. “Your Commander would be dead through the bond and I would be dead by your hand. I might even be considered a hero as things would then return to normal on Euthara.”

Opellissa and Deatra both gasped.

Mark’s eyes narrowed as he took in the Eutharan in front of him. Mark had little doubt that the Captain had been told by the King to kill Deatra as a last resort. It would actually solve a lot of problems for the King and his Royals. The King couldn’t just outright kill her and in a situation like this it would be said she was caught in the cross fire. He had to make a choice here and it needed to be the right one. Let them go or deal with the problem right here and right now. The only problem with the here and now was where Deatra was. He might not be able to get to her in time.

Mark glanced at the Eutharan guards behind the Captain and saw the surprise in the eyes of all of them but one. He was the one that knew of this situation and wasn’t surprised by what the Captain said.

‘God?’ Mark said through his nanites.

‘God’s here boss,’ a deep voice said in Mark’s head.

‘You see the man sitting just right of the Princess?’ Mark said.

‘Yep,’ the voice replied.

Mark saw a dot settle on the man’s helmet, it rotated colors as it went through the spectrum of light. You had to be wearing a special helmet or pair of glasses tuned into the weapon to see it. Something God transmitted to Mark’s nanites which set the frequency on his sunglasses.

‘Back one more man,’ Mark said.

The light moved to the man Mark was watching out of the corner of his eye. “That him?’ the voice said.

‘Yep, I want him put down the second anything happens here and it’s about to go off,’ Mark said.

‘Roger, he won’t have time to fart before he drops,’ the voice said.

Mark reached up and rubbed his temples as he tried to ward off the oncoming headache. Most humans hated using the nanites as they caused migraines and the severity depended on how long you used them. Some of the other races had no problems using them and would speak for hours. Andie had once told him, while treating a nasty migraine, it was to do with some type of harmonics, and they were working on a way to adjust the nanites to suit human brains.

“You should be careful what you say Captain,” Mark said. “I take my job and the safety of my Commander very seriously.”

The Captain grinned and took a step back. His hand lanced out and grabbed a handful of Deatra’s hair and yanked her forward. “Care to test my resolve?” the Captain said. “I don’t make idle threats.”

The sound of six swords leaving their scabbards filled the air as Opellissa and her guards drew their weapons. “Careful Captain,” Opellissa said. “You’re treading on very dangerous ground. You not only threaten my sister’s life you threaten mine and my bond mate’s.”

“Put your swords away,” the Captain said. “I know how deadly you are with them, you might even be able to get me before I kill her.” The Captain’s hand tightened its grip on Deatra’s hair as his other hand drew his side arm. He shoved Deatra down so she was kneeling before him and put the pistol to the back of her head. “One move, one twitch, and she’s dead. I want you and your men to disburse, we’ll make our own way to the gates and out of the city. I want no more interference.”

Mark watched as the guards that had once accompanied the Captain started to back away. They were unsure of what to do and it showed in their face. The only guard to keep his position was the one targeted by God, he was grinning as he fingered his rifle. He stepped sideways so that he had a clear shot at Deatra in case something happened to the Captain.

“Looks like you’re losing support,” Mark said. His eyes never wavering from his intended target, the Captain.

The Captain looked back at his men that were backing away. “Hold your position, that’s an order,” the Captain said.

“We didn’t sign up for this,” one of the guards said. “We’ll not be a party to the Princess’ murder.”

Mark took that moment to act. The Captain was distracted and it was the perfect time to make his move. God’s shot took off the head of the last remaining guard as silver flashed in front of Mark’s eye a second before his armored fist closed around the Captain’s neck.

The Captain let out a howl that was cut off by Marks hand closing off his windpipe. Two bloody stumps where the Captain’s hands should have been came into view as the Captain’s eyes widened in surprise. His legs buckled but Mark’s suit made little effort to keep him held upright.

Mark was surprised by the sudden loss of the Captain’s hands and he looked back over his shoulder to see Opellissa standing there with her sword already put away. She gave him a nod as she glared at the Captain. The pop filled the air as the Captain’s neck snapped and his body hitting the ground was even louder.

Mark looked at the remaining Eutharan guards. “Who’s next in command,” Mark said.

They all looked at each other and then one of them took a step forward. “That would be you Sir,” the Guard said. “We want to claim right of asylum. We had no idea that this was going to happen and we do not agree with what the Captain did. We also don’t want to serve a King who would assassinate his own daughter.”

“Thank you Captain Anders,” Deatra said. She turned to the body of the Captain and spat on it and kicked it one time for good measure. “Piece of shit!”

Mark couldn’t help but snicker. “Princess,” Mark said. “It was my pleasure, and might I add, good to have you back.”

Deatra turned her attention to her sister and ran up to her giving her a big hug. “Thank you so much,” Deatra said. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“Your highness’s,” Mark said. “I need to know what to do with them.”

Opellissa looked at Deatra who looked back at her. “You’re the big wig here Sis,” Opellissa said. “Up to you but I would like to make a suggestion if I can.”

“Of course,” Deatra said. “We’re both First Tier.”

“I know but you’re first rank and I’m second rank,” Opellissa said. “Anyway, I say move them to the ship and get them locked down and debriefed and then a full medical. Then let the interrogators at them. If they pass that, allow them to join the ranks if Mark says it’s ok.”

“You have a lot to learn about Jon,” Deatra said. “But, yes, I agree with your suggestion, and I’ll leave it up to Mark to make the final decision. Right now I would like to get back to my quarters and get cleaned up.”

“Of course your highness,” Mark said. “Form up escort duty. Jack and Ryan, take a small detachment and escort our guests to one of the unused racks. They’re to be treated as guests, is that understood?”

“Yes Sir,” they both said as they saluted.

“Give them an idea of what they’re getting themselves into if they join the ranks,” Mark said. “Answer any questions they have as long as it’s not classified.”

Jack nodded as Ryan chose four more Marines for the detail and started collecting the Eutharan weapons.

“I think we have this, Captain Anders,” Opellissa said. “Why don’t you see to our guests. My girls and I can escort my sister to our quarters. Why don’t you come by later to make sure she’s settled in and have dinner with Jon and us.”

“As you wish,” Mark said. He bowed to Opellissa and Deatra before turning and taking command of the guest detachment. He knew perfectly well that Opellissa and her girls were up to the task. He had seen them sparring with the troops, and so far, it was her girls five, troops zero. God help anyone who ran into those women when they were pissed.

 


 


 


 


Deatra walked over and sat down next to Jon and leaned her head on his shoulder as she sighed in a contented manner. Despite Jon knowing this was going to cause troubles for him, he was very happy to have Deatra back.

He slipped his arm around her waist. “So, happy to be back?”

“Undoubtedly,” Deatra said. She looked up at him and gave him a smile. “You have no idea what it was like running around the palace doing things of State while being kept from you.”

“Oh, I have some idea.” Jon gave her a grin back. “Probably a bit like dealing with various problems here in the ADF while my voice of reason was lost to me.”

“A bit like that, I would imagine,” Deatra said.

“So, what do you think of the new additions.” Jon motioned his head towards the three women sitting in the kitchen chatting away.

Deatra looked over to where her sister sat chatting with Jon’s other two wives. “My sister, I’m not surprised about. Kelly caught me a bit off guard, I don’t think I was expecting that. I was saddened by the news of her loss. Taking that into account it actually makes me happy to have her here. Not to mention, I’m a bit excited to have kids running around.”

Jon smiled at the thought himself. Then got a serious look on his face. “Speaking of kids, Sam was inquiring about you.”

“How is she?”

Jon shrugged as he answered the question. “As well as can be expected. She just about lost it when Oojoung almost died. It took a lot of work from Nefeit to get her calmed down, and even then you could tell the kid was still rattled.”

“Terri?”

“Actually they’re both doing fine. Terri has returned to her command ship in orbit to correct a few problems there while she is getting back on her feet. Oojoung is in his quarters under strict order to do nothing strenuous for the next few weeks. Of course Sam is staying there to help him if he needs it. I have four Special Forces on guard outside his room just in case they’re needed.” Jon shifted as he tried to get a bit more comfortable. “At first I wanted her here but then I saw how much she wanted to be there. So, in the end, I allowed her on the condition that she makes daily reports on his condition to me.”

“Already in training.” Deatra grinned at Jon in a way that made his heart flutter.

“I guess, I just want her to understand that she has responsibilities, and that she has to follow what she’s told. She might only be seven, but I think she understands there’s reasons behind the restrictions I impose.”

“My father thought he had a great victory when he learned that the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde had fallen in battle. Oojoung was just a bonus to him, he was assured by his advisers that she was dead.”

“He doesn’t know,” Jon said. Anger flashed briefly on his face at the thought of his sister lying dead somewhere. “Not many people know she’s still alive, and he has no idea how close he came to death.”

Deatra sat up straight as she looked at Jon’s face for any clue of what he meant. “You were ready to attack him by that point?”

Jon shook his head. “I averted an attack on the Crown City. The Ga’sahde sent four ships to blast the city to dust. It took all my rank and power to stop the attack. That is something that Terri is fixing right now. The Captain of the task force was not in much of a talking mood when she arrived. The only thing that saved the city was that I was able to wiggle enough reasoning into her to hold back her actions. That, combined with my position in the Ga’sahde, managed to advert a disaster.”

“It would have ended the situation we have now,” Deatra said as she leaned back into him.

“I don’t think you understand. Thousands of people would have died, including you and I. Me through the bond and you because that is where you were. It was one of the reasons I think the Ga’sahde Captain stopped, in some roundabout way she knew. All because of your father and the flaunting of the rules set forth hundreds of years ago. And because he wants to be the savior of the Eutharan people. At least that’s how he wants people to see it, even though that is the farthest thing from the truth.” Jon kicked his feet up on the little table that sat in front of the couch he was sitting on.

“My father has a big ego, but I don’t think he would do anything to hurt the people outright,” Deatra said.

“You have no idea,” Nefeit said as she entered the room. “I’ve been to the ruins, and I know what Jon knows. That’s where we were when you were being liberated.”

“So, you were right?” Deatra said as she sat up again. She was looking at Jon, searching for an answer to her question.

“And more,” Jon said as he nodded his head.

Deatra’s face paled at the thought of what could be so bad. How could her father profess to be something he wasn’t. She knew him, he was a harsh man, but he wasn’t an evil man. “What is going on? Is it really that bad?”

Jon reached up and touched his com-link and said, “Put him through.” He stood up and straightened his clothes and then glanced back at Deatra. “You’re about to find out.” Kelly and Opellissa filtered in from the other room and sat down on either side of Deatra as Nefeit sat down in a lone chair close to the couch.

She reached over and put a hand on Deatra’s knee as she spoke, “It’s good to have you home.”

“It’s good to be home,” Deatra said. She put her hand on top of Nefeit’s hand and gave her a huge smile. “I hope you took care of our husband while I was away.”

“Not I,” Nefeit said as she gave Deatra a evil grin. Her eyes flicked over to Kelly. “But, someone else made him right at home I would say.”

Jon froze as Kelly coughed and turned red.

“Good, I wouldn't want to think of him all lonely and cold in that huge bed.” Deatra gave Kelly a wink and a smile which caused Kelly to only blush deeper and Jon to clear his throat.

“Oh, I don’t think he was cold or lonely,” Nefeit said. She looked over at Jon who’s ears were bright red.

“Wow, I missed all the good stuff,” Opellissa said. “I wondered why it took you so long to come talk to me. I guess you had your hands full.”

Jon cleared his throat and glanced back at the women as he spoke, “Excuse me, this is important business, so could you all either take it to another room or be quiet?”

Even though they were snickering to themselves, they quieted down as Jon let out a long breath to regain his composure.

On the main view screen in their living room, the King’s face appeared and before he could say a word Jon said, “Lucy, you got some 'splaning to do.”





Chapter 20


  Desperate Measures

 


 


 


Jon watched the King as he stared back. The King's face was a mixture of anger and concern. Even though he tried to hide it, and he did so very well, it showed. Jon put his hands behind his back and started to pace a bit as he thought about how he wanted to begin the conversation.

“I see you’ve managed to get what you wanted.” The King indicating Deatra as she lounged in the back ground.

“Well that makes it simple,” Jon thought as he stopped pacing and turned to look at the King. “No, what I wanted was for none of this to happen. I wanted us to all get along, and for you to accept my help and that of the Ga’sahde. But you seem to have this knack of putting yourself before those around you, even your own family. This whole farce of the bond not being legit and how I forced it upon Deatra, which, as you know, is utter bullshit.”

The King let a small smile creep across his face. “That has yet to be determined young man. You sneaking her away and holding her there only points to the fact that my concerns on the matter are justified.”

“She’s free to go. No one is holding her against her will.” Jon turned to look at Deatra.

“Says you.”

Jon waved his arm at Deatra as he stepped aside to let the King have a good view of his daughter. “Feel free to ask her yourself.”

The King arched his eyebrow as he looked at Deatra as an unspoken question.

“I’m staying with my bond mate father. This is where I belong now.” Deatra shifted nervously as the King’s gaze hardened and his face flushed slightly.

“I could order you back.” The King said in controlled anger.

“You could, but this time I won't go. I’m staying here and there’s not much you can say or do to change my mind.” Deatra folded her arms across her chest in defiance.

“We’ll see about that.” The King gave her one last look before he turned his gaze back to Jon. “You have something to do with this act of rebellion and I promise you that you’ll pay for her actions.”

“Um, ok. But I think it has more to do with you than me.” Jon stepped back in front of the screen.

“Anyone have popcorn? No? Well, I’ll go get some.” Opellissa stood up as she grinned, she had waited a long time to see her father put in his place and that time was fast approaching. “Something that is going to be this good demands popcorn.”

The King’s eye flicked to her as she stood. “Ahhh, my wayward daughter. I should have known you would have something to do with this. I should have known you would be sulking about in the shadows waiting for your opportunity.”

Jon raised one of his hands telling the King to stop. “She has nothing to do with this. So you can stop trying to derail the discussion here.”

“If she has nothing to do with what is going on, then why is she there? Why are any of them there?” The King sat back in his chair and crossed his arms as though he had won some small victory.

Jon dropped his hand and grinned at the King. “My bond mates are always welcome around me during all discussions. They are, after all, my closest advisers.”

The King’s eyes widened as his chair threatened to fall over backwards. He grabbed the edge of the desk at the last second and pulled himself forward. “Excuse me? What did you just say?”

“I’m sorry I thought you knew. Kelly, Nefeit, Opellissa and Deatra are all my bond mates. Everyone who knows this, keeps saying something about some prophecy and how it’s being fulfilled. I just count myself lucky to have so many women who love me.” Jon grinned at the King as he crossed his arms.

The King looked like he was ready to drop dead on the spot as his face paled.

“You ok? You’re looking a little pale.” Jon made a halfhearted showing of concern as he watched the King. “I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you before I married both your daughters in a royal ceremony. How would it look if the King wasn’t there to give his daughters away?”

“I- it’s impossible!” The King's face flushed as his color returned.

“Not really, all you do is walk them down the-”

The King waved his hand at the screen. “Not that. You know damn well what I’m talking about.” The King’s face reddened as he yelled at Jon.

Jon smiled again. “A minute ago you were about to pass out. Now you’re about to give yourself a heart attack. You really need to relax and chill a bit.”

“I am relaxed.” The color on the King’s face seemed to even out a bit as he took in the women seated behind Jon. Opellissa had just returned with a large bowl of popcorn and plopped down next to her sister.

“Miss anything?” Opellissa looked at her sister with a huge grin on her face. She was whispering but it still carried across the room.

“Just that Daddy's about to have a heart attack is all.” Deatra flashed her sister a small smile as she whispered back.

Even though Jon was enjoying the banter from the two he still glanced back and frowned. Opellissa fluttered her eyes and gave him a smile back in return.

“Oh, I know that look. It means be quiet.” Deatra gave Jon a smile as she whispered to her sister. Jon just nodded and turned his attention back to the King who was now rubbing his temples as he tried to understand what was going on.

“It’s impossible.” The King pressed on his temples then ran one his hands through his hair.

“You said that already,” Jon quipped.

The King was now muttering quietly under his breath as he shook his head back and forth slowly.

 


Jon raised an eyebrow, it looked like the King was on the verge of losing his mind after hearing the news. Jon decided to push the envelope to see if he could make the King snap completely. He knew the King was on the edge, and the prophecy had to be running through his mind, and now the King was trying to figure a way out of it. Jon just couldn’t let that stand. “Anyway Grandpa, on to other things.”

The King looked up and his eyes danced between Deatra and Opellissa as a look of horror filled his face. “What did you just say?”

“On to other things?” Jon smiled as he put his hands behind his back and rocked on his heels slightly. Deatra and Opellissa snickered in the back ground.

“You know damn well what I meant, before that!” The King glared at Jon as his eyes narrowed.

“Oh, you mean Grandpa.” Jon drew the word out and added a bit of emphasis to it as he said it.

“Just what do you mean by that?” The King once again was looking between his two daughters as if trying to decide which one.

“I thought the word was pretty self explanatory. Maybe it didn’t translate right. In my language it’s used to describe someone who’s children have had a child themselves. Said child called the parents of their mother or father Grandma or Grandpa.” Jon’s smile turned into a grin as the King’s face filled with dread at the thought of one of his children having Jon’s child.

“But, you’re not even married! You can’t have a child in our culture without being married! Especially if you're Royalty, it’s just unheard of and against all our customs!” The King was now standing behind his desk and leaning forward.

“Who said anything about Deatra or Opellissa having a child?” Jon had a gleam in his eye as he taunted the King.

“Oh.” The King sat back down and glared daggers at Jon.

“No, one of your other daughter-in-laws is having twins.” The King gave no reaction to Jon’s words.

“I don’t have any daughter-in-laws.”

“Kelly is having twins and I’ve adopted them as my own. I thought it was only right as her Husband died defending your planet. Since she is now considered a Princess by your laws through her marriage to me-”

The King interrupted Jon. “That doesn’t make her anything to me or the crown. You’re not married to either of my daughters.”

“Yet.”

“It will never happen.”

“Can and will.”

“Impossible, I won’t allow the wedding to take place.”

“I’ll marry them both right here and now aboard my ship.”

The King grinned as he sat back. “Won’t be official.”

“Wanna bet on that? I have a Eutharan Clergy or two here in the city. I’m sure we can just as easily get married in the city.”

“I won’t attend and I’ll order all royalty to not attend. You have to have a certain amount of the houses there for it to be official.”

“I’ll send you an invitation, if you attend or not is your own choice. As far as the royalty, I’ve already checked and the current number of royals that support me and are presently in the city, is sufficient. So, order away all you want, it’s going to happen.” Jon hadn’t really checked the laws about royal weddings but the King didn’t really know how many royals he had in the city either. He figured the bluff was a safe bet.

“You wouldn’t.” If looks could kill, the King's look would have struck Jon down where he stood. “No,” he surmised, “you would.”

Jon nodded and put his hands behind his back again. “Yes I would.”

“You’re enjoying this but your enjoyment won’t last long,” the King spat.

“Any time I can make you squirm and wiggle gives me intense pleasure. So you’re correct in saying I’m enjoying this.” Jon grinned at the King. “Just think, we really haven’t even got started yet.”

The King grinned back. “You do know that Opellissa isn’t in position for the crown right? I just figured you should know that.”

A piece of popcorn flew through the holo screen. “Dad, you’re an ass.”

“So it would seem, though you have no right to call me father or even dad as I’ve disowned you.” The King turned his attention to Opellissa.

“Which has been restored by the bond.” Jon had raised his hand to stop any response from Opellissa and she sunk down in her seat and started to sulk as she really wanted to let her father have it.

“Says you. The bond is still in question, as is how it came about, and if it is even real.” The King returned his gaze back to Jon. His face was emotionless as he had finally gotten himself under control.

“The Ga’sahde have confirmed the bond and authenticated it.”

“You’re personal puppets confirmed it? Don’t make me laugh.”

“The council, including your Duke, met a day ago and confirmed the treaty as still valid and intact.” Jon had been waiting for this jab and he was satisfied at the results.

“What!” The King sputtered as he tried to speak. “Why wasn’t I informed the meeting was taking place. You agreed to allow the Duke free communication and he should have reported that it was taking place.”

“The Duke had a change of heart and decided that while he still represented you to the council he wasn’t going to be your pawn any longer. You see when you use people the way you have used everyone on Euthara, people tend to stop responding to you and start thinking on their own.”

“I don’t believe you. He’s been my faithful aid for a very long time he wouldn’t just suddenly decide to go against me. You’ve brain washed him or something.”

“No, I opened his eyes and I would let him tell you what he thought of you but he’s busy gathering his troops. You see, I had him brought down into the complex that the Crystari tried to wipe out.”

The King’s eyes widened as a bit of fear crept onto his face.

“We poked around down there and found a lot of interesting things. Some of it took a bit of time to understand and a lot of it we understood immediately. What we found solidified our positions with a great number of the royalty now here. Your Duke was so disgusted by what we found he immediately asked what he could do to help.

“He is now on his way with his troops to the other nine sites to shut them down and make sure they are never brought back online again. Oh, and if you think to try and defend those sites, well that won’t happen. We’re lending him air support and additional ground forces as needed.

“What I want to know is, what you were thinking when you did this, and what you hoped to achieve?”

The King sat in stunned silence for a moment as he looked at each person in the room. When his gaze finally returned to Jon, he replied, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Jon arched an eyebrow as he carefully watched the King. “Perhaps I’m overstepping my bounds here by talking to only one half of the rulers.” A frown crossed the King’s face as Jon turned his back on him. “Mute channel.” Behind Jon the King was speaking but with the sound off, the room was silent. Three of the women watched Jon with rapt attention while Nefeit sat silently. She already knew most of the details and how bad it really was.

Deatra was staring at Jon her face pale. “Is it that bad?”

Jon’s face turned soft and then sad as he watched Deatra. “It’s pretty bad.” He reached up and tapped his collar opening a channel to the bridge. “Com, get me the Queen and patch her through here when you have her.”

“I can't believe my father would do something to hurt our people.” Deatra looked over at her sister as if looking for an explanation.

Opellissa shrugged helplessly. “He’s done some pretty rotten things in the past, but for him to intentionally harm his people? I don’t know.”

“I don’t know if he’s doing it intentionally, but he’s wrapped up in it.” Jon turned back and glanced at the now silent man on the screen and held up a finger in his direction telling him to wait a minute. He turned back to face Deatra and Opellissa and watched them silently for a second before continuing. “As much as I would like to point fingers and just out right blame people, I don’t think that will get us anywhere. It took Atlantis most of the afternoon to sift through the information we extracted from the site, but, and I hate to say this, the evidence all points back in his direction.”

‘I have the Queen, Captain, patching her through now,’ a female voice said.

“Thanks.” Jon turned back to the screen. The King was now sitting silently watching as if he figured out he couldn’t be heard. The Queen appeared next to him on the screen and if the King knew he made no reaction to it. “Resume communication.” Jon put his hands behind his back and began a slow pace.

“Prince Hunter, I can only assume this call is of importance since you have never contacted me directly. What can I help you with?” The Queen was sitting behind a desk with two women on either side of her as if waiting for her command.

“Antasta?” A surprised look filled the King’s face as his jaw dropped. Then his face flushed as his eyes locked on Jon. “I don’t know what game you’re playing at boy-”

“Hush Har’ve.” The Queens eyes briefly looked away from Jon before returning.

“Of course dear.” The King quieted down but his eyes were still locked with Jon's.

“Antasta, a very beautiful name.” Jon bowed slightly to her.

“Why thank you young man, it seems you have more manners than I’ve been led to believe.” Again her eyes snapped to the King as she frowned. “So, you’re the man bonded to my daughter. I know we met in passing at the funeral service, but we never really talked, and to me that’s sad as I’ve heard all about you.” The Queen’s eyes found Deatra as she gave her daughter a brief smile and nod. Then her eyes found Opellissa and again she nodded slightly and smiled. “Opellissa, I do hope you’re doing well, I’ve missed you. and I do so wish you would reconsider and return to the palace.”

Opellissa frowned as she took her eyes off her mother, looked at her father briefly, and then furrowed her brow. “I could hardly do that Mother. You and father had me banished.”

The King’s hand went to his forehead as he tilted his head down a bit.

“Banished?” The Queen's attention went to the King as she tilted her head slightly and pursed her lips together. “I see.” She looked back up at Opellissa as her face softened again. “Nonsense, you will never be banished. You’re free to come and go as you please, as is your sister.”

“Father said I was disowned and to never return on pain of death.” Opellissa crossed her arms across her chest as the King moaned. From the look on her face, she was enjoying every second of his displeasure and discomfort.

“What can I say, he made a big mistake, huge, and you’re more than welcome to come here and visit or even stay if you’d like. Right dear?” The last part was more of a command than a question.

“Of course, a mistake. It’s as your mother says.” The King now had his head laying in the table.

“Thanks for clearing that up Mother.” Opellissa bowed slightly and gave her mother a smile. Deatra grabbed one of her sister's hands and squeezed.

“Of course, dear. Now, Prince Hunter what can I do for you?” The Queen turned her gaze back to Jon and smiled.

“Excuse me your Highness, but do you know what has been happening recently here on Euthara? I don’t mean that the wrong way. I’m just merely curious if you know the full extent of what’s going on.” Jon was watching the King out of the corner of his eye and saw him peek a look up briefly before returning his head to the table.

The Queen arched an eyebrow. “I have an idea. Nothing more than that, as my husband runs the day to day affairs of the planet.”

“Care to tell me what you think is going on?” Jon watched her carefully as she settled back in her chair.

“Certainly. From what I understand, you’ve taken one of our port cities in some type of rebellion. I still don’t have any idea why you would have done such a thing. You attempted to keep Deatra from visiting us which my husband managed to talk you out of. There was some type of attack on the planet where we fought them back. Then you lost a ship while engaged at the edge of our solar system where we stepped in and managed to rescue most of the ships.” The Queen picked up a cup from the small table next to her and took a sip from it before returning it. “That’s pretty much what I know.”

Jon almost laughed at the twisted version of events. However, he kept his face calm and neutral. “Well, that’s certainly not how I would see the events myself.”

“As I said, I know very little. So, why don’t you tell me your views on the current situation.”

“For starters, your daughter didn’t want to visit the palace. Your husband threatened her on order for her come and visit, I think disowned and removed from the royal line were in there somewhere. So she relented and went for a visit where she was kept against her will.”

“Interesting.” The Queen glanced over at the King and arched an eyebrow.

“He had my Duke, I was only trying to secure his safety. I knew he wouldn’t do something stupid while I had our daughter, his bond mate, as our guest.” The King sat back up and crossed his arms as he stared at Jon his eyes never looking elsewhere.

“I thought there was something going on, even though Deatra never said anything to me. She seemed uneasy during her stay. I’m glad she’s back where she wants to be and can see she’s very happy.” The Queen looked up at Deatra and gave her daughter a smile. “You are happy, right Deatra?”

“Of course, mother, I love Jon, and through my bond, that love grows daily. It’s hard to be away from him for any amount of time.” Deatra’s eyes locked on Jon’s back and her mother noticing the look nodded.

Jon didn’t miss a beat as he picked back up where he left off. His gaze fell on the King as he continued. “As for my bond with Deatra the king believes I've somehow forced the issue or bewitched her in some way.”

“Really? Again he must have made a mistake. Right husband, even you can see the effect of a true bond.” She glanced back at the King and frowned.

“Then there’s the whole fact he doesn’t like the idea I’m bonded to four women, two of them your daughters. He stated it was impossible.”

That got her attention and the Queen sat forward. “Did you just say 'four women'?”

“Yes ma’am.”

The Queen reached up and tugged on her lower lip as she sat back. Then after a second looked back up at Jon. “You know what this means?”

“Something to do with The Prophecy.” Jon's face got a ‘here we go again look’.

The Queen looked back past Jon to Deatra and Opellissa. “Is this true?”

Both of them nodded.

“Great!” A big smile broke out on the Queen’s face. “Am I to assume the other two women in the room are the other two ladies?” The Queen’s eyes flicked to Nefeit and Kelly. Her face lit up when her gaze fell to Kelly’s swollen belly. “Are you not Captain Hawkins’ widow?”

“Yes your highness.” Kelly gave a slight bow with her head.

“You’re pregnant?”

“Yes your highness, twins.” Kelly’s face flushed a bit now that she was under scrutiny.

“Oh, drop the ‘your highness’ crap. Call me Antasta or ma’am if you’d like. You are, after all, one of the family now. So, are these children your late husband’s or the Prince’s?”

“My late husband’s ma’am.” Kelly shifted slightly as she started to get a bit uncomfortable with all the attention from the Queen.

“It’s been a very long time since I’ve seen a pregnant woman, and, I must say, it’s exhilarating.” The Queen shifted her attention back to Jon as she got a serious look on her face. “What are your intentions with the children?”

Jon arched an eyebrow. This woman was anything but the way he expected her to be, and it was quite refreshing. “I plan on adopting them as my own and raising them.”

The Queen clapped her hands together as she smiled. “Great! I’m to be a Grandmother, how exciting.” She leaned in close to the screen and eyed Jon. “I do expect more children you know.”

“Of course your Highness. Without a doubt,” Jon said as he was put on the spot.

Nefeit, Deatra and Opellissa all shared a look as they smiled.

“This is all so exciting, we’re going to be grandparents. Isn’t it exciting Har’ve?” The Queen was looking at her husband with excitement and joy written all over her face. “Kids will once again run the halls of the palace.”

“Of course dear.” The King’s monotone voice and steady stare told Jon that his troubles were far from over.

“Please continue, Prince Hunter.” The Queen was still smiling and almost bouncing with joy.

Jon frowned as he almost hated to continue now that she was so happy. “Well.” Jon glanced back to the women in the room and Deatra nodded at him. He turned back around and settled his gaze back on the Queen. She had lost the joyous look as she watched Jon, her brow furrowed. “You know my sister is the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde and I’m the House Primus I assume.”

“That I didn’t know.” The Queen sat back and set her hands in her lap. “The Ga’sahde are here?”

“Yes, though they’re not welcome according to the King. He's demanded they pull their ships from the solar system. I've refused to have them do so and, in fact, was the one who ordered them to restore the station. There were a few at the funeral, they have tattooed or painted faces and wore dark blue or dark red cloaks.” Jon shifted a bit and interlaced his fingers in front of him. “As a matter of fact, things got really nasty when Eutharan forces engaged my sister, the Matriarch of the Ga’sahde, over Deatra’s private grounds that I claimed as an embassy.

“The paper work documenting our application, completed with the help of Deatra, was filed before our arrival. The King however claims to have never received said paperwork. Even though a look at the data base shows it was filed and accepted before we landed.

“She was shot down then hunted down until captured. You could say we had a small air and ground war during the time my sister was missing. It escalated into the taking of Euroth because he wasn’t willing to back down, and, of course, I wasn’t either. I can’t say either of us was correct in the resulting pissing contest we had. But what I can tell you is that Euroth is almost completely restored and the people there are happy.

“Later I learn of my sisters location and sent a very special Buranis to retrieve her. In the resulting conflict my sister and my friend were both almost killed. Though I’m happy to say they’re both recovering well, and my sister has already resumed her duties.” Jon watched the King arch an eyebrow and then grit his teeth as he learned he hadn’t succeeded in killing Terri.

“Har’ve, why would you want the Ga’sahde to leave? We have a treaty with them and they will help us in our time of need. It doesn’t make sense. Why attack their leader, who I might add is a Princess, and then take her captive?” The Queen had a look as if she was trying to understand what was going on as she watched her husband on her screen.

The King sat there and crossed his arms and fumed in rage. He reminded Jon of a little kid not getting his way. There was something off about that man.

“Har’ve C’loth, you will answer me right this instant!” The Queen was pointing at her screen as she raised her voice.

The King slowly turned his head and looked at his wife. “The Ga’sahde are nothing but meddling fools and I do not want them here. Period.”

The Queen gasped at the King’s response. “We have a treaty and they have done nothing but help us. History shows us the Ga’sahde helped keep balance. We should be open to their help. We’re dying and they might be able to help us.”

“You have no idea,” Jon mutterd under his breath.

The King’s head snapped to Jon as did the Queen’s.

“We can hash that out later,” Jon said. “The attack that your forces turned away at Euthara were actually my forces. The few ships you have remaining in service refused to help and it was left up to my people to turn them away. These Crystari were targeting some type of ground installation, that I now have control of.”

The Queen frowned as the King glared at Jon. The King sat there helpless as his world fell apart around him. The one thing he knew were that certain people would have to die to secure his position again.

Jon raised his hand to forestall the questions the Queen was about to ask. “The engagement at the edge of the solar system was again my people attempting to help the last of the Invaru. They were seeking sanctuary here from this new threat. Again that task was left up to us and both these engagements cost me and my people many lives.

“As far as the installation, well that’s a whole different matter and something I think should be discussed face to face. I would like permission to come to the palace with my guards and speak in council about what was found. It’s vital that all the council members hear what I have to say.”

“Definitely not!” The King slammed his fist down on his desk. “You’re not welcome here and I’ll not have your guards running all over the place. You’re rebels and have caused quite a stir. You have nothing to say that I care to hear.”

“That's where you and I differ Har’ve, I want to hear what the Prince has to say. He’s made some pretty broad sweeping accusations. If even half of what he says is true then I hesitate to think what the council and people will think.” The Queen frowned at her husband’s actions. “If he thinks he needs to speak in council about this mysterious installation-”

“Not just one your highness, but one of ten different installations spread across the planet.” Jon folded his arms as he watched the King’s face filled with utter hate and rage.

“My apologies, installations, then I suspect what he’s found is of great importance.”

“He’s found nothing!” The King screamed the last word. He looked like a mad man ready to tear Jon a part at the seams.

“Then there’s no reason not to let him speak, is there?” The Queen folded her arms as she glared at her husband’s video.

“ENOUGH!” The King grabbed the edge of his desk and flipped it over and the screen went dark.

The Queen’s face went pale as she gasped. “I’ve never seen him like this.”

“Your highness are you at the palace?”

“No I’m at the retreat right now. I spend a lot of my time here nowadays. I used to be very active in the government and the daily running of the planet, but in the past few years I’ve been needed less and less. So now I spend my time here.”

Jon spun around and looked at Opellissa. “Opellissa gather your women and take three squads of guards to go retrieve your mother. Bring her back here. I fear she’s in danger.”

“He wouldn’t.” The Queen stood up as she spoke.

Jon turned back to face the Queen. “Did you see him? I mean did you see what I saw? Even if he wouldn’t, and I’m over reacting, wouldn’t you like to come visit your daughters? You can leave whenever you like. A state visit if you will.”

“Well I-”

“Good that’s settled.” Jon turned back around and looked at a pale Opellissa. “What are you still doing here? Go now.”





Chapter 21
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Jon stepped out onto the bridge as the shuttle carrying the Queen took off from her compound. Opellissa's small team had made good time. Jon was still at a loss as to what was going on, though he had a pretty good idea. The Queen coming to the Atlantis was not only for her safety but also, Jon hoped, to uncover more facts about what was going on, here on Euthara.

Deatra stepped out of the transport tube and made her way to Jon's side. Her eyes watched the small blips that showed where the shuttles, carrying her mother and sister, were at. She was also a bit worried about her sister being on the mission and out in the open.

Deatra stepped up next to Jon and put her hands behind her back as she spoke, "Jon, it worries me that my sister is out there."

Jon looked over at Deatra and smiled as he spoke, "She can take care of herself."

"Oh, I know she can take care of herself," Deatra said. "That's not what I'm worried about."

Jon gave Deatra a strange look as if he was trying to figure out what she was talking about. He didn't understand what Deatra was worried about. He looked up at the screen and watched the small blips, as they made their way back towards the Atlantis. Everything seemed to be going fine. He didn't see any need to worry.

"Sir, there are six Eutharan fighters on an intercept course for the shuttles," the tactical officer said.

Jon paled slightly as six new red blips popped up on the screen. They were closing fast on the two shuttles. Then all at once he knew what Deatra was talking about as his lack of concern over Opellissa's safety was replaced by something else, worry. He had a pretty good idea of their intent and target. "Scramble all alert fighters, and divert all fighters in the air to intercept those hostiles."

Jon's commands were immediately relayed as the level of activity on the bridge rose in response to the threat. He felt kind of stupid that he hadn't sent an escort with Opellissa's shuttle for protection.

Deatra reached up and grabbed Jon's arm as she watched the Eutharan fighters close on the shuttles. Jon reached over and patted her hand as green blips appeared on the screen. There were no friendly fighters in range of the shuttles.

"Contact the shuttles and tell them they have hostiles closing on their present location," Jon said. Jon's heart began to race as he realized the shuttles would be on their own for a little while. "Tactical, how close are the nearest friendly fighters?"

"Jon-" Deatra said.

Jon raised his hand to forestall what Deatra was about to say as he waited for reply from Tactical. He could tell that she was nervous by the way she was gripping his arm, but right now he had more important things to take care of.

"Sir, our closest fighters are at least two minutes out," the tactical officer, said.

"How long until the enemy fighters intercept the shuttles?" Jon said.

"They will intercept the shuttles in one and a half minutes," the tactical officer, said.

"You're telling me those shuttles will be alone for half a minute?" Jon said.

"Yes Sir, we don't have any fighters closer than that."

"You tell our pilots to push their fighters to the limit."

The tactical officer relayed Jon's orders immediately without reply.

Jon watched on the display as his fighters sped up in an attempt to intercept the enemy fighters before they reached the shuttles. Even as he watched Jon knew it was a lost cause, the enemy fighters were too close.

"Are they in range for a visual?" Jon asked.

"Yes Sir," the tactical officer said.

When the main screen didn't switch to display the incoming shuttles, Jon frowned and looked over towards his tactical officer. "Well? Do you need an invitation to put it up on the main screen?" Jon's voice had an edge of annoyance as he spoke.

"Sorry Sir," the tactical officer said.

The Main screen flickered as it came to life and displayed the shuttles. One of the shuttles was a light shuttle of Eutharan design. The other shuttle was a combat shuttle from the Atlantis, it was transporting the Queen and Opellissa. It was one of the few shuttles that Brad and Mike's engineering teams had had time to modify with shields.

"Get me Opellissa," Jon said.

Opellissa's face appeared on a small overlay on the main screen in the upper right corner. Her demeanor was calm and showed little worry. She smiled as she spoke, "Hello dear, what can I do for you?"

Jon blushed a little bit as he looked around his bridge crew, but they didn't seem to react to the term of endearment. "Opellissa, there are six enemy fighters closing in on your location. Our fighters will not be able to reach you in time. You will probably be on your own for at least a half a minute," Jon said.

"We should be fine. I'm more worried about the Eutharan shuttle."

Jon frowned, he didn't understand why she would be worried about the light shuttle.

Seeing his distress and confusion she clarified what she meant. "The Queen is on the light shuttle."

Jon's eyes widened. "What did you just say?"

Opellissa sighed as she looked at Jon and said, "Mother can be very difficult at times and she refused to travel on the shuttle."

Jon threw his hands up, which made Deatra lose her grip on his arm. "You don't seem very alarmed by the fact that there are six enemy fighters closing in on you and your mother is in a light shuttle."

Deatra grabbed Jon's arm again as it fell back at his side and said, "Father wouldn't dare hurt mother."

Jon looked at Deatra as he spoke, "Are you so sure about that?"

Deatra looked at Opellissa as concern filled her face and she spoke, "He wouldn't dare."

"The King hasn't been acting in a rational manner lately," Jon said. "I think he would if he feels that she is a threat. I think both shuttles are a target. The Queen because he feels she's a threat and Opellissa because her death would mean my death. He could eliminate all of his opposition in one grand move."

Opellissa's face suddenly got very serious as she listened to Jon. She started barking orders to the crew of the shuttle to prepare for battle. The lights dimmed on the shuttle and took on a red hue as its defensive systems came online.

Jon spoke as Opellissa finished giving her commands to the crew of the shuttle. "I'm glad you decided to take this seriously."

"Well, you certainly got my attention. I wasn't too worried about us holding out long enough for our fighters to reach us. I figured we were the only target and mother's shuttle would be safe," Opellissa said. "But when you put it the way you just did. I can see that we're both the targets. We're going to maneuver into a protective stance and try to shield mother's shuttle. That should buy our fighters time to reach us."

Jon looked over at Deatra, her face was white with shock. He wrapped his arm around her to try to comfort her. He couldn't imagine what she was going through. First her father, betraying her people, to an unknown extent. Now, the sister she just reconnected with and her mother were in immediate danger.

"It'll be okay," Jon said. "I promise."

Deatra looked at Jon, tears were just starting to fill her eyes. She felt as if her world, the only one she had known all her life, was falling apart around her. "Are you sure?" Deatra said. If there is one thing she knew about Jon, it was his uncanny ability to get out of sticky situations. She just hoped that he would able to pull everyone through this alive.

Jon reached up and wiped a tear from Deatra's face as it fell from her eye and smiled to reassure her as he spoke, "Of course."

"I don't know what I'll do if I lose either one of them," Deatra said.

Jon stared at Deatra and thought, 'Die, if we lose Opellissa.', as he gave her a reassuring hug. He turned his attention back to the main screen as the two shuttles picked up speed. He briefly looked over at the central planning table and watched the six red blips close in on the shuttles.

Tension filled the bridge as all eyes watched the central planning table. The ADF fighters were still over a minute out from the shuttles. The enemy fighters were just starting to approach attack range.

"Enemy fighters will intercept shuttles in thirty seconds," the tactical officer, said. "They will be an attack range and ten seconds."

"COM, get me the King, NOW," Jon yelled.

"Aye Sir," the COM officer said.

Jon watched as the enemy fighters close to attack range. It was almost surreal to him that the King would attack his own wife and daughter. This whole situation just added to the strangeness that was happening on Euthara.

"Enemy fighters are arming weapons," the tactical officer said.

"Sir, the King is unavailable right now. They're asking if you'd like to leave a message for him," the COM officer.

Jon's face reddened as anger threatened to erupt. He was really getting tired of playing games with the King. The constant jabbing between them was getting old and people getting hurt was starting to weigh on him heavily. It might not bother the King but it bothered him deeply to watch people get hurt for no other reason than one man's pride.

Jon glanced at Deatra as he spoke, "Tell them I have a message. The message is, 'I'm coming for you.'."

 


 


Both shuttles dipped downward as they dodged the incoming fire from the six enemy fighters. Opellissa's shuttle took the brunt of the incoming fire as it tried to protect the lighter Eutharan shuttle. Shock waves covered the surface of the shields as the incoming fire peppered Opellissa's shuttle. It reminded Jon of somebody tossing pebbles into a lake as he watched the ripples on the surface of the shields.

The top of the combat shuttle opened and a Gatling gun popped up into view and targeted the nearest enemy fighter. A hail of gun fire from the combat shuttle tore into one of the fighters as it passed over top of the shuttles. Smoke began to stream from the damaged fighter as it started to spin out of control and plummet to the ground below.

Jon smiled as a cheer went up on the bridge and Deatra squeezed his arm in hope.

The combat shuttle rose slightly and did a small barrel roll over the lighter shuttle as it continued to try to protect it from attack. Once the combat shuttle was on the other side the Gatling gun came to life again and chose another target. However, the enemy fighters were now prepared and took evasive action as they began their next attack run.

The combat shuttles shields once again rippled as it came under fire from the enemy fighters. This time some of the incoming fire managed to get through, the heavy armor absorbing most of the damage. However, the combat shuttle still took some damage and dipped slightly.

Time seemed to almost freeze as the lighter shuttle took damage when the combat shuttle dipped. On the main screen everyone on the bridge of the Atlantis watched in horror as a white plume of smoke erupted behind the lighter shuttle.

"Sir, I'm picking up a distress call from the Queen's shuttle," the COM officer said.

"Put it on the speaker," Jon said.

Deatra almost fell as the room began to spin. Jon caught her and maneuvered her over to the command chair and sat her down. "Are you okay?" Jon said.

Deatra could only give him a nod as the reality of the situation slammed home to her.

A strong but slightly frantic voice came over the speakers on the bridge. 'Euthara command, Euthara command. This is Queen's Yacht shuttle Alpha-Zero-One. Please cease firing. We have the Queen aboard.'

Jon gritted his teeth in frustration as there was nothing he could do but watch. "How long until our fighters reach their position?"

"Estimated time is about twenty seconds," said the tactical officer.

Opellissa's voice rose above the chatter on the speaker. "Atlantis, we've been hit and are losing power. We’re trying to reroute secondary power but I don't know how long we can hold out. Shields are down thirty percent and we have light buckling on the main hull."

Jon looked up at Opellissa's face. He had to make a decision and Deatra and her sister might not like it. "Opellissa, I want you to get your ass out of there."

The five remaining enemy fighters were already circling for another attack run as Opellissa froze and stared at Jon. "What-"

"You heard me. You are to disengage and make your way back to the Atlantis. That's an order," Jon said. Jon turned slightly to look at Deatra who was staring at him with a pale face. His tone left little room for debate but that didn't stop Opellissa.

"Jon, that's my mother, our mother. I can't leave her. I have to try and protect her," Opellissa said.

Jon's face got stern as he turned his attention back to Opellissa. "Your father is counting on that. That's the only reason he chose this time to attack. He's hoping you’ll stay there and fight to the very end. He's hoping you'll die up there protecting your mother and if you die, I die. Then everything we've done here is for naught. All the people who have sacrificed their lives up to this point for the hope of a better world will have done so for nothing."

Deatra stood up and walked up beside Jon as she spoke, "As much as I hate to admit it. I think Jon is correct about the situation."

Opellissa's gaze switched to her sister as disbelief crossed her face. "I can't believe you said that. You really expect me to leave our mother out here to die?"

"As much as I don't want you to," Deatra said. Her voice was unsteady as she spoke her eyes threatening to spill tears. "Yes, I do. We have to think of the larger picture now, it's not just our lives and the lives of three other people. What Jon says is true, if you die, we all die and everything we've tried to do here will be for nothing."

"Sir-" the tactical officer, said.

"Not now," Jon said. He raised his hand to ward off the interruption of the current conversation. "Look Opellissa, I don't like this anymore than you do and if there was any other option, I would choose it. I'm sorry, I really am."

"SIR-" the tactical officer said. This time he had more urgency in his voice.

"What, what, what," Jon said. The tone of his voice showing his annoyance with the officer hadn't made them cringe.

"I really think you should look at the main screen," the tactical officer, said. "Four fighters showed up from nowhere."

Opellissa looked down at her instruments as she spoke, "Yes! I have them on my scope now."

Jon turned his attention to the tactical display in the center of the room. Four new blips in yellow were now displayed and were closing at a high rate of speed on the shuttles position. From the look of their position and their rate of descent towards the shuttles. They had to come from an orbital insertion.

"Are they friendly?" Jon said.

Jon got his answer a second after he asked the question, as the blips turned green. The four fighters would intercept the shuttles in seconds. The arrival time would be about ten seconds before any of his fighters were able to reach the shuttles.

"Yes Sir," the tactical officer, said. "We've just received word they are from the Desmodi."

"Pipe the COM chatter from those fighters here," Jon said.

"Patching them through, Sir," the COM officer said.

' All right boys this is it. Pick your targets and take them out,' Terri's voice said over the channel.

Jon's jaw dropped as he realized he was listening to his sister's voice. The last he'd heard, she was still laid up and dealing with Ga'sahde business. Deatra squeezed Jon's arm as hope was once again within grasp. The bridge crew finally realizing who they were listening to, gave a small cheer.

"They're breaking off," Opellissa said.

The chatter from the Queen's shuttle slowed and stopped as the five hostile fighters turn their attention to the incoming fighters. The plume of white smoke wasn't as thick and they seemed to have gotten their systems back under control.

"COM, will the Queen's shuttle make it to the Atlantis?" Jon said.

The COM officer spoke quickly into the headset on her head before replying, "Yes Sir, they report that they have the situation under control and should be able to make it to the Atlantis under their own power."

"OK, monitor their situation and report if anything changes," Jon said.

The five hostile fighters broke ranks and started to climb to meet Terri's squad. Opellissa's shuttle fired on the enemy fighters as they began their climb. The shuttle's Gatling gun managed to find one of the fighters and shredded its wing. Sending it into a deadly spiral as it plummeted to the ground below.

"Looks like we managed to even the odds for our incoming fighters," Opellissa said. She now had a smile on her face and looked relieved. "Looks like everything worked out after all."

"Don't get too cocky. You haven't landed yet. You and the Queen are still out in the open, so keep your eyes open," Jon said. Even though he was feeling a bit more relaxed and relieved. He was still on alert for signs of trouble.

Opellissa nodded as she spoke, "I'll keep an eye out for trouble."

"Tactical, have one squad rendezvous with Terri's squad and have another squad fly escort for the shuttles," Jon said.

"Yes Sir," the tactical officer, said.

Jon watched the brief but intense dogfight on the main screen. They got lucky and lost no one in this surprise attack. Jon watched the four fighters his sister was leading turn and fall into formation with the shuttles.

"Get my sister on COM, please," Jon said.

"Sandpiper, Atlantis," the COM officer said.

"Go Atlantis," Terri said.

"Sandpiper, Atlantis actual would like to speak to you," COM officer said.

"Put her on screen, please," Jon said.

Terri's face filled the main screen as the COM officer open the channel. Terri smiled when she saw Jon and Deatra. "What's up, bro?" Terri said.

"How are you doing? Last I heard you were still laid up and involved with Ga'sahde business," Jon said.

"I'm fit as a fiddle, and the business has been taken care of, you shouldn't have any more problems. I'll be landing in a little while. We can talk more then," Terri said.

"Good, I miss having you around," Jon said.

"While we're talking about how people are doing. How is Oojoung doing?" Terri said.

"He's doing fine, Sam keeps them both busy as usual. He's still restricted to light duty, although Andie has allowed him to resume some exercise as long as he doesn't overexert himself," Jon said.

Terri laughed as she thought about Oojoung on light duty with Sam around. "Somehow I just don't see Sam and light-duty mixing. I'll bet he gets more of a work out with her around than he does rest."

Jon shrugged as he spoke, "Maybe, but when he was laid up. She really did help him out. She was by his side night and day. Sometimes I wonder if she really is seven years old and then other times I know she's seven."

"Sir, the King is requesting to speak to you," the COM officer said.

"Well, back to business. I'll see you after you land and get cleaned up. We'll talk more then," Jon said.

"Until then, Sandpiper out," Terri said.

The screen blanked briefly as Terri's face faded from view and changed to the incoming shuttles and fighters.

Jon looked over towards Deatra and let out a small sigh. "Here we go again." Jon stood there and looked at the blank screen as Deatra stood next to him, waiting. Jon's intention was to make the King wait for a little while. He wanted the King to think he didn't have any worries and that anything that King pulled didn't affect him.

"Sir, the King is demanding to speak to you right now," the COM officer said.

Jon smiled as he looked at Deatra. She was one of the most beautiful women he'd ever known and he felt extremely lucky to have her at his side. He raised his hand and rubbed the side of her face as he spoke, "I love you."

Deatra laid her hand on top of his and smiled at him as she said, "I love you too."

"Sir, about the King?" the COM officer said.

Without looking from Deatra Jon said, "Let him wait, how many times has he put me on hold or rejected my calls? This time he can wait. Tell him he can either wait until I finish my business or he can call back at his convenience."

"Do you think it's wise to antagonize him?" Deatra said.

"I think it's time the King learns that the universe does not revolve around him," Jon said. "What's he going to do, throw a fit?"

Deatra sighed in resignation, then said, "I just hate seeing you two fight, and I wish this could be worked out without all this conflict."

Jon looked Deatra in the eyes. She could see the sadness in his face as he spoke, "Me too. I tried, but your father would not listen. I have a feeling that your father is not who you think he is. From the little talk that we had on our way here, and what you explained to me of your father, this man doesn't fit your description"

Deatra frowned as she spoke, "What do you mean?"

"I've a suspicion that your father is either being controlled or has been replaced by someone that looks like him. I don't have any proof yet, but I have a strong suspicion. and I promise you if this is the case I'll get to the bottom of it. Whoever he is, or whatever he is, he's deeply involved with what is going on on Euthara," Jon said.

"You're talking as if my father isn't really my father, as if he's been replaced by a doppelganger or something," Deatra said. "Yes, he seems a bit short tempered and cranky, but I haven't seen anything to say that he's not my father."

"All I'm saying is the man that I'm talking to isn't the man you described," Jon said.

"I guess, I mean, he has changed. So I guess anythings possible," Deatra said. Her face showed Jon her confusion and her doubt.

Jon pulled Deatra into a hug and gave her a firm squeeze to show her his support. He wasn't sure of everything that was going on. All he knew for sure was that the King was involved with the problems on Euthara. Though if he was forced to be involved, then Jon wanted to find out who was behind it. "Everything will be okay," Jon said. He said it softly enough so that only Deatra could hear him.

Deatra pulled back enough to look in Jon's eyes, and his reassuring look gave her strength. She smiled and gave him a quick peck on the lips as they disengaged. "I know it will. I just worry," Deatra said.

"Shuttles are safely aboard, Sir and the fighters are in the landing pattern," the Tactical Officer said.

Jon looked up at the screen as he watched Opellissa's shuttle disappear into the landing bay. "Good, post a Marine detail to the Queen for added security. Have them show her to her quarters and explain to her that I'm currently busy, but I'll be with her as soon as I can," Jon said.

"Yes Sir," the Marine at the security console said.

Jon looked at Deatra as he spoke, "Would you like to go see your mother while I talk to your father?"

Deatra shook her head as she spoke, "No, I think I would like to see what my father has to say. If that's okay?"

Jon smiled and nodded his head as he spoke, "All right, COM put the King through."

The King's face appeared on the main screen and he didn't look happy. He scowled when he saw Jon and shook his head in disgust when he realized Deatra was standing next to Jon. It didn't take the King long to start in on Jon. "Just what do you mean by making me wait?" the King said. His eyes locked onto Jon as he spoke. His disdain for Jon showed on his face. No matter how hard he tried to hide it.

"I'm sorry, your Highness, I had pressing issues that needed attending to," Jon said. "Surely, a man in your position would understand that. I myself, have been told many times when I tried to contact you, about how busy you were."

"I understand that you kidnapped the Queen. I want her returned right away," the King said.

"The Queen came here of her own volition. It seems she thought we had some things we need to talk about, namely you," Jon said. He had a smirk on his face as he watched the King's face turned red with anger. "I'm inclined to agree with her. I think we have a lot to talk about. especially what is going on here on Euthara and your involvement in that."

The King's eyes narrowed as he watched Jon smirking at him. He worked to control his anger, he didn't want to give Jon the satisfaction of seeing him upset. His eyes briefly switched to Deatra as she stood next to Jon, motionless. Deatra's attention was on her father as he spoke to Jon. "Again, I don't know what game you're playing. But I assure you there is nothing sinister going on here. The only thing that I'm involved with is the ruling of my people and efforts to bring them back from the brink of extinction." The King calmed down as he spoke.

"So, you have nothing to do with the assassination attempt on the Queen and Opellissa?" Jon said.

The King regarded Jon coolly as he replied, "I have no idea what you're talking about. Why, would I try to assassinate my wife or my daughter?"

Jon raised an eyebrow as he tried to figure out what the King was up to. "A daughter that you disowned and a Queen that you all but removed from ruling power on Euthara. I can hazard a guess that if you managed to kill Opellissa that would've removed me as a problem. The removal of the Queen would've removed the last token of opposition that you might have had."

"I have a long reach on my world, as you'll soon find out. If I wanted the Queen killed. I'd have done it a long time ago. As far as my wayward daughter, yes, I disowned her. And yes her death would have removed you as a thorn from my side. But, I don't wish any harm to either of my daughters," the King said.

Jon stole a quick glance at Deatra and her stony face told him everything he needed to know, she didn't believe her father, the King,, anymore than he did. "I don't believe you. There's a lot more going on here than meets the eye," Jon said.

The King smiled as he spoke, "Maybe, maybe not. Why can't you just understand I want to be left alone, my people want to be left alone. Take your people, your ships, and even my daughters if you must, and leave. We don't want you here. Can't you understand that."

"Thirty thousand Eutharan troops and ten Duke's say different," Jon said. "Those are numbers from the past two weeks with more arriving every day. Maybe you should understand that you're fighting a losing battle. The people here are tired of your rule and your hidden agendas. Maybe it's you who should pack up and leave."

The King laughed as Jon spoke and then said, "Ten minor Dukes. They're nobody in the grand scheme of things."

For the first time Deatra spoke, "What has happened to you? You're not the father that I remember. The man I remember respected everybody big and small. He cared about his people, and about what was happening to them, he would've accepted any help from any source as long as it was of benefit to his people."

The King looked at Deatra and spoke without emotion, "Times change. And I don't think your bond mate here is a benefit to my people. Perhaps the father you knew was too soft and realized it was time to toughen up."

"I thought I knew you, I really did. I can see now that I've never known you. I thought you would be happy I found a bond mate and returned with help for our people," Deatra said.

"This man is only interested in one thing," the King said. On screen he pointed at Jon and stabbed his finger. "He's only interested in the throne and to further the cause of the ADF. He'll do anything to that end."

"Unbelievable, you sit there and accuse my bond mate of doing anything to further his cause. Yet all he's done is try to help you. While you have done everything in your power to stop him from helping our people," Deatra said. "You even went so far as to turn away the Ga'sahde and any assistance they would give. You've even banned the few Invaru that have come here seeking help from a powerful enemy that threatens us all. This new enemy threatens the universe not just a few, but the entire universe."

"The Invaru are our enemies," the King said.

"That may be so, but now they're here asking for our assistance," Deatra said. "If there's one thing I've learned from Jon. It's that sometimes you have to let the past be just that, the past."

Alarms went off on the bridge startling Jon and Deatra. The King smiled on screen as he leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. Jon glared at the King, and then turned his attention to the officer at the security station.

"What's going on?" Jon said.

"Like I said I have a long reach," the King said as he smiled. The King brought one of his hands from behind his head pressed a button on his desk. The King's smiling face faded as the screen went dark.

"Sir, the Queen has been attacked in her quarters. She's being transported to medical and is reported to be in serious condition," the security officer said.

Deatra's body went limp as she passed out and Jon just managed to catch her before she hit the floor.





Chapter 22


  Beginning of the End

 


 


 


 


Jon was pissed. No, he was well beyond pissed at this point, as he stood next to Deatra and Opellissa watching Andie work to save the Queen’s life. Jon had ordered the main infirmary locked down and all other patients moved to the secondary infirmaries as a precaution against any more assassination attempts.

The only people allowed to enter and leave the section were Opellissa’s guards. The Royal Guards were on guard throughout the corridors in the Medical Section and admitted no one unless authorized by Jon.

Andie looked up at Jon briefly and then returned to her work. She wasn’t too happy with the current situation in her Medical Bay, but she understood. It was going to be touch and go for a while, but she had most of the repairs done. It would be the nanites turn to assist with repairs soon. Now, only time would tell if the Queen would live. Andie let out a sigh of relief as she started to close the incisions as her nurses prepped the recovery room for the Queen. She glanced up at the clock, twelve hours of surgery sure went by in a hurry when you are busy trying to save someone this important.

Oojoung and his Black Ops squad was with Nefeit, Kelly, and Sam at their quarters. This made Jon feel better not having them in his sight. He was still trying to determine the sequence of events that allowed the attempted assassination of the Queen while he tried to evaluate Atlantis’ security; in essence, Jon needed to understand the current state of Atlantis’ compromised security. Jon hadn’t had time yet to review the holo-vids of the incident as he wanted to be here to support Deatra and her sister.

Atlantis shimmered into view behind him, as if knowing what Jon was thinking. “Commander,” Atlantis said.

All three of them turned to look at Atlantis as Jon said, “Report.” His tone almost made Atlantis step back.

Atlantis looked at Jon and knew he was in a dark place. She had never seen him look the way he looked now or even speak without feeling. It was as if the Jon she knew had died and been replaced by an imposter. “The five Royal Guards wounded in the attack on the Queen have died,” Atlantis said. “The perpetrator has been found and captured alive. He’s being held in the brig on this level. I’ve also reviewed the holo...”

“Deatra, Opellissa; stay here and watch over your mother,” Jon said. He cut off Atlantis as he turned and started for the door. “If you need me, call.”

Both women turned to look at Jon as he spoke. “Where are you going?” Deatra said.

“I’m going to have a word with our prisoner,” Jon said as he continued for the door.

“Jon,” Opellissa said. She took a step to follow him.

“No,” Jon said. He stopped as the door leading from the infirmary opened. “I want you here protecting your sister and mother. “You’re about the only person I trust right now to insure their safety. I need to know you’re both safe.” He stepped through the door without saying another word.

Opellissa nodded and returned to Deatra’s side and put her arm around her sister as she turned her attention to the work being done on the other side of the window. Deatra leaned her head on her sister’s shoulder and let out a heavy breath.

“He’ll be okay sis,” Opellissa said. “I’ve got some of my squad on his detail. No matter how much he protests they will be with him.”

“It’s not him I’m worried about,” Deatra said.

“Mom will be okay too,” Opellissa said. “She’s a strong woman and she’ll pull through this too.”

“Not worried about that too much either,” Deatra said. “Well, I guess I am worried a bit about mom recovering.”

“Um, then who are you worried about?” Opellissa said arching an eyebrow in question.

“The people between Jon and Father,” Deatra said. “Or anyone who happens to get in the way. I’ve never seen Jon like this, so dark and brooding. I think this attack hit a lot closer to home then he expected and I think it’s shook him up.”

“Jon will be okay, he’s just shocked right now,” Opellissa said. “As far as anyone who gets in his way when he goes after Daddy Dearest, well, they’ll get what they deserve if they don’t step aside.”

“I guess,” Deatra said. “I just don’t want innocent people getting hurt. As far as Jon goes... I don’t know. He’s always had this thing about his safety on Atlantis and being untouchable. That world has been shattered; Jon expects it outside the ship just not while he’s onboard. I think that has him pissed off more than the attack itself.”

Atlantis standing behind them hung her head and looked down at the floor and slowly disappeared from view. She was contemplating what she had just heard and how she could correct the matter. She had failed her Captain and Leader and allowed an attack to happen within her sphere of protection. Atlantis would have to correct the problem no matter the cost to herself before something like this happened again.

 


 


“Mark,” Jon said as he walked down the long corridor at a fast pace that had his guards struggling to stay ahead of him and make sure the area was secure. He wasn’t paying attention to anything but where he was going and what he was going to ask the single most important person on this ship at this moment.

“Yes Sir,” Mark’s voice said over the com unit.

“I’m preparing to lift Atlantis off,” Jon said. “I want you to mobilize on the Crown city right now. Keep civilian casualties to a minimum and do not breech the Royal Palace. I just want the city secured both ground and air.”

“That bad?” Mark said.

“The Queen might pull through, but it’s going to be touch and go,” Jon said. “Andie hasn’t notified Deatra and Opellissa yet, so that information is between you and me.”

“Roger,” Mark said. “I don’t think we’re ready to mobilize, but we’ll do it. As far as Atlantis, we’re cleared and have all the drop ships and equipment we need off.”

“Good,” Jon said. “I’ll be giving the orders to launch shortly. I’m going to settle her over the city where we’ll provide artillery support and additional air support as needed.”

“Sounds good,” Mark said.

“I’ll see you shortly,” Jon said. “I have a few things to do here. Contact me when you’re ready to assault the Palace.” Jon turned the last corridor and started towards the only door at the end of the corridor. His guards began to spread out and provide additional cover to those guards already stationed in the corridor.

“Excuse me?” Mark said. “What do you mean ‘you’ll see me shortly’.”

“I’m going to join you for the assault on the palace,” Jon said. “Actually, I’m going to spearhead it.”

“No you’re not,” Mark said.

It was the first time Jon stopped since he started off to the Brig. “I am and it’s not debatable.”

“No you’re not and that’s final,” Mark said. “There is no way in hell I’m going to allow you to put yourself in danger. Your wives would have my head mounted on their wall if I allowed something to happen to you.”

“Contact me when you secure the city,” Jon said. “I’m not going to argue about this right now.” Jon disconnected the connection cutting Mark off before he could reply. Jon turned to one of the guards stationed in the hall. “I want you to join the ground assault and report to me secretly when the city has been secured.”

The guard saluted as he said, “Yes Sir.”

“Well, get going,” Jon said. The guard saluted again and took off running down the corridor. Jon turned back to the door and stepped through as it opened. The single guard stood up and saluted him as Jon entered the room.

“Sir,” the guard said.

“At ease,” Jon said. “Which cell is the prisoner in?”

Jon looked down the length of the room. There were nine cells total all of them arrayed in such a way as to face the observation desk. Right now, all the doors were polarized so you couldn’t see in them, the duty officer could turn it on timed privacy polarization which was something the prisoners could also do for themselves, but the duty officer could turn it on indefinitely. Each cell also had state of the art surveillance recording twenty-four hours and seven days a week when someone was in them. Atlantis monitored the cells when there were prisoners in them and could notify the duty officer in the case of escape. Although, Jon highly doubted anyone would be escaping anytime soon.

Oojoung had once spent a week in a cell, much to Sam’s distress, trying to escape it. He had pointed out several flaws in the design from his earlier stay. He then spent time with Brad and his engineering team going over the corrections needed to secure the various brigs aboard Atlantis. One of the major corrections was the addition of communication inhibitors that stopped nanite transmitters from broadcasting. The modification had one glaring flaw in that it also stopped the nanites in the cell from communicating with the main control unit. This made the nanites go largely inert after a day of being in the cell. To get around this, they shielded the Brigs instead of just the cells. They then installed a remote nanite control unit tied into the main unit by hard wire.

The nanites needed to communicate with the local control unit so they could diagnose and effect repairs needed to a host. The control units could contact the local medical staff and request additional information or treatment options if needed. It also allowed the medical technicians to monitor the local population, or crew, for signs of serious illnesses or major injuries. The programs running monitored and flagged any person who fell inside the parameters set by the technician. On a planet or station, that setting was usually set to look for highly communicable and life threatening diseases. On ships and smaller installations, the commanding officer determined how and what to look for. However, it usually included everything from wounds to diseases and was also set to look for signs of exposure to vacuum.

Then Mark and Mike spent three days in a newly designed cell trying to get out. Both of the men called the cells ready for use; however, Oojoung had other ideas and decided to test it himself. Once everyone was satisfied, they transmitted the cell modifications to all ADF fleet ships and Ghost Station for immediate implementation,

“Cell one Sir,” the guard said as he sat back down.

Jon nodded and stepped up to the cell. “Depolarize the cell door,” Jon said.

The cell door shimmered briefly as it became clear and Jon could see through it. Jon’s eyes shifted and locked on to the Eutharan dressed in civilian clothes. He was sitting on the single bed in the cell with his back to the wall. With his eyes closed, and appeared to Jon to be sleeping, completely relaxed as if nothing had happened. Jon’s anger flared briefly as he realized the man in the cell couldn’t care less about what he had done or his incarceration.

“Hello Captain Hunter,” the prisoner said without opening his eyes. “I was wondering when you would come visit me. We have a lot to discuss and very little time to do so.”

“Oh?” Jon said. Jon crossed his arms across his chest as he watched the man sit up and open his eyes. The man’s eyes locked onto Jon and he grinned. “I don’t think we have anything to discuss. You have information I want, and I intend to get it one way or the other, the choice is yours.”

The man’s grin widened. “You’re a bit younger than I thought you would be. I was expecting the Destroyer of Worlds to be a bit older. You’ve accomplished a lot for someone so young. Though you still don’t see what’s going on around you, and that is how your immaturity shows,” the man said as he stood up.

“Is that so?” Jon said.

The man nodded as he stepped up to the other side of the door. “You think you have it all figured out and you haven’t hardly scratched the surface about what is happening around you.”

Jon grinned and tilted his head slightly. “I think I have a very good idea about what’s going on here. You had orders to kill the Queen that came directly from the King. That’s one thing I know for sure,” Jon said. He watched the man’s face for a reaction but there was none. Jon had deliberately omitted the fact that the Queen was still alive he didn’t want the man to know that just yet.

“Wrong,” the man said.

“So, you’re saying you acted alone and without orders,” Jon said.

“Oh no, I had my orders and I didn’t act alone,” the man said. He let the grin slip from his face as he spoke and he took on a neutral expression. The assassination of the Queen was one of the many steps that had to come to fruition for you to fulfill your destiny.”

Jon arched an eyebrow as he spoke, “So, you’re helping me fulfill my destiny?”

“Exactly,” the man said. He smiled for a brief second.

“And the King isn’t behind your actions?” Jon said.

“Nope,” the man said. He leaned towards Jon stopping just short of the cell door and whispered, “To be truthful the man isn’t right in the head and it would do you well to stop focusing on him. You now have the real threat right under your own nose all you have to do is open your eyes.”

Jon made one of those faces that said, ‘You can’t be serious.’ The man stood back up straight as Jon spoke, “I can see I have one of the threats right under my nose and I promise I won’t let him go.”

The man shook his head and gave another brief smile. “So short sighted for someone so gifted and destined to do great things,” the man said. “I’ll give you this bit of advice. The King isn’t the real threat, he’s nothing more than a pawn in a larger game. The whole Eutharan thing is a smoke screen for what is really going on.”

“Smoke screen?” Jon said. “You think the genocide of an entire race is a smoke screen.”

“There is no genocide here,” the man said. “Let’s call it more of a population control issue. There are certain people who would not want the Eutharan people to return to their former glory and place of power.”

Jon frowned and looked down at the floor as he thought about what the man had just said. Jon hadn’t thought about it that way, but it also didn’t make sense. The Eutharan population was still on a steady decline. True there was something going on that he still had yet to uncover, but he had a pretty good idea what was going on. He was also pretty sure the King was behind most of it. If he wasn’t, why would he be stonewalling Jon?

Jon looked up at the man who now stood with his hands behind his back watching Jon mull over what he had just said. “I find that hard to believe,” Jon said. “The whole population control thing. The population is still in a steady decline and the world is all but dying.”

The man simply said, “Is it?”

“I’ve seen the graphs,” Jon said.

“You saw what they wanted you to see,” the man said.

“Those graphs came from my own staff,” Jon said. “Are you telling me that my own crew and people around me are all manipulating me?”

“Nope,” the man said.

“Care to explain it then,” Jon said.

“Think about it really carefully,” the man said. “I’ve given you the answer you’re just not listening. Open your eyes and see it for what it is.”

The man was starting to piss Jon off with all this cryptic mumbo jumbo. Why couldn’t he just come out and say what he means. Jon glared at the man as he spoke, “I don’t have time to be playing your games. Just say what you want to say so we can get on with it.”

“I’m not here to hold your hand and guide you,” the man said.

“No I don’t think you are,” Jon said. “I think you’re here to misguide me and take my focus off the target. As I said, I don’t have time for this. I have an attack to lead on the Crown City. I’m going to remove your boss from power and set things right here. I’m done playing the King’s little games.”

The man smiled and said nothing, just nodding.

Jon took the action of the man wrong. “You think I’m making a mistake?”

“No, not at all,” the man said. “I think it’s about time. There are more important matters to deal with than what’s happening here on this planet. The real threat is displacing millions of people from all races daily by the true threat to this Galaxy. You can see that as sure as the nose on your face by the amount of refugees arriving here daily. Your fleet has all but doubled over night and it’s getting harder to keep everyone fed and ships operating.”

“I know about this new threat,” Jon said. “I’ll deal with them once I’m done here.”

“It won’t be as easy as that,” the man said.

Jon knew he was right and said as much. “Yes, I know that. I’ve already lost friends in the conflicts we’ve had here.”

“Small, actually very small conflicts, and they handed your ass to you,” the man said. “As far as Captain Hawkins, we grieve for his loss and those of the other ships and crews.”

Jon closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Then it dawned on him and his eyes popped open and locked on to the man. “Stop leading me in circles,” Jon said. “You still haven’t explained what you meant about them showing me what they wanted me to see.”

The man smiled again briefly. “As I said before think about what was said. The answer you seek is right there,” the man said.

Jon sighed; he wasn’t getting very far with this man. In a way, the man before him was making him mentally tired as his mind worked overtime to figure out what he was talking about. According to this man, the answers were already there and Jon just needed to look hard to see them.

The door to the room opened and it drew Jon’s attention. He wasn’t expecting someone else and wasn’t notified there was someone else coming. Jon knew that could mean only one thing and smiled as Terri stepped through the door followed by two Ga’sahde acolytes that doubled as guards.

Terri stepped past the Eutharan guard sitting at his station. “At ease,” she said as he started to rise. The two acolytes took up positions on either side of the entrance.

The man’s eyes locked on to Terri and his face paled slightly as he dropped to his knees and bowed his head. “Matriarch,” he said.

Terri stepped up to Jon and gave him a brief hug. “How are you doing bro?” Terri said.

“Okay, confused, pissed off,” Jon said. He slapped her belly and arched his eyebrow. “Battle armor?”

Terri nodded and pulled her cloak back to show him. “Latest design by Brad,” Terri said. The armor was a bright teal with blood red glyphs etched into its collar. “I’ve been ordered to wear it at all times, even on my own ship. The only place I’m allowed to remove it is while I’m in my quarters.”

Jon laughed as he looked over the armor. “You, ordered!” he said. “That’s a new one.”

“Even I have people who are in charge of my security,” Terri said. “I can do pretty much anything I want, but they get final say when it comes to my safety. Something you should learn yourself.”

“I don’t have anyone to answer to really,” Jon said.

“You do, you just don’t realize it,” Terri said. “You hold a lot of positions and are probably the single most powerful person in this Galaxy. However, your safety isn’t in your hands. It’s in the hands of those people around you.”

The door opened again and Breq stepped through, also dressed in battle armor. Behind him were two more armored marines carrying a suit of armor in various pieces. Breq smiled at Jon and bowed slightly, giving a small salute in the process.

The guard behind the control station started to stand up again.

“At ease Corporal,” Breq said as he walked towards Jon with the two marines in tow.

The guard sat back down and shook his head slightly.

Jon looked at Terri as he spoke, “Anyone else coming I should know about?”

Terri smiled and nodded as she spoke, “Sa’oliq should be here shortly.”

“A lesson for me?” Jon said. He was eyeing the armor.

“In a way,” Terri said. “Mainly I thought it was important to have everyone here for him.” Terri indicated the still kneeling man in the cell. He was still bowed and looking at the floor.

“Nefeit and Deatra?” Jon said.

Terri shook her head. “Nope, technically they’re your wives and with your position you out-rank them. I didn’t feel they would add anything by being here. They will get the gist of what is going on through your bond,” she said.

Jon frowned, Terri knew better. “I don’t exclude them from major happenings. I value their input,” Jon said.

“I know,” Terri said. “That’s one of the things we all like about you. Also I offered them the opportunity and they both declined.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure they trust your ability to make good decisions,” Sa’oliq said as she entered the room. She bowed slightly to Jon and waved the guard to sit as he started to rise again.

“If people keep coming in we’re going to wear the guard out,” Jon said as a small smile crept on his face.

“You’re telling me,” the guard muttered, which got a round of chuckles.

Jon got serious as the last person was finally present. “So, I take it Mark contacted you all,” Jon said.

“He contacted me,” Terri said. “I contacted the others for two reasons. I thought we should all be here to hear what the prisoner has to say and also to let you know we care about your safety.”

“I agree, I didn’t think about contacting you. I don’t think I was seeing straight at the time,” Jon said. “As far as you all caring about my safety, I know you all do. However, I’m an action guy, and I don’t like sitting on the sidelines.”

“Good, I’m glad you see things our way then about your safety,” Breq said. The two Marines stepped forward and offered Jon the armor. “Then you won’t mind wearing it at all times unless you’re in your quarters.”

Jon arched an eyebrow as he looked at the armor. It was the same design as Terri’s except the armor was black and red in the shape of tiger stripes. He looked up at them and shrugged. “I don’t see the need. I’m perfectly safe here on the Atlantis,” Jon said.

Atlantis appeared next to Jon as she spoke, “Sir, it would make me feel better if you were armored on and off ship. In the event of an attack, this armor might save your life.”

“I don’t see the need,” Jon said. “Our uniforms act as decompression suits and if the ship is hit that bad I doubt anything will save anyone, armor or not.”

“And if someone has designs on killing you,” Atlantis said. “This armor just might prevent that or at least save your life.”

“Think of it this way,” Breq said. “If you die, what happens?”

“I don’t think the ADF will die with the loss of me,” Jon said. “I think I’ve showed you all that what you seek is possible.”

“That’s true,” Breq said. “I would hope the ADF lives on even if you’re not here. I have come to respect you more than I even thought was possible since being here. The way Hope Station is run to accept all people no matter what race, is a beacon of hope for everyone. However, I was thinking more along the line of those you love.”

“I don’t get what you’re asking,” Jon said.

“You’re wives, or soon to be wives, Jon,” Sa’oliq said. “What would happen to them if you died?”

Breq nodded at Sa’oliq. “Exactly,” he said.

Jon paled as he realized what they were trying to say. “With the bond severed they would die,” he said.

“Don’t you owe it to them to protect yourself as best you can,” Breq said. “You hold their lives in your hands.”

“The same is true for them,” Jon said. “I never gave it a second thought. It’s something that had slipped my mind.”

“Opellissa already wears armor,” Terri said. “Nefeit and Deatra hardly see battle but Brad is designing a lighter armor for them that can be hidden beneath their clothing while out and about. It will give them adequate protection in battle situations. We all realize we can’t just hide you away and expect you to do what is needed. However we can at least prepare for the inevitable attempt that will be made on your life or your wives lives.”

Jon nodded as he spoke, “Thanks, I never thought of it that way.”

“You’re a man of action, and we understand that,” Breq said. “I would be in your position too.”

Jon motioned for the two Marines to follow him and he stepped into a vacant cell. A few minutes later he stepped back out and was fully dressed in his new armor. It was lighter weight than the older model and made from some new type of material. There was hardly any restriction of movement. He could hardly notice he was wearing it.

“The markings denote you as the House Primus for the Ga’sahde,” Terri said. “Brad and Mike reworked the entire systems for the new armors with local supplies from the newly opened factories. It can take more damage, and the exoskeleton can boost your strength to about twenty percent more than the older system. Oojoung’s squad was the first to get their hands on the new armor for testing, and once all the bugs were worked out, the upper brass was next inline.”

“You also now have a direct link with me no matter where you are,” Atlantis said. “Each Captain will be similarly linked to their AI units as they come on line.”

“That is correct, you also have the same link to me,” Ghost said.

“Ghost?” Jon said.

“It is I,” Ghost said.

“How? The lag between the communication from the station to here is pretty large,” Jon said. He was surprised to hear her in real time.

“The Hammer has been out repairing or seeding communication buoys,” Ghost said. “Based on this communication, they should be very close to your system or done and moved on to another location.”

“You don’t know where they are?” Jon said. “I don’t want anyone taking unnecessary risks.”

“They’re quit safe Commander,” Ghost said. “They have two battleships and four light cruisers with them.”

“Sounds like what was protecting the station,” Jon said. “I don’t want you unguarded.”

“I have a super battleship, two battleships, four cruisers and six destroyers on patrol,” Ghost said. “Also the Ga’deas is slotted for completion this week. Her refit is almost complete, Captain Heas is very excited to get her out of dry dock.”

“Where the hell did all these ships come from?” Jon said.

“We’ve been sending you reports regularly,” Breq said.

Jon’s face colored slightly as he spoke, “You mean that back log of reports I have yet to clear.”

“Yes, that one,” Sa’oliq said. “Perhaps you should get an assistant that can help you with your paperwork and bring important matters to your attention while taking care of the little things.”

“Perhaps,” Jon said.

“Deatra would make a good assistant,” Terri said.

Jon thought about it for less than a second. “You know I think you’re right,” Jon said. “I’ll ask her when I see her next. Please continue, Ghost.”

“Anyway, they’re mostly refugees,” Ghost said. “Invaru and Buranis mainly. I think Sa’oliq and your sister had a few dispatched to assist us. The construction yards are working at full capacity and laid the keel of two more super carriers and four heavy cruisers. Two heavy battleships are reaching mid completion and we already have the crews training for them. Hope Station has been sending us personnel from the refugees coming in there, and we’ve had a few show up here. Crystari activity has been almost non-existent in this sector, and the freighters have had no problems traversing the lanes to ferry supplies.”

“I had no idea things were going that well,” Jon said.

“Admiral Breq and Sa’oliq are very efficient,” Ghost said.

“I guess,” Jon said. “Well, keep up the good work.”

“Will do,” Ghost said. “However, there is just one thing that bugs me Commander.”

“What’s that?” Jon said.

“Well, the Crystari have attacked you there, and you have a large array of forces there with the combined might of the Eutharan ships and Planetary defenses.” Ghost said. “It makes me wonder what their game is. We know they’re watching us. Every once in a while we will catch one of their ships on the edge of the sector. When we react to engage them, they’re not at the location and it's like they’re misdirecting us on purpose. Wanting us to see something and react to see what we do. It’s very confusing and I can’t work it out.”

Jon looked at the kneeling man, head still bowed in respect. He then realized what the man had been saying. “Stop reacting to them,” Jon said. The man turned his head slightly and glance up at Jon out of the corner of his eye. A smile slowly crossed his face and he gave a slight nod as if he knew Jon finally got what he had been saying.

“Excuse me Sir?” Ghost said.

Breq looked at Terri a question on his face. Terri just shrugged unknowingly.

“Ghost they’re seeing how much time it takes you to react and how you react. They hope you’ll get tired of chasing them and relax your guard,” Jon said. “That’s when they will attack. So, stop running to them every time they appear. Sit back as if you don’t care and prepare to surprise them if they decide to move in on you. That's what I think they’re doing anyway.”

“Sneaky,” Breq said. “Sounds very plausible.”

“I never thought of that,” Ghost said.

“I want you to contact Captain Jodeas and make sure he stays in jump range while he’s doing whatever he’s doing,” Jon said. “I’m sending Admiral Breq back after our meeting to take command of the station’s defensive fleet. Sa’oliq will continue handling things here at Hope Station.”

“I’ll let Commander Vaes know and get things rolling here,” Ghost said.

“Ok, keep me posted now that we can speak in real time,” Jon said.

“Will do Commander,” Ghost said.

“Jon out,” Jon said as he cut the connection. He turned to the man in the cell. “You were trying to tell me things aren’t as they look here.”

Still kneeling the man said, “Correct.”

“Stand up,” Terri said.

The man’s reaction to Terri struck Jon as odd for someone serving someone who wanted nothing to do with the Ga’sahde. “You don’t work for the King do you?” Jon said.

“No I don’t,” the man said as he stood up and looked at Jon.

Everyone in the room but Jon exchanged stunned looks. If he didn’t work for the King, then why would he try to assassinate the Queen. It was apparent the Queen opposed the Kings actions. The King all but admitted the attack on the Queen was his doing. It didn’t make sense.

“The person doing this is someone we wouldn’t likely suspect,” Jon said. “A silent partner controlling things behind the scenes.”

“Again correct,” the man said. The smile on his face was now permanent as he realized Jon was on the brink of realization.

“However, I don’t understand why the King would say what he said,” Jon said. “He all but admitted the attack on the Queen was his doing.”

The man raised an eyebrow as he watched Jon muddle through his thoughts. “Did he?” the man said.

“Yes,” Jon said. “Well, in a roundabout way he did. He said that, and I quote, ‘I have a very long reach.’ or something close to that effect.”

“Did he ever say he was responsible for the attack on the Queen?” the man said.

Jon thought carefully about the conversation as the other people in the room listened to the conversation with interest. “No not really,” Jon said. He had to admit it, the King never said he was responsible, just that he had a very long reach.

“Let me ask you this,” the man said. “Are you sure what you think has happened really happened?”

“I don’t follow again,” Jon said.

“Do you have proof I was actually there in that room at the time of the attack?” the man said.

“We have video of you entering and leaving the room,” Jon said.

“That is true and I’ll tell you truthfully that I was here to kill the Queen,” the man said. “However, not for the reasons you think.”

“Why would you want to kill the Queen if you don’t work for the King?” Jon said. He felt like he was going in circles again with this man.

“That is for you to figure out,” the man said. “I can’t tell you the reasons. I took a vow to never reveal them out right to anyone, including you or even the Matriarch.”

“Okay,” Jon said. “Some information is better than nothing and I take it if I figure it out on my own you can let me know.”

“Correct,” the man said. “I just can’t tell you out right.”

“Let's take a step back for a second,” Jon said. He put his hands behind his back as he thought about everything said.

“Okay,” the man said.

“First I don’t think you’re Eutharan,” Jon said. He watched the man reaction looking for any sign he was right.

“Correct, I’m not,” the man said.

Sa’oliq, Breq and Terri all looked at Jon in shock, they tried to understand how Jon had come to this conclusion. “How did you know that?” Terri asked.

“His mannerisms don’t fit,” Jon said. “They’re close but not perfect. If you watch and listen closely, there are certain things Eutharan people do. They stand a certain way or fidget a certain way. Their eyes shift slightly to light sources in a room, constantly changing colors slightly. Their skin shimmers a certain way under certain lights, his doesn’t.”

“Looks like a Eutharan to me,” Breq said.

“Me too,” Sa’oliq said.

“Anyway, you were saying we have been shown only what they want us to see,” Jon said.

“Correct,” the man said.

“If he’s not Eutharan then what is he?” Breq said.

Jon held up a hand to stop any other questions. “He’ll tell us when he’s ready. He’s not going anywhere,” Jon said. “Anyway, how you said that makes me think that whoever or whatever is doing this is controlling this area to make things look worse than they actually are. If we took a reading from the other side of the planet, we would find that the Eco-system is in balance. The only reason we haven’t is because there are no cities there and only small tribes.”

“Again correct,” the man said. He grinned even wider.

“They’re also controlling the King and through him those under him,” Jon said.

The man nodded.

Jon thought for a second and it struck him like a blow to the back of the head. He looked down at his armor and then up at Terri as his face paled.

“Jesus Jon are you ok? You look like you’ve seen a ghost,” Terri said. She reached out and grabbed his arm to help steady him.

“He’s figured it out,” the man said.

“What? Figured what out?” Breq said.

“Who is responsible and in control of everything here on Euthara,” the man said.

“Jon?” Sa’oliq said.

“It’s the Queen,” Jon said.
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Jon exited the Brig dragging everyone with him as he started for Medical, where the Queen was. He didn’t see the man in the cell shake his head negative as Jon said it was the Queen behind everything. The man tried to say something but it was too late the doors slammed shut as the group ran down the corridor.

“Security, this is Captain Hunter” Jon said.

“Security here Captain. What can we do for you?” a female voice said.

“I need guards dispatched from the closest station to Main Medical and all close by security personnel dispatched there,” Jon said. “The Queen is to be placed under arrest and held until I get there. She is not to be harmed if possible, but use whatever force is needed to restrain her.”

“Yes Sir,” the female on the other end said.

“Hunter out,” Jon said as he turned the com unit off. “Atlantis.”

“Captain?” Atlantis’ voice said.

“Seal off the Medical deck, no one in or out,” Jon said. “Also, I want you in Medical to give me a situation report.”

“Yes Sir,” Atlantis said. “The Medical and the surrounding deck has been locked down. However, I’m unable to access Medical myself, something is keeping me from appearing there or from seeing through the cameras. It’s as if someone has cut the connections to all of Medical.”

“Security to Captain Hunter,” the female voice said.

“Hunter here,” Jon said.

“Sir, we’re unable to contact security personnel on that deck,” the female said. “It’s as if we’ve lost connection to the stations and personnel on that deck.”

“Great, keep trying. In the meantime get personnel in place at the entry points to the deck,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” the female said.

“Captain Hunter to Bridge,” Jon said.

“Bridge here, Sir,” Patel said. Patel was a large Invaru, an officer in training to become the second in command of one of the new cruisers coming out of Ghost Station. He was a very bright and dedicated individual, Jon had taken a liking to him and decided to oversee his training himself. He saw great potential in Patel and wanted to make sure he got the tools he needed to succeed.

“We’ve lost all communication with deck six. We need it restored ASAP,” Jon said.

“Engineering is already on it Sir, we’ve been following your communications,” Patel said. Patel never ceased to amaze Jon by how he was always one step ahead.

“How did you know?” Jon said.

“Security call,” Patel said. “All security calls are run through here and logged. It was flagged when it was a call from your com unit and we then just followed what was going on by monitoring all transmissions in your area.”

“Ah, I forgot about that,” Jon said. “Nice work.”

“Thanks Sir. I had a good teacher,” Patel said.

Jon grinned as he spoke, “Thanks. Now is Atlantis ready for lift off?”

“Yes Sir, at your command. Everything is secured and locked down and all stations report ready,” Patel said.

“Good! Lift off and set us for high altitude, for now I want you to keep us above the ocean,” Jon said. Suddenly he was dizzy, which made him run into Terri. Jon shook his head trying to clear it as the dizziness lifted.

“You okay?” Terri said. Several concerned faces looked at him as the whole group stopped as Jon stumbled from his spell.

Jon nodded, “Right as rain, I just got a bit dizzy there for a second.”

“Then let’s just slow our pace a bit; the Queen isn’t going anywhere,” Breq said.

Jon nodded his agreement and took up a slower pace as the group began to moving again toward Main Medical. “Sorry about that, Patel,” Jon said.

“No problem Sir, are you sure you’re okay?” Patel said. You could hear the worry in his voice as he spoke.

“Of course,” Jon said. “Probably the stress of the situation. Anyway, keep us over the ocean and proceed to the other side of the planet. I want Science to run scans and such looking for the same problems with the environment that we have here.”

“Yes Sir,” Patel said. “We’ve already cleared the water and are underway.”

“Try to make it quick. Captain Anders will need our support very soon,” Jon said.

“Once we get our scans done, I’ll take up a low orbit and use an orbital insertion to put us in place,” Patel said. “We should be able to arrive just before or just after Captain Anders arrives.”

“Good, keep up the good work. Hunter out,” Jon said.

“Thank you Sir,” Patel said. “Bridge out.”

The connection was severed, however Jon knew they were still being monitored by the bridge. In a way that made Jon feel better to know that someone was on top of the situation and could respond if the need arrived. However, it also made him feel vulnerable to know that anyone could listen in on his communications. It was something he decide to have Mike look into. Secure communications, even inside the ships, might be needed in certain situations.

 


 


The group, led by Jon, had just stepped off the transport tube and onto the deck where Main Medical was located when Jon’s vision swam again and blacked out. Jon stumbled and fell to the deck as his vision began to return. Breq and Terri had each grabbed an arm helping him back to his feet.

“Jon?” Terri said. “Are you OK?”

“I think so,” Jon said. He rubbed his temples as his vision returned and a small headache started. His stomach turned as he started to feel nauseous. “I don’t know, something is wrong. I don’t feel well, it is as if I’m coming down with the flu or something.”

Sa’oliq looked down into Jon’s eyes as she spoke, “What is wrong, exactly?”

“I had a brief loss of sight, as if someone turned off the lights for a second. Now I’m feeling sick to my stomach and have a small headache,” Jon said. As he finished speaking the headache suddenly flared up setting his mind a blaze with pain. It caused his stomach to heave and dizziness to set in. He threw up as the room spun around him, and the world disappeared from his vision.

 


 


Jon’s eyes opened to see Atlantis, Terri, Breq and a Med Tech kneeling over him. They all had a concerned looked on their face as the tech took his vitals. The pain in his head was more pronounced and his stomach still felt upset. The room around him seemed to shift slightly as if someone was turning it. It made his stomach lurch a bit as if he was going to be sick again.

“What happened?” Jon said.

“You passed out Sir,” the tech said. “How do you feel?”

“Worse,” Jon said. Jon started to sit up and the room spun around him as the pain began to thump in his head.

The tech pushed him back down as he spoke, “Please lay still Sir.”

Breq looked at Terri and Sa’oliq as he spoke, “You think it was the man in the Brig? Did he infect him with something?”

“It’s not an infection,” the tech said. “At least not one the nanites have ever seen. They’re not reading anything wrong with him at all.”

“I concur,” Atlantis said. “I’ve went over their scans in detail and can find no anomalies.”

“Yes, but it could be something we’ve never seen,” Sa’oliq said. “Something engineered to be hidden from the nanites.”

“Then why are we all not sick?” Terri said. “We were all there. Besides that, I do not think the man in the Brig is responsible. I know his race and a lot about their agenda and if anything they would protect Jon.”

Everyone including Jon looked at Terri, as she revealed she knew more than she let on.

“You know who he is?” Breq said.

“Yes,” Terri said.

“And you didn’t say anything?” Breq said. His anger was not well hidden on his face.

“It isn’t my place to reveal what I know about them,” Terri said. “It is their place to reveal themselves. All races have secrets.” Terri looked directly at Breq. “Some more than others.”

Breq paled slightly and just nodded. “I guess you’re right,” he said.

Jon got a questioning look on his face as he turned his attention between his sister and Breq. He now wondered what secrets the Invaru could be possibly hiding. For that matter what secrets could any race be hiding. He didn’t hide anything, at least not for very long, and then only if it was completely necessary.

Jon felt the muscles in his arms spasm and his body suddenly started to convulse. The world around him began to darken again as pain took over his mind. He felt something pressed into his mouth that held his tongue in place and locked his jaws slightly open. Jon let out a muffled groan of agony and passed out from the pain.

 


 


Jon awoke to catch the end of a conversation. His shirt was soaked in sweat and he felt like he was burning up. Jon tried to gain his bearings, but he had a hard time remembering where he was or what was going on. He could only grasp bits and pieces from his memories as he tried to assemble what he knew.

“…whatever it is it's killing him,” the tech said. “Those convulsions dropped his vitals very low. If they had gone any lower he might have died. Now he has a fever that is steadily climbing and will soon be at a dangerous level.”

“He’s awake,” Atlantis said. She had her hands on his forehead as she kept track of his vitals. She looked up at the tech. “The fever I can do something about.” She closed her eyes as she concentrated for a few seconds.

Jon felt his body start to cool and at the same time his stomach settled and headache seemed to lift to a dull ache. He looked up at Atlantis and said, “What did you do?”

“I had the nanites restrict some of your brain activity,” Atlantis said. “It won’t last long as it can be damaging to you but it should give you some relief.”

Jon sat up and shook his head as people started to reach for him. “I’m fine for now. Whatever Atlantis did has cured most of the symptoms I was having,” Jon said as he stood up. He allowed his sister to grab his arm to make sure he was steady. Jon smiled at Terri and her concern for him. He reached up and pulled her forehead down and gave her a kiss on it. “I’m fine really.”

Sa’oliq tilted her head as she said, “Strange, just a bit ago we thought you were going to die and now you’re fine.”

“Yes, strange indeed,” Breq said.

“Trust me, I’m not fine,” Jon said. “Whatever Atlantis did with the nanites has just lessened the problems. I don’t think the man in the Brig had anything to do with this attack but we can ask him about it later. Right now we need to get to Main Medical.” Jon started off down the corridor as everyone scrambled to follow him and his swift pace.

The group came to some closed bulkhead doors with a small Marine squad guarding it. They saluted when they saw Jon and spread out, taking positions on either side of the door.

Jon returned the salute as he spoke, “Report.”

A Marine Corporal stepped forward as he spoke, “The doors are sealed Sir. No one has entered or exited through them and we can’t access the system to open them.”

Before Jon could speak Atlantis frowned and stepped forward and looked around the door. Then placed her hand on the access panel and shook her head. She turned back to Jon as she spoke, “This area is a dark spot in my sensors. I can’t see beyond this point and I can’t access any systems past this door. Including the system that controls this door. It’s as if someone has yanked all my connections from this point forward.”

“How? The ship is you,” Breq said. “How could someone do this and you not know?”

“There was a routine maintenance check ran in this section in the past two days,” Atlantis said. “It could have been done while that was happening as I’m disconnected from most systems when they’re checked to prevent any feedback or inadvertent usage while the checks are run.”

Jon arched an eyebrow. “Who was in charge of the check on this section?” he asked .

Atlantis opened her mouth to speak and then said, “That’s strange the records have been erased. However, I remember there was a check run in this section. Give me a second to dig a bit deeper.”

“Corporal get a Marine Engineer Tech down here to open these doors,” Jon said.

“I’ve already had one dispatched,” the Corporal said. “They should be here momentarily.”

“Good,” Jon said as he nodded. “Have additional forces deployed here and keep the other units in their sections. This will be our entry point and I don’t know what we will find beyond this door.”

“Tech Sergeant Mardius is who authorized and oversaw the maintenance in this section,” Atlantis said.

“Eutharan?” Jon said.

Atlantis nodded as she spoke, “Recent recruit from the defecting troops that showed potential and had the background to do the job. That is why he was promoted so fast, he showed aptitude.”

“Locate him and bring him here. I want to speak to him,” Jon said.

“I’ve already notified the Bridge and they’re sending out security to detain him,” Atlantis said.

“Good, run through any other Eutharan recruited at the same time and have them all detained for the time being,” Jon said. “Then start a sweep of all their records both through the Eutharan main frames and our database and flag any anomalies. Then I want a secondary check done on all personnel on Atlantis and any other ADF ship. Again flag anything out of the ordinary for further investigation.”

“That will take some time,” Atlantis said.

“I know, use the other active AI’s to help,” Jon said. “I want you and your sister AIs to handle this. They can link in through my suit and communicate directly with me. Start with the Captains and work your way down. Once the Captains are cleared we can move them into the loop as to what is going on and then they can start dealing with their own ships. But, I want to be apprised of what is going on.”

Brief pain flared in Jon’s head as he finished which made him put his hand on the wall to steady himself. Whatever was going on was getting worse and he was starting to get a little worried. He knew whatever happened to him could affect those women attached to him through the bond and if he died, well he didn’t want to think about that.

Atlantis watched him as she monitored his vitals. Unknown to anyone she was constantly tweaking the nanites in Jon’s bloodstream to help him and to keep his vitals stable. It was however getting harder to do with each passing minute.

Jon was looking down at the floor as he tried to deal with the pain burning through his brain. A cool hand touched his forehead which caused him to look up. Terri was standing there with a look of distress on her face.

“Jon are you okay?” Terri said. “You’re as white as a ghost.”

Jon dropped his hand from the wall and stood upright, giving his sister a smile. “I’m fine, just a bit exhausted and still have a slight headache,” he said.

“Okay, just be careful,” Terri said. “If you need, we can handle things here and you can go back to your room and rest for a bit.”

“No, I need to see this through,” Jon said. “For some reason I feel like I need to be here when we get through this door and into Main Medical.”

“Okay,” Terri said. She glanced over at Breq and Sa’oliq who just nodded their silent acceptance of what Jon said. They might not have liked him pushing himself, but they both understood the need to see something through.

Jon stood up as straight as he could and took a deep breath as he tried to will away the pain that was flowing through his mind. His stomach threatened to force him to his knees as it turned again. Jon closed his eyes and took another deep breath as he focused on calming his stomach.

Just as Jon got most of the pain and nausea under control the Marine Engineering Tech showed up and began working on the door. He hoped it wouldn’t be long before the tech got through the door because he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold out. The strain was starting to wear on Jon and beads of sweat began to form on his brow. He also knew that Andie might be able to help him though she was currently locked on the other side of the door.

Along with his current discomfort he was worried about what they might find on the other side of the door and in Main Medical. Why was the whole section locked off? What reason would there be to do so? It was only a small medical staff and various other personnel. What would who ever had done this gain from locking it off? Unless this was another attempt on the Queen’s life. However, that doesn’t mesh with what they just learned from the man in the Brig. That is if he was telling the truth about the Queen being behind the whole situation here on Euthara.

Then if the Queen was behind the whole thing how was she manipulating the King into doing her bidding and what was she gaining by doing it? Jon actually had more questions right now than answers and it was making it hard for him to think straight as they kept popping up in his mind and he tried to fit all the pieces together.

Jon was snapped out of his thoughts by his com unit. “This is Captain Hunter go ahead,” Jon said.

“Sir this is Lieutenant Najesta in the Sciences Division,” a female voice said.

“What do you have Lieutenant?” Jon said.

“Well, it’s about the other side of Euthara Sir,” Najesta said.

“Go on,” Jon said. By now everyone present was listening in as Najesta spoke.

“Well Sir, it’s clean,” Najesta said. There’s no signs of the virus program or of anything being affected.”

Jon raised an eyebrow as he looked up at the people arrayed around him. “How is that possible?” Jon said.

“We’re still not completely sure but we passed through some type of electronic disturbance about mid planet,” Najesta said. “If I had to guess, I would say whoever is causing what is happening on the other side of the planet has set up some type of deactivation net that doesn’t allow it to be passed to this side.”

“Is that even possible?” Terri said. “I mean the power consumption needed for a net that big would be huge.”

“It’s the bunkers,” Breq said.

Jon looked at him and said, “What do you mean?”

“We thought the bunkers were causing the problems,” Breq said. “And maybe they are. However, what if they’re the power source for the net too? We found large reactors deep down inside the one that was attacked from space. At the time we didn’t think anything of it, thought they were backup systems or something. But what if they were running and helped power this net?”

“There was some destroyed equipment that the engineers had no idea what the function was for,” Jon said. “The question would be how many of these secret bunkers are there and would it be enough to keep this net running? Then you still have the whole question of why would someone do this to the people here.”

“We know there are at least a dozen more bunkers like this one arrayed across the planet in a line,” Terri said. “Our scans show they’re in a perfect line, almost like a wall and I bet if we looked hard enough we would find more of these secret bunkers.”

“A dozen?” Jon said. “I knew we had found a few more but not that many.”

“We learned what to look for after the inspection of the one that was attacked,” Terri said. “We just haven’t had time to scan the rest of the planet. I was in the process of making a report when all this happened. Plus we’ve been a bit busy trying to discover how they worked. The next logical action would have been to take a bunker by force to see how it operated. I had Captain Anders working on a plan for that when things got accelerated.”

Jon nodded, it didn’t seem like a very important thing at this moment. There would be time to correct this problem later and discover the true function of the bunkers. Plus he trusted his sister’s ability to deal with the situation. “Well, after this is all done I’ll leave it up to you to figure these bunker things out,” Jon said to Terri. “But, I still don’t understand the why. Why would someone do this to an entire planet, what is there to gain?”

“That I might have an answer to ,” Najesta said.

“Really?” Jon said. “Please explain.”

“We’ve detected a large city on this side of the planet,” Najesta said. “It only became visible to us because we got close enough to get a faint power reading that drew our attention. We sent whiskers out to investigate and they stumbled upon a city full of people.”

They’re using a dampening field to keep themselves hidden from orbital scan and it was just dumb luck we stumbled on them. As far as we can tell it is a fully functioning city and has a population in the millions. It’s much larger than the Crown City and they have transport ships coming and going.”

“What? How come we’ve never seen them?” Jon said.

“They’re using the same dampening field to mask their signatures as far as we can tell, and, they have cloaking devices,” Najesta said. “Sir, I would like permission to gather data on this net using a few whiskers. If the Matriarch would have her people transmit the data from their findings we might be able to discover the rest of these bunkers.”

Jon looked over at Terri who just nodded as she spoke into her com. “They’ll be transmitting the data shortly,” Jon said. “Keep me informed.”

“Yes Sir,” Najesta said. “What would you like me to do about the city?”

“I’ll handle that,” Jon said. “For now, focus on the net and these bunkers.”

“Of course Sir,” Najesta said.

“Hunter out,” Jon said as he closed the connection. “Lieutenant Patel I assume you were monitoring the communication,” Jon said.

“Yes, Sir,” Patel said. “Though we already knew about everything that had been discovered. I was just waiting on your orders.”

“Well, you handle the situation,” Jon said. “Pick a Special Forces team and have them recon this city to gather intelligence about what is going on there. I suggest you make them all Eutharan though. Also keep some whiskers around the city in low power mode and try to get ship IDs and cargo scans. I would like to know what is coming and going. If you can, get a tracking beacon on one of the ship so we can see where they’re going.”

“Yes Sir,” Patel said. “I’ve already contacted Lieutenant Oojoung and he’s sending me his best Eutharan people. He also said to let you know he is in the area and if you need him just holler.”

Jon chuckled, when is that guy never around. “Thanks for letting me know,” Jon said.

“I’ll help them with the tracking and scanning of these ships,” Atlantis said. “If you need me holler, but I’m afraid there’s not much I can do beyond these doors as I can’t even manifest myself there.”

“Atlantis will be joining you to help you with the recon and such,” Jon said as he nodded. “Keep an eye on my family please.”

Atlantis reached out and put her hand on his cheek. “And you of course,” Atlantis said as she faded from view.

“Yes Sir, operations are now underway,” Patel said.

“Do try to keep us hidden, even if you have to take up an orbital position,” Jon said. “I want surprise on our side.”

“Of course Sir,” Patel said. “I’ve already put us back across the net and have been following it in a weaving pattern.”

This man was going to make a good Captain and Jon aimed to see that he got every chance. “Smart, keep up the good work,” Jon said. “Oh, one last thing, contact Captain Anders and have him stop the attack and hold position. Just tell him we’re having ship problems and he needs to delay until we can support him.”

“Yes Sir,” Patel said.

“Carry on then Lieutenant,” Jon said as he disconnected the link.

“That man will make a very dangerous Captain,” Breq said.

Jon nodded his agreement. “Good thing he is on our side,” he said.

“Sir, I think I’ve got it,” the Engineering Tech said.

Jon took a step towards the bulkhead doors as he said, “Open it.”

The control panel lit up and the doors cycled open as the Tech shunted power from his portable to the control panel. Rifles immediately focus on the black darkness beyond the door. Jon stood there staring into the darkness for a second before he motioned to the marines around him.

The Marines began making their way into the dark corridor scanning for anything out of the ordinary. They used a standard leap frog pattern as the team split into two separate units and start working their way down each side of the corridor.

Jon motioned to the Marine Engineer Tech as he spoke, “You’re with me.”

“Yes, Sir,” the Tech said as he fell in next to Jon and grabbed his weapon after stowing the last of his gear.

“Sir,” Patel’s voice said from Jon’s com unit. It made Jon give a small jump in surprise as he wasn’t expecting it.

Jon adjusted the volume down and spoke softly, “Hunter here.”

“Sir, we’ve located Tech Sergeant Mardius,” Patel said.

“Well, we’re a bit busy here right now. Just put him in the Brig I’ll talk to him later,” Jon said.

“Sir, he’s been shot,” Patel said. “It looks like an execution style slaying.”

“Someone didn’t want him talking,” Sa’oliq said.

“Which means there are more hostiles aboard,” Breq said.

“I want all Marines in Engineering sections and the Bridge doubled,” Jon said. “No one in no one out. Contact Oojoung and have him send you extra Marines to both those locations. I want all new personnel, Eutharan or not, rounded up and taken to landing bay two and placed under heavy guard until we can figure out what is going on here and who is and isn't involved.”

“Yes Sir,” Patel said. “I’m already on it. I also have Engineering looking at restoring access to that section. However, they don’t have an estimate of time as they don’t know what was done or where.”

“Any Engineering teams coming into this section are to be under heavy protection,” Jon said. “As a matter of fact I want small scout and recon teams working to move people out of this section and into safety. Any team entering this section is to be tracked and data can be relayed through the nanites to myself and the Marine Team leader here.”

“Yes Sir, I’ll start organizing those teams now,” Patel said.

“Tell them to keep their eyes open and report anything unusual or out of place,” Jon said.

“Yes Sir,” Patel said.

Jon could hear him start issuing orders in the background, so he decide to let him go to do his job. “Keep monitoring the situation and give me updates,” Jon said. “Hunter out.”

“I will Sir,” Patel said. “Bridge out.”

“Hold fire, incoming reinforcements,” Terri said. The corridor lit up as twenty heavily armed Ga’sahde Marines suddenly materialized into existence. The leader of the group stepped up to Jon, saluted and bowed as she pulled her helmet off.

“Greetings, House Primus. I hope you have been well,” Arianna said.

Jon let out a brief smile as he spoke, “Long time no see Arianna, I hope things have been going well for you.”

Terri cleared her throat and then said, “You two can catch up later. Arianna I want you and your team to split into two units. First unit will be here with us and the second unit will report to the Bridge for assignment.”

“As you wish Matriarch,” Arianna said as she bowed.

Arianna moved off to split the teams and give them their assignments.

“Terri, you know how dangerous transporting people is. Why would you do such a thing? They could have been hurt or even worse killed,” Jon said quietly.

“It was a risk they were willing to take,” Terri said. “It was actually Gabriel’s idea when I said we might be needing more support. Arianna agreed and gathered a volunteer team up for the transport. It’s not something we do all the time, but on occasion it has it’s uses.”

Jon just nodded, he didn’t like it but he understood the need under certain circumstances and he wasn’t going to complain about having twenty more Marines he could trust on board.

Once Arianna returned and her team took up their defensive circle around Jon and his small group they proceeded towards Main Medical. The going was slow but they reached Main Medical without incident. It took the Engineering Tech less than two minutes to bypass the outer doors for them to gain entry.

What Jon saw when he stepped through the door and into the main waiting area made his blood run cold, and, explained his episodes. Behind the Isolation Ward doors were Duke Andara and six Royal Marines, though their markings were different than Jon’s personal Marines. Their markings denoted them as belonging to the Dukes house.

That’s not what worried him the most though. What really made Jon worry was the fact that Deatra was in the grasp of the Duke and held up so that her feet didn’t touch the ground. If it wasn’t for the position of his hands he would have thought the Duke was strangling her, but he knew better. The Duke was using an outlawed technique that could remove a bond and replace it with another. That is why Jon was feeling the way he was, as the Duke peeled back the layers of the bond connecting Deatra and Jon together it caused him to go through withdraw almost like a drug addiction. That is what killed a Bond mate when one died, the sudden shock to the system that the body couldn’t deal with.

It was only when Jon took a step forward that the Duke noticed him and grinned. “Welcome Captain Hunter to the end of your life,” Andara said. He kicked a prone body on the floor. “Once I’m finished with Deatra I’ll deal with her sister and you.” The Duke looked back at Deatra and she let out a loud scream in anguish.

The room spun around Jon as hands reached out to support him.

Terri pointed at the Engineering Tech as she spoke, “Get that door open NOW!”

The Duke looked over as he spoke, “If that door opens I’ll kill her like I did the Queen and the results will be pretty much the same. With the Queen and King dead and then Deatra and Captain Hunter dead the Eutharan people will have to turn to me for guidance and support. Either way we do this I win.”

“And you really think you’ll make it out of that room alive if you kill her or Opellissa?” Terri said motioning to the body he had kicked. There was a burn mark on her back from a weapons discharge and she didn’t look too well. “What if Opellissa dies before you complete the ritual? Don’t you die too as you’re now linked to her?”

“I can break the connection at anytime,” the Duke said.

That’s when motion behind the Duke caught Terri’s attention. It was a battered and bruised Andie and she was stumbling towards the Duke with a laser scalpel. It was the only time Terri could recall she had ever seen a look of anger, no rage, on Andie’s face.

Jon had seen her too and slammed his hand open palm on the glass separating the rooms as he shook his head no. Andie’s eyes flicked briefly to Jon and for the briefest of instants a smile crossed her face as she continued to close on the Duke.

The Duke, misunderstanding Jon’s motion nodded his head yes and said, “The closer you get the worse it hurts you know. The more you feel the pain, the more you feel your life being ripped apart.”

Jon decided to try to distract the Duke and his guards. “So, you’re the one behind this?” Jon said.

“Of course and I’ve been hiding right under your nose,” the Duke said as he smirked at Jon. “I managed to force a bond with the Queen years ago, you know she really was kind of a slut. Sleeping around with anyone who caught her fancy. It took me years of training to learn the secret and forbidden arts no longer practiced. But once I did it was nothing to seduce the Queen and Bond with her. Through that Bond I put ideas in their heads and nudged them both in the direction I wanted them to go. I was able to do whatever I wanted and with a little nudge here and there they had no idea it was even happening.”

“And the hidden city?” Jon said.

“Mine of course, my people live there and prosper while I destroy the King’s people slowly without them even knowing I’m doing it,” the Duke said. “It prevents a war on our planet from breaking out. I can see in your eyes that you are finally catching on to what is really going on here.”

“I can see I’m looking at a mad man,” Jon said. “I can see I’m looking at a man who thinks he has power. I can see I’m looking at a dead man.”

“You don’t think I have power?” the Duke said. “Let me let you in on a little secret. The Eutharan people, my people, have a fleet that has been in hiding while secretly building up strength. You’re small fleet in orbit is about half the size of my fleet as they’re about to find out.”

Jon’s eyes widened as the Duke grinned. Jon hadn’t been expecting this little surprise and the expressions on the people around him told him they hadn’t either. Jon watched as Andie took one last step and raised the laser scalpel, he gave himself an inward grin knowing this would soon be over.





Chapter 24


  Clearing the Air

 


 


 

Andie froze mid swing and her face briefly displayed puzzlement, then suddenly changed to one of pain as she screamed. It was clear that her knees had buckled even though she didn’t fall to the ground. She slowly turned her head and looked at Jon as a tear rolled down her cheek. She mouthed the words ‘I’m Sorry’ just before she was flung across the room, slamming into the wall behind her.

Deatra gasped slightly as Andie slumped to the floor and started gasping for breath as blood ran from her nose. She had been fighting the Duke the entire time and now that Jon was here, and she had seen his condition, she had doubled her efforts. The Duke had her held in the air by a telekinetic hold and she was unable to move.

Now as anger flared at the treatment of Andie and the condition of Jon; she felt the hold on her slip slightly. The Duke eyed her warily, but if he sensed anything he said nothing as he turned his back on her to face where Andie had fallen. Deatra glanced over at a pale Jon who was leaning heavily on the window in front of him and fear ran through her. She noticed the signs, he was close to the point of no return. She slowly flexed her hand as she turned her attention back to the Duke.

 


Jon gasped deeply as pain coursed through his body, and his vision blurred briefly; only to clear in time to see Andie’s look of sadness and her apology. He knew in his heart that she was dead, the Hawkins line was gone but for the two unborn children that Kelly now carried. He sagged slightly as the pain coursed through him again and made him grunt in pain.

Jon slammed his hand on the glass in front of him as the Duke turned to Andie as he spoke, “leave her alone you bastard.”

For a moment the pain eased and he caught Deatra's look in his direction. The pain coursed through his body again as the Duke motioned backwards with one of his hands towards Deatra, and she let out a grunt of pain.

“I didn’t say you could speak,” the Duke said, “so, please be quiet while I take care of this minor problem.”

Terri stepped up beside Jon and held him under his arm pit to help hold him steady. Jon shook her off, he didn’t want the Duke to see him weak. As quickly as he did it she grabbed him again as Breq grabbed him from the other side.

“Stubborn man,” Terri said, “let us help you. You can’t do this by yourself.”

Jon looked at Terri and gave a half smile, “I’m fine.”

“The hell you say,” Terri said. “You’re half dead and if you don’t let us help you then you will be all dead.”

“She’s right Jon,” Breq said, “at least let us help you stand.”

Jon knew they were right so he surrendered to the help that was offered. He watched as Terri and Breq steadied him as the Duke reached out and made a motion towards Andie and she raised of the floor. A small groan of pain escaped her lips as she raised off the floor.

Jon’s heart jumped into his throat as Andie’s un-swollen eye opened and looked in his direction. The Duke glanced back as Jon spoke, “I’m begging you, please leave her be. She’s no threat to you.”

The Duke grinned as he looked towards Jon and spoke, “That doesn’t look like begging to me. I think begging requires more of a kneeling position.” He motioned and Andie let out another small gasp and groan of pain.

 


Jon let out another series of coughs that misted the glass in front of him in blood. It was a sign that the bond was breaking his body down. Death was now approaching rapidly, and if he didn’t do something multiple people he cared about would die. He made a motion to Arianna to come closer.

Jon waited until Arianna was close before he spoke, “I want you to get my wives here as fast as possible.”

“Yes, Sir,” Arianna said as she motioned to her guards. “I’ll send my guards for them…”

Jon grabbed her arm as he spoke, “No, I want you to escort them here. So, I’ll know they will be safe. I trust only you with this task, please just do this. I don’t know how much time I have left. Tell them nothing but that I sent for them; no need to cause worry.”

“But Primus, my place is here, protecting you,” Arianna protested.

Jon coughed violently again as pain ran through his body, “I beg you, as my last order.” Jon let go of her arm, leaving behind a bloody hand print, the blood having come from the last time he covered his mouth and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. This only smeared the blood that was already there across his face.

Arianna gasped slightly and when she looked up at Terri and saw the tears forming in her Matriarch’s eyes. She nodded and said, “As you wish Primus.” Without saying anything else and to cover her own tears, she turned and motioned for her guards to follow her as she went to get Jon’s wives.

“Breq,” Jon said, “Let the Bridge know that Arianna and her guards are on the move.”

Siloq motioned to Breq as she spoke, “I’ll let them know, you tend to him.”

Breq nodded as he looked up to Terri and back to Jon before he spoke. “Jon we need to get you some medical attention,” Breq said as he motioned to the Med Tech.

Jon looked at Breq and then Terri and smiled as he motioned the Med Tech to stop. He knew they were just trying to help him, and that they didn’t understand that he was past any medical help. It was the bond that was killing him, and the reason for that was on the other side of the glass.

Then for a brief moment it was as though someone had breathed life into him and suddenly his head clear and the world came into focus. He shrugged out of Breq and Terri’s grasp and took a step towards the glass as he watched the Duke motion at Andie. She screamed in pain as her arm bent in an odd direction.

“Jon,” Terri started to say as she reached for him again.

Jon reached out and grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze and he smiled at her.

“I’m fine,” Jon said. “Don’t ask me why but I don’t feel sick anymore.”

Terri glanced at Breq, who shrugged as if to say, ‘I don’t know’, and nodded as she stepped back.

Jon turned his attention back to the Duke. “I asked you nicely to leave her alone,” Jon said.

“Yes, and I decided that she needed to be punished for that attempted attack on me,” the Duke said. The Duke looked at Andie then back to Jon and grinned as one of Andie’s fingers blew apart as if one of the bones in it exploded. Even in her numbed state Andie let out a loud scream of pain. A half grin crossed the Duke’s face as Andie’s mouth suddenly slammed shut with a force that broke several teeth.

“Hush now,” the Duke said, “or I’ll rip your tongue out next.”

Blood dripped out of the corners of Andie’s mouth as she struggled to breath, every breath sending a fine red mist into the air that seemed to never reach the Duke. Jon knew he had to do something soon or Andie wouldn’t make it. Even her nanites couldn’t keep up with the level of damage the Duke was doing.

“Please,” Jon said. Some of the weakness was starting to return as he took another step towards the glass.

The Duke eyed Jon warily, he couldn’t understand how this man was still standing when only minutes ago he was all but falling down. There had to be something else going on that was giving Jon strength. He knew Jon had sent for his other wives, maybe they were giving him strength. Impossible, the Duke thought, none of the others were trained enough to help Jon. It was then that Jon’s body sagged just a bit. It was evident that Jon had just caught a second wind.

The Duke grinned at Jon as he spoke, “Again with the begging.”

“Whatever you want just don’t hurt her anymore,” Jon said. He put a hand on the glass in front of him to help steady himself.

“Really?” the Duke said. “Whatever I want, you say?”

“Anything, just name it,” Jon said. He was trying to stall the Duke long enough for his wives to get to him and maybe for some of his Marines to gain access to the Medical Bay from the other side.

“Fine, I want a shuttle and safe passage for me, my troops…” the Duke said.

Jon interrupted and said, “You have it.”

“Not nice to interrupt someone speaking,” the Duke said.

Jon had interrupted him because he knew what the Duke was going to say.

“As I was saying,” the Duke said. “And Deatra. Agreed?” The Duke grinned as he knew Jon could never agree to that. He knew Jon was playing a game and stalling, though he wasn’t sure why. Probably to get Jon’s wives close enough, that is if Jon knew how to release them. Did he? Would someone not from their world know how to do that?

The Duke glanced over at Deatra as he considered the question. His brow furrowed as he saw a light sheen of sweat covering Deatra’s face. She was fighting him, but he couldn’t feel anything. He should have felt her struggling to break free of his grip. He glanced back towards Jon and returned his gaze back to Deatra. That’s when his paranoia kicked in, and he knew that Jon was now delaying him so Deatra could break free. He knew they had to be in communication even though he had her mind all but shut down and was monitoring her brain activity, which was not showing any signs she was fighting.

Rage took over the Duke as he looked back at Jon. “You’re tricking me!” the Duke yelled. The Duke lashed out at Deatra clamping hard into her mind and locking her down tighter. It made her gasp and almost stopped her from breathing. Deatra let out a long low moan of pain.

Jon was taken by surprise and took a step back as the Duke yelled. It was true, he was tricking the Duke, but only to get his wives here so he could release them. Jon felt a wave of nausea wash over him as the Duke yelled and Deatra gasped in surprise. He almost fell but Terri grabbed him just in time.

 


 


Arianna rounded the last corner with her guards and a few escorts she had picked up along the way. She knew deep down that Jon was dying, she also knew if he did there would be no place the Duke would be able to hide from her wrath. She would hunt that man down and make him pay in blood for a long time before she executed him.

Long ago her mother had told her, just before she joined the Ga’sahde, that according to the ancient texts of her people she was destined to protect the ‘Changer of Worlds’. At the time she didn’t believe her mother, and then when the Ga’sahde shut down and people went into stasis, she knew it wasn’t going to happen in her time. Now she was here and the ‘Changer of Worlds’ was someone she was constantly in touch with on a regular basis. She had never mentioned anything to Jon because she knew how he felt about the prophecies, so she decided to keep it to herself.

Arianna stopped in front of the door that lead to Jon’s quarters and signal for entry. She was trying to think about how she would deal with the women when Nefeit answered the door. Kelly was standing just behind her, she didn’t look so well, a light sheen of sweat covered her face.

“My lady…” Arianna started. She gave a slight bow as she spoke.

“Arianna right?” Nefeit said in a hurried voice. She pushed past Arianna as she spoke, dragging Kelly with her.

“Yes,” Arianna said.

Nefeit didn’t stop as she made her way down the hallway. Guards fell into place on either side of the two women. Arianna had to hurry to catch up, her own guards setting up another ring of protection. Both guard units working together to afford the best protection to the two women.

“I’m sorry,” Nefeit said. “We’re kind of in a hurry, and they’re telling us Jon is indisposed right now.”

“Actually, that is why I’m here,” Arianna said, as she fell into pace next to Nefeit and Kelly. Every once in a while Kelly would grunt slightly and start breathing a bit funny. “I’m here at Jon’s request, I’m to…”

Nefeit stopped and turned towards Arianna as she spoke, anger coloring her voice slightly. “He needs to get here for the birth.” Nefeit said. Nefeit waggled her finger slightly in Arianna’s direction, as if telling her to go get Jon.

“Uh…” Kelly grunted and she grabbed her large belly. “Nefeit, I don’t think we should stop, it’s almost time now.”“I…” Arianna said, then it dawned on her what was happening. “Oh, shit!”

Nefeit had turned and continued towards the Med Bay on their current level. “Yeah, ‘oh, shit’, is right,” Nefeit said. “You tell that man to get his ass down here right now!”

Arianna was a bit taken aback, Nefeit wasn’t usually this aggressive. The few times Arianna had met Nefeit she had been quiet and reserved, almost as though she wasn’t even in the room. But, Nefeit had found her place among the wives and was gaining confidence that she actually belonged and was accepted.

One thing bothered Arianna, why didn’t the bond affect the two women? Maybe they were too far removed to be affected and debilitated the way Jon was. So, if she brought them to Jon, which clearly wasn’t an option considering Kelly’s condition, would they be affected too?

Nefeit looked back over her shoulder as she helped Kelly down the corridor towards the medical station on their deck. “Well, are you going to help me or not?” Nefeit asked. She gave Arianna a stern look as she waited for an answer.

“I’m sorry,” Arianna said. She had picked up her pace to catch up and helped support Kelly.

Arianna switched com channels in her helmet and told two of her guards to go back to the main group and report on the current situation. She then turned her attention to the ladies she was escorting and said, “There’s something you should know…”

 


Kelly let Nefeit help her on to the bed as the Medical Techs started attaching monitoring equipment. It was then that one of Techs noticed that something wasn’t right with the contractions. Concern creased the Tech’s face as she went back over the reading to double check her findings. The Tech handed her readings to the Doctor as she walked up to Kelly. The Tech had highlighted part of the readings to call the Doctor’s attention to the anomalies. It was done that way so that the patients stayed calm and the Doctor could double check the readings one last time.

The Doctor laid her hand on Kelly’s arm as she looked over the report. The Doctor was careful to show no emotions as she read over the anomalies in the report. “How are you today Kelly?” the doctor asked as she gave Kelly a reassuring smile.

“In pain,” Kelly said as she adjusted herself on bed. “Ariel, isn’t it too early for me to be in labor?

Ariel shrugged a bit as she spoke, “A week or two doesn’t really matter. It happens all the time, some mothers are early others are late.”

Ariel reached over and touched a few screens and started a fresh scan as she tried to understand what was going on. Kelly had all the outward signs of being in labor, but none of the internal signs. It was as though her body was rejecting the twins Kelly carried. Kelly’s body was starting to suffocate the unborn children as it slowly rejected them, and her body was in the process of having a miscarriage. Kelly’s body though wasn’t allowing the miscarriage to happen. It was as if Kelly’s own body was trying to kill her and the twins it contained.

“Is there something wrong Ariel?” Kelly asked as another small contraction started, it made her grunt the doctor’s name.

“Oh, no,” Ariel said as she smiled over at Kelly. Ariel patted Kelly’s hand as she watched the reading scroll across the diagnostic screen. “Why would you ask?”

Kelly panted a few times before she was able to speak, “You were frowning and I have never seen you do that before. To see you frown is a little disturbing and to be honest something doesn’t feel right inside me.”

Ariel sighed, she had been frowning, and that was something she never did around patients. She looked over at Kelly and looked down at the bed. Almost instantly she realized what she was doing and looked back up at Kelly and flashed her a small smile. Ariel and Kelly had become pretty good friends, Kelly had even stopped going to Main Medical to see Andie. Though Kelly promised Andie she would have the babies in Main Medical, Kelly had asked to be transferred due to the closeness of the satellite infirmary. So, Kelly knew something was very wrong to have Ariel acting the way she was now.

“What's wrong?” Kelly asked. Kelly’s voice had an edge of fear and panic in it.

Ariel sighed again as she spoke, “You are not in labor, it appears as though your body is rejecting the twins. Your body is also attacking itself, it is as though your body is trying to kill you and the twins.”

Kelly reached up and grabbed Ariel’s arm. “You have to do a C-section. You have to save the twins.”

Ariel gently pried Kelly’s hand off her arm and grasped it. “Dear we can’t do that, we were trying to do some stronger diagnostics to try to determine what was happening, and your body reacted by speeding up the process. Something else is happening here and I don’t know what, hell I don’t know what to do. One of the nurses tried to reach Andie with no luck. The only response we could get was there was electronic issues on Main Medical level and they were working to resolve it.”

“But you have to save them, it’s all I have left of him,” Kelly said as tears filled her eyes.

Ariel’s own eyes began to tear up as she let go of Kelly’s hand and began running a batch of different tests on Kelly. “I’m trying, and I won’t give up,” Ariel said.

“Promise me if I start to die you will save the twins no matter what,” Kelly said. A contraction hit her and made her grab her belly.

“I…” Ariel started to say.

“Promise me!” Kelly said though gritted teeth.

“Kelly,” Ariel said. “It will be ok.”

“Then promise me anyway,” Kelly said as the pain from the contraction receded.

“I promise I will do everything I can to save you and the twins,” Ariel said. “If push comes to shove I will save the twins if I can.”

Sadly this was a lie as Ariel knew that Kelly had to live or very important people would die. It was something, the first thing, they learned in training while serving on the Atlantis. Jon and his wives are top priority, not that Jon was married to them all. According to Eutharan Law the bond made them all legally married, so everyone just called them his wives. So, Kelly couldn’t die even if that meant sacrificing the twins to save her. Ariel watched Kelly relax and rest her head back as she accepted what Ariel had said. Ariel sighed and turned back to the diagnostic read outs as she tried to figure out what was going on.

It was strange as the readings were all over the place. Kelly’s brain was hyper active as though it was processing too much information. According to the readings, the brain was causing Kelly’s immune system to attack itself. Her body was reacting in an abnormal way as far as the pregnancy was concerned. Kelly was in labor according to the reading and she was also not in labor at the same time.

Ariel scratched her head as she looked over the information once more. She ordered one of the nurses to run a different battery of tests as she continued to try to find the cause of the problem.

It was then she saw activity in a part of the brain that isn’t usually active. She had seen this activity before in Eutharans. It was where their bonds originated and it was a part of the brain that allowed them to make that connection. Could the bond be killing Kelly, and if so, why?

Ariel patted Kelly’s hand and said she would be right back. Once Ariel reached her office she called the Bridge and got the answers she needed.





Chapter 25


  The End of the Matter

 


 


 

Across the room Nefeit and Arianna were deep in discussion as the swarm of nurses and Ariel worked on Kelly. Arianna was explaining what was going on down on the medical deck.

“Do what?” Nefeit said.

“Jon is not doing well,” Arianna said. “He sent me to come get you and Kelly and bring you both to him.”

“What do you mean by ‘Jon is not doing well’?” Nefeit said as she frowned.

“We really do not have time for this,” Arianna said, she let out a small sigh as she realized that the current situation was almost impossible to manage. “I need to get you both to Jon.”

Nefeit waved to where Kelly was at, “I seriously doubt Kelly is going anywhere. Now explain about Jon.”

“Well…” Arianna hesitated, she wasn’t sure how much she should tell Nefeit.

Nefeit crossed her arms as she stared at Arianna. Nefeit had learned a few thing in her time around Deatra and Jon, and the most important was her position and how to use it. “Not well,” Nefeit said. “Tell me what is going on.”

“What’s going on…” Jon said from behind Nefeit.

Arianna gasped as she bowed, she hadn’t seen Jon walk in.

Nefeit turned to Jon, and when she saw that he looked fine the worried expression left her face.

“Is that Deatra is under attack by the Duke. Opellissa is down and in an unknown condition. I am also afraid Andie will be dead shortly. The Duke has banged her up pretty bad after she attempted to kill him,” Jon continued. He suddenly looked very tired as he stood there.

Nefeit stepped towards him and Jon held up his hand to stop her. “What?”

“Please keep your distance,” Jon said. “Deatra’s bond with me is under attack by the Duke. I think the only reason you and Kelly are not feeling it yet is due to your distance.”

“Actually, I think the attack is killing her,” Ariel said as she walked up to Jon. “I traced the reading back to the bond, well, her mind. It has turned her body on itself and in doing so it has attacked the twins.”

“I figured as much, and it is one of the reasons I am here,” Jon said. He turned his attention from Ariel and back to Nefeit. “Nefeit, I have grown to love you deeply. I respect your views and you have helped me learn a few things about myself I might not have if you had not come into my life…”

Tears started to form in Nefeit’s eyes and if you had looked over her shoulder you would have seen Arianna was tearing up too. “My love, I…” Nefeit started to say.

Again Jon held up his hand to stop her. “I only have limited time, so please let me finish,” Jon said. It was clear to everyone that Jon was weakening as the attack continued on the bond.

“I can give you something…” Ariel said as she took a step in Jon’s direction.

“No, please stay back,” Jon said as he stepped back. “There is nothing to be done. It is really up to Deatra, if she can break the hold the Duke has on her. But, right now it doesn’t look good, she’s strong but I do not know if she is that strong. Please return to Kelly as she needs you I’ll be over there in a minute.”

Ariel nodded and returned to taking care of Kelly. Both of the girls started talking quietly as Jon gave Kelly a brief smile from across the room.

“It sounds like you are saying goodbye,” Nefeit said.

“I am,” Jon said as he turned his attention once again to Nefeit.

Tears freely started rolling down her face now. “I’ll call in some troops, and we will breach medical.”

“You can’t die!” Arianna said. “Impossible!”

Jon gave a half grin as he spoke, “Nothing is impossible, I understand you all believe in these prophecies, but nothing is set in stone. I have said all along I don’t believe in them and this is just more proof that there are multiple directions events can take.

“As far as calling in more troops. We have all the troops we need here and we still can do nothing. I’m not willing to sacrifice Deatra or Opellissa, which is what would happen if we breeched. So, for now this is good bye and I had to show up here to do what is needed to ensure your survival.”

Nefeit wiped some of the tears away and got a confused look on her face. “I don’t understand,” Nefeit said.

“You will,” Jon said. He paused a slight shiver went through his body and he grunted slightly in pain. “Nefeit, I release you from the bond and allow you to travel your own way from now on.”

Something snapped in Nefeit as though a weight was lifted and suddenly the small headache she had disappeared. “No…” Nefeit fell to the floor as she realized she could no longer sense Jon or the other women. She felt naked and alone.

“I’m sorry, it has to be this way,” Jon said as he turned and walked towards Kelly.

Nefeit just started sobbing and Arianna, still in disbelief, crouched down to comfort her.

When Jon reached Kelly he stopped just out of her reach and smiled down at her.

“You made it,” Kelly smiled and reached out for him.

Jon shook his head and explained what was going on to Kelly, who was crying by the end.

“But, you always get out of these situations,” Kelly said. She was grasping at small threads of hope, and she knew it.

“Not this time,” Jon said. “I have to do what is right. I am very sorry for the death of your husband and my friend. I made a promise to myself to do everything to protect you no matter the cost. The cost this time is me and I’m willing to accept that.”

“I have forgiven you for that long ago,” Kelly said. She wiped some tears from her cheeks. “We knew the dangers of the job, and this might sound bad, but I love you as much as I loved Bill. Just in different ways I think, and also then in the same ways.”

Jon smiled as he accepted what she was saying to him. It meant a lot to him and gave him some peace. “Thanks,” Jon said. “That really means a lot to me.”

“It’s true all of it,” Kelly said.

“Kelly, I release you from the bond and allow you to travel your own way from now on,” Jon said. “I have to go now, time is short. I love you both, more than you will ever know.” Nefeit looked up just in time to see Jon shimmer and fade away.

Just as Jon disappeared what had been undone suddenly snapped back in place and the bond was established once again.

“It didn’t work,” Nefeit said. Kelly nodded her agreement as she grunted and another contraction hit her.

“What do you mean?” Arianna said.

“The bond has snapped back in place, I can feel him again,” Nefeit said.

Arianna stood up as she spoke, “You,” she pointed to one of her guards. “Are in command, if anything happens to these women I’ll have your ass.”

“Yes Ma’am!” the guard snapped to attention and saluted her.

Without another word Arianna ran out of the room and headed back towards Main Medical and Jon.

 


Ghost released Jon from her embrace and stepped back as she faded. The room spun around Jon as he fell and friendly hands caught him and gently laid him on the floor. The room slowly stopped spinning for him as a Medic worked on him.

“Did it work?” Terri asked.

Jon nodded as he sat up and took a sip of a water that was offered to him.

“That stressed him pretty bad, any longer and it might have killed him,” the Med Tech said.

“I’m sorry,” Ghost’s voice said from Jon’s suit. “I warned you it would strain you.”

“It was a risk I was willing to take,” Jon said as he slowly got to his feet.

Ghost had interfaced with Jon’s nanites by using his armored suit. Technically she was now partially living in his suit. She would never be completely removed from his suit now that she had interfaced with it like she had. Even parts of Atlantis were now alive in the suit.

Ghost had accessed the holo emitters to bring Jon to his wives. With Atlantis’ help they had broken partially through the black out and was able to establish the connection. The power required strained the nanites and suit systems to the brink of breaking. It was the only way he could get there and had taken the step when he found out Kelly was in labor. He had to protect them no matter the cost to himself.

“Sir,” Ghost said.

“Yes Ghost?” Jon said. He stepped forward to look once again at the Duke as he worked on Deatra. Waves of pain and nausea washing over him in stronger waves as time went on.

“I am able to now monitor all people in this section in close proximity,” Ghost said.

“And…” Jon said.

“Opellissa is alive, but has a couple broken ribs,” Ghost said. “Nothing life threatening.” Ghost hesitated before she proceeded. “You Sir, are dying. Your systems have already begun to break down. I do not think you have very long to live.”

People around Jon looked around at each other and exchanged various looks as they worked through their emotions.

“If we got him to Medical on another ship,” Terri said.

“Yeah,” Breq said. Breq accessed his communication device. “Captain Patel take us into orbit and head for the space station. Call in a Medical Emergency and have all Medical Staff standing by.”

“Aye, Sir” Patel said.

“It won’t help,” Ghost said. “There is nothing here that can deal with his injuries. His best bet would be Ghost Station, and you are to far away to make it.

Jon let out a cough that made everyone stop talking. Really the cough sounded more like a death rattle. Blood misted the window in front of Jon that was now supporting him from falling over. A small trickle of blood ran from his left nostril and began dripping from his chin, spattering when it hit the floor below.

Someone handed Jon a piece of cloth and he pressed it to his nose to staunch the flow of blood. When Jon looked up everyone was focused on him with a look of worry. It surprised him to know that so many people really cared about him. In a way it relaxed him and made it easier to accept his fate.

“What?” Jon said a half grin on his face. “We all knew what was coming.”

“Andie needs immediate medical attention if she is to survive,” Ghost said.

“I’m going to end this,” Jon said.

He looked down to where Opellissa was laying and felt the bond strengthen. It was the key to cutting the string that tied them together. “Opellissa, I release you from the bond and allow you to travel your own way from now on,” Jon said quietly.

Opellissa convulsed as her body reacted to the bond. It was a stronger reaction to the link dying than Kelly or Nefeit had displayed. It also caught the attention of the Duke, who looked down to Opellissa and then up to Jon.

The Duke’s eyes narrowed as he spoke, “What did you do?”

Jon looked up at the Duke as another fit racked Jon’s body. When the fit stopped and Jon was able to speak again he said, “Nothing.”

“LIES!” the Duke yelled. “Now you pay the price.”

Andie floated up from the floor as the Duke motioned at her. The Duke made a motion with his hand and Andie flew through the air towards where Jon was. She slammed into the glass partition and let out a moan of pain.

Andie opened her only eye that was not swollen and looked at Jon. She smiled slightly and then frowned. “I’m sorry,” She said. A tear filling her eye, it rolled down her cheek.”

Jon raised his hand and put it next to her face as he spoke, “For what?”

“Failing you,” Andie said. Tears started flowing freely. “For blaming you, even though I never told you, for Bill’s death.”

“It’s ok,” Jon said. He held back the tears and sadness as he tried to be strong for her. He knew it was the final few she had. He heard a few sniffs from behind him as others were not so strong.

“No, it wasn’t,” Andie said. “Bill chose his route and knew the dangers. To blame you, even if privately, was not right. I want to thank you for everything you did to keep our hope alive and to protect us.” Andie smiled again and raised her hand putting it on Jon’s through the glass.

“Oh, please,” the Duke said.

A snap filled the air and Andie’s eye rolled back into her head as her life fled her body. It was only then that Jon gulped as the sadness threatened to break through.

Andie’s body slid down the window to the floor as Jon said, “I accept everything you said. I want to thank you for sticking by me through thick and thin.”

For a second a brief smile crossed Andie’s face just before her body gave up her last breath. Andie crumpled into a heap below the window, and Jon could once again see the Duke and Deatra.

Deatra’s eyes were open and tears fell freely as she followed Andie’s body to the floor. “Bastard,” She said in a hushed voice. It was all she could manage under the current restrictions the Duke had her under.

The Duke looked at her and smiled as he shrugged.

“I can promise you, this spotlight you are enjoying right now will fade and someone will make you pay for this,” Jon said as he leaned heavily on the window.

Opellissa’s body convulsed again, and the Duke looked at her. She was still under his influence and unconscious. The Duke frowned as he tried to figure out what was going on. Maybe she was fighting his control or Jon did something to her. Either way if she gets up she’ll die, he didn’t need her.

“You guards,” the Duke pointed to three of the guards in the room. “Guard her, if she gets up kill her.” The Duke indicated Opellissa as he finished speaking. Then he frowned when the guards didn’t move.

“I said guard Opellissa,” the Duke said again.

This time when they didn’t move Deatra let out a small chuckle and the Duke spun on her. “What are you laughing at?”

“You think you are the only one with powers over others?” Deatra said. “Your guards will not help you as long as I can think for myself. I have frozen them in place.”

The Duke laughed as he spoke, “Good a strong talent. I chose right to choose you over your sister. It doesn’t matter, keep the guards held in place.”

He turned and began working on Deatra again. She gritted her teeth as the pain flared up again and set her mind on fire. “I wasn’t holding them in place for Opellissa,” Deatra managed to say through her clenched teeth.

At that second a fist slammed into the side of the Duke’s face and sent him reeling across the room. A foot swept his legs out from under him, and an elbow slammed into his chest slamming him into the floor.

The Duke’s visions was filled with black from the fist that slammed into him and it took a second for him to get his bearings to react. As he slammed into the floor he reached out for the mind of the person who was attacking him. He grasped at empty air and he started to panic. His vision began to clear as a hand grabbed the front of his shirt and picked him up from the floor, the Duke gasped in surprise.

Oojoung grinned at the Duke as he slammed his fist into his gut, which knocked the wind out of the Duke. “Duke’s mind games and playings will not work on Oojoung,” Oojoung said as he held the Duke up.

Oojoung reach out and grabbed the Duke by the throat and picked him up off the floor. Which was a feat for Oojoung considering the Duke was much larger than him. He closed his hand slowly as he started to strangle the Duke.

“Time’s up for evil Duke person,” Oojoung said. “No, more hurtings to people Oojoung loves.”

The Duke’s mind spun as his air slowly got cut off. Damn Buranis and their immunity to mind control. It wasn’t impossible to do just very hard to do and only the strongest was able to do it. This is why the Invaru made them front line troops during the war. Then it dawned on him what to do.

The medical cart slammed into Oojoung with a satisfying thud. It knocked Oojoung down and stunned him briefly. Oojoung shook his head as he regained his feet and turned towards the Duke. Oojoung dodged out of the way of a monitor that had been tore from the ceiling.

Oojoung made two leaps, the first to dodge another medical cart and the second to spear the Duke, taking him to the ground. Oojoung ended up on top of the Duke and proceeded to pound on the Duke.

Jon smiled as he watched Oojoung take the Duke down. “Hope, we have some hope,” Jon said. “Not everything is lost.”

It was at that moment the Duke realized he could pick up Oojoung with his powers and toss him across the room, and that is exactly what he did. Oojoung flew through the room and slammed into the glass in front of Jon. Only this time it shattered, and Oojoung went flying through.

Breq pulled Jon out of the way at the last second. “Thanks,” Jon said.

Breq nodded as he said, “No problem.”

Terri however, was not as lucky, as Oojoung’s body slammed into her. Terri felt ribs break and heard a grunt of pain from Oojoung as they fell into a heap. Ignoring the pain Terri extracted herself from Oojoung, who was unconscious, and rolled him over. Terri gasped as a large piece of glass came into view. It was embedded in Oojoung’s chest along with several other deep cuts that were bleeding heavily.

Terri looked up at Jon said, “Jon I have to get him to my ship or he’ll die.”

Jon nodded, “Go.”

As people realized the glass was now gone and started to react Terri and Oojoung faded from view. Jon turned his attention back towards the Duke and saw the Duke was now back at Deatra’s side.

“Hold,” Jon said. “No one do anything.”

“I’ll kill her,” the Duke said. “Back off and leave now or I’ll do it.” The Duke wasn’t doing so well Oojoung had done a number on him, and he could feel himself weakening. He had to move fast if he was going to complete his task.

“Just give it up,” Jon said. “You can’t win, so just stop the bloodshed.”

“I can and will win,” the Duke said. “I’ll kill her if you do not leave.” As if to make his point Deatra grunted in pain as the Duke motioned at her. The Duke glared at Jon, occasionally turning his gaze to those around Jon, as if daring them to make a move.

Jon motioned people to fall back, he knew the Duke was telling the truth. Jon didn’t move as those around him retreated.

“I’m not moving,” Jon said.

“Fine you can stay and watch to your dying breath,” the Duke said. He turned his attention to Deatra while he kept Jon in his peripheral vision. “Release my men.”

Deatra shook her head as she spoke, “Not on your life, well maybe if you gave up your life.” Deatra felt something start burning her from the inside. The feeling coursed up through her body, it was actually a pleasant feeling.

“How about on his life?” the Duke said as he motioned towards Jon.

Jon’s throat suddenly felt tight and it was almost impossible to breath. Jon felt his weight lift as his feet cleared the floor. He reached up and clawed at whatever was holding his throat closed, but his fingers passed through air.

It was then that Jon heard Arianna yelling that the bond had established itself back to Nefeit and Kelly. Panic filled Jon as he knew everything he had done was for nothing. He started struggling harder as he thought of the women he loved dying.

“Do it,” Deatra said as the heat filled her body. She felt power surge through her mind as her senses became amplified. She didn’t know what was going on, but she knew the Duke’s hold on her was slipping.

“You’re the worst kind of murderer,” Jon managed to get out.

The Duke laughed, “I thought that was obvious.”

“You’re willing to kill two innocent children?” Jon said. “All to gain power, soldiers I understand, but children.”

“I have never killed children,” the Duke said. “Well maybe one or two, but I try to avoid it. Even I have some scruples.”

“You’re killing my bond mate Kelly,” Jon said. “She is carrying two unborn children that are not even mine.”

Deatra gasped as the sensations through her body strengthened.

“No, you’re killing her,” the Duke said. “You can break the bond, I know you know how.”

“I tried,” Jon said. Heat washed his body as he suddenly started to feel much better. “It established itself again.”

“Oh, they rejected the disconnection,” the Duke said.

Then it dawned on the Duke what was going on with Opellissa. He looked down her prone form and then back to Jon. “That’s what you did,” the Duke said.

Jon nodded his head as he struggled to break free from the hold the duke had on him.

“Oh, well,” the Duke said. “You tried to save them. Not that I would have let them live anyway.

Suddenly, Jon fell to the floor as the Duke’s control was broken. The Duke gasped in surprise as he suddenly lost touch with his powers. It was in that second the Duke knew what had happened, and he looked up at a Deatra who was both beautiful and scary all at the same time.

Deatra’s hair floated in the air as if she was in weightless space. Raw psychic energy seeped from her eyes as she stared down at the Duke. The injuries she had sustained had all healed and the debris around her floated just off the floor.

“Kneel and beg,” Deatra commanded. “Beg for your life and ask to be forgiven for all your past crimes. As your Queen I command it.”

“I’ll never kneel to you,” the Duke said.

Two loud pops filled the air as the Duke howled in pain. The Duke fell to his knees and let out another scream of pain. “Beg,” Deatra said.

“Never,” the Duke said.

“Fine, then you will die,” Deatra said. “You have woken something that hasn’t been seen in a hundred years. Something our people had thought lost, for that I thank you. It lets us know there is hope for our people after all.”

Unknown to everyone in medical on the Atlantis what was going on was being broadcast all across Euthara and all the ships.

“Your evil shall be wiped away and your name never spoken again Duke Andara, this is the last time you shall hear it,” Deatra said. She reached out and pressed one of her fingers to the Dukes head as psychic energy poured forth, and the Duke screamed. “I will know what you know and I will right your wrong.”

Jon stood up and took a step towards Deatra. Power surged through him as his senses came alive. In his mind he could hear all his bond mates.

“Jon please do not interfere,” Deatra said.

He nodded and replied, “All your show.”

“Jon? Deatra?” Nefeit said. “Are you all ok?”

“Yes, we’re fine,” Deatra said.

“Kelly has stabilized, and I think she is going to be fat and grumpy a while longer,” Nefeit said.

“I can hear you,” Kelly said.

“I’m ok too,” Opellissa said.

“Enjoy the show,” Deatra said. She allowed them all to see what she was seeing.

“I sentence you to death,” Deatra said.

“I…” That was all the Duke got out before his bones burst and his screams began filling the air. His death wasn’t pretty, and Deatra drew it out for the better part of ten minutes. In the end, all that was left of the Duke was a pile of clothes and a red smear on the floor. Of course Kelly got sick and had to be removed from the stream that was sent through the bond.

So, ended the reign of Duke Andara and the down fall of Euthara.

 


Several Eutharan ships fled as the Duke died. One of the Admirals loyal to the Duke jumped in the Eutharan atmosphere. It caused a chain reaction that destroyed all the underground facilities that were being used to suppress the birth rate for half of Euthara. It also made the atmosphere unbreathable for the next year, something to do with the facilities.

The hidden city immediately jumped in to help evacuate the population off planet. Troops supporting the Duke laid down their arms and pitched in to help with the evacuation. The Duke had in a backwards way united the Eutharan people and made them stronger.

 


Reports from Terri had Oojoung doing well. She had taken him with her as she returned to the Ga’sahde home world to deal with her own problems that were stacking up as the races realized they were back.

Jon had appointed Breq as interim Governor of Euthara as he went after the ship that had fled. He wasn’t going to let them escape when they needed every ship possible. Deatra stood next to him her arm around his waist. She smiled up at him as he gave the order to begin the pursuit of the rogue ships.

 


 


To be continued
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