
        
            
                
            
        

    
SOJOURN

 

A Silver Ships Novel



 

[image: ]



 

S. H. JUCHA



 

[image: ]




 

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.



 

Copyright © 2019 by S. H. Jucha



 

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. Please do not participate in or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author’s rights. Purchase only authorized editions.



 

Published by Hannon Books, Inc.



www.scottjucha.com



 

ISBN: 978-0-9600459-0-7 (e-book)



ISBN: 978-0-9600459-1-4 (softcover)



 

First Edition: March 2019



 

Cover Design: Damon Za



Formatting: Polgarus Studio




Acknowledgments


Sojourn is the thirteenth book in the Silver Ships series. I wish to extend a special thanks to my independent editor, Joni Wilson, whose efforts enable the finished product. To my proofreaders, Abiola Streete, Dr. Jan Hamilton, David Melvin, Ron Critchfield, Pat Bailey, Mykola Dolgalov, and Tiffany Crutchfield, I offer my sincere thanks for their support.

Despite the assistance I’ve received from others, all errors are mine.


Glossary


A glossary is located at the end of the book.


Contents


  Acknowledgments



  Author’s Note



  -1- Water World



  -2- Planetfall



  -3- Sunk



  -4- More Trouble



  -5- Adrianna



  -6- Orly and Smitty



  -7- Distress Call



  -8- Surfaced



  -9- Toral



  -10- Governors



  -11- Transport



  -12- The Mound



  -13- Hector



  -14- Confrontation



  -15- Four and Four



  -16- Revolt



  -17- Reunions



  -18- Rendezvous



  -19- Celebration



  -20- Gotlians



  -21- Helping Hands



  -22- First Aid



  -23- Rootogs



  -24- Aggressors



  -25- The Search



  -26- Punishment



  -27- Overwhelmed



  -28- Negotiations



  -29- Ultimatums



  -30- Exodus



  -31- So Much Cargo



  -32- Architects



  -33- Domes



  -34- Haraken



  -35- A Warning



  -36- Omnia



  -37- Neffess and Nata



  -38- Wombo’s Message



  Glossary



  My Books



  The Author



Author’s Note

My first novels created the Silver Ships series, which detail the stories of humans and their allies a millennium in the future. Later, I added the Pyreans series, relating the history of another group of humans.

Each of three worlds — New Terra, Méridien, and Pyre — were established by colonists who launched aboard massive exploration ships from Earth within the same century. While these two series are set in the same universe, the timelines of the Silver Ships and the Pyreans are separated by about four hundred years.

I recommend to individuals who enjoy the Silver Ships series but have not yet read or listened to the Pyreans series that they should take the opportunity to partake of the Pyreans series after this novel. You’ll discover this series is similar to the Silver Ships books. They possess strong characters who challenge the status quo, despite the obstacles they face, and they create profound and lasting changes in their worlds.

The four-book, well-reviewed, Pyreans series includes Empaths, Messinants, Jatouche, and Veklocks, which follows the release of the Silver Ships’ Sojourn. However, the story of the Pyreans doesn’t end with Veklocks. The two series will merge and reveal a future that includes descendants of Pyrean characters, who readers and listeners enjoy, and our adventuresome present-day Omnians.

In the Silver Ships novel, Alliance, which follows Sojourn, ex-Earther Olawale Wombo and a small band of Omnians have supported the technological uplift of the inhabitants of Sol, the Earth’s star. There exists a strong desire among Earthers to know the fates of their colony ships, which launched to claim new worlds. The Omnians and Earthers set sail to explore the fate of one of these colony ships, the Honora Belle, the transport of the Pyreans.

I want to thank my readers and listeners for your ongoing interest in the novels I write. I hope to continue to entertain you with exciting and thought-provoking stories of the possibilities that, one day, our galaxy might hold for humankind.

 

S. H. Jucha

March 2019


-1-
Water World

“Permission granted,” Captain Asu Azasdau of the Sojourn replied to Ginny, the remote telemetry officer.

In turn, Ginny signaled the RT drone tech, Ian Moody, who actuated the probe’s preprogrammed pass of the planet it orbited.

The probe activated small engines to change its orbit. It closed on the planet, skipping through the planet’s gravity well and skimming through thick atmosphere on a tangent to the surface. At its closest point to the surface, the probe opened its doors and released a set of drones before streaking away from the planet’s pull.

The drones fell through the atmosphere, and the Sojourn’s bridge audience waited patiently for the devices to deploy. They’d collect a significant amount of telemetry that they would burst relay to the probe and then to the explorer ship.

The Haraken explorer ship, Sojourn, had investigated many planets since its nascent voyage to Celus-5, but the success of that mission had never been duplicated. Far and wide, most planets in optimum orbital positions lacked a single valuable resource — liquid water. The planet surfaces, they found, were covered in layers of frozen gases, which camouflaged bodies that couldn’t be colonized without extensive terraforming. Two potential colonies possessed the right climatic conditions, but biologically, they were inhospitable to humans.

There was one hard-earned lesson taken away from the Celus-5 mission. Subsequent explorations saw the explorer ship accompanied by a sting ship, Haraken’s first interstellar warship. Later, when Omnia Ships, Alex Racine’s company, shared its incredible technology with other human worlds, a Trident warship took over the protection detail.

Below decks, Teague Racine, the surface expedition leader or SEL officer, headed toward the RT workrooms to prepare for deployment. This would only happen when Captain Azasdau and Willem, a SADE and expeditionary co-leader, approved.

It pained Teague to walk through RT’s central doors. This area had once housed the Swei Swee, who had been invaluable in the exploration of Celus-5. Unfortunately, there had been no opportunity for the six-legged, whistling sentients in subsequent investigations.

When the Sojourn completed its fifth planetary exploration, the Swei Swee chose to remain on Haraken. It was a sad parting for Teague, who had grown up playing with the hive that built its homes in the cliffs at the edge of his parents’ land.

In contrast, the four Swei Swee — Whistles Keenly, Swift Claws, Bobs a Lot, and Sand Flipper — reveled in the enthusiastic celebrations the hive heaped on them. They were celebrated as returning heroes. The four of them were the first of their kind to journey to the stars in the company of humans as fully fledged crew members. Unattached females competed for their attentions. Soon the young heroes were mated, and the females were producing eggs that hatched into younglings.

There was one other extraordinary opportunity the adventurous young males brought to the hive. They were the first Swei Swee to prove that their kind could communicate directly with humans and SADEs via implants. It opened the way for others to adopt the technology.

Older Swei Swee eschewed the offer, but the young were eager to inform Mutter, a SADE and hive singer, that they wished to receive the implants and the training. Once the tech was completely adopted, they would be capable of joining human societies via the free education offered to them.

There were two deep emotional threads that wove through Teague’s heart during the years of exploration. One was pain, the loss of the Swei Swee, which was receding; and other was joy, which was in ascendance, and was due to Ginny.

Ginny had been a young deaf orphan on Sol’s Idona Station when Harakens found her. Julien and Cordelia objected to the thought of Ginny being sent to a government child care center, known to possess an unsavory reputation. Instead, the SADEs adopted Ginny and several other orphans. It was the first time that sentient digital entities had adopted human children.

A medical operation restored Ginny’s hearing, and she was discovered to have perfect pitch. In time, she became a hive singer to the Swei Swee.

From the time Ginny set foot on Haraken, one person captured her attention — the fearless young boy who swam with the aliens. Her desire to know him never wavered over the years, but it took Teague a long time to recognize the true value of the young woman he eventually called his friend.

Teague was a child of the ocean, who was raised in close proximity to the Swei Swee. He preferred the company of the Swei Swee to humans, and the time spent with them was a relief from the presence of those who surrounded his father. Teague chafed when he stood in the deep, dark shadow cast by his father. Over time, he came to realize that the resentment he felt was purely due to his thinking, and it was Ginny who helped him reach that place.

One evening, walking along the cliffs in the light of Haraken’s moons, Ginny had slipped her hand into Teague’s. She’d done this often, especially when Teague’s infamous temper fought to be free of his control.

This particular evening, Teague was aware of how much he depended on Ginny’s presence and not just when he was angry or depressed but on all occasions. He’d turned to her, staring at her face in the dim glow from the whitecaps of the waves lit by the moons.

While Teague searched for the words to express what he felt, Ginny, as usual, took the matter of their hearts into her own hands. She was of average height, but Teague was taller than his formidable father. It required her to jump to wrap her arms around Teague’s neck. With her nose centimeters from Teague’s, she asked, “What did you want to say?”

Teague grinned at Ginny’s uncanny way of bypassing his awkward moments, and he kissed her soundly. Thereafter, they’d become inseparable partners.

Now Teague and Ginny worked with scientists and techs, who explored the various planets’ surfaces. A ping in Teague’s implant told him the explorer ship’s controller had received the first data upload from the drones.

Rosette, a SADE and close companion of Captain Azasdau, chose a typical stream of the drones to display on the bridge holo-vid.

“Imagine that,” Asu commented quietly, while staring at the holo-vid imagery. “We search for planets with a modicum of liquid water without success. When we do find water, it covers the entire planet.”

“The drones have covered only a portion of the planet, Captain,” Rosette replied. “Don’t lose heart. We may yet find a habitable continent.”

While Rosette was comforting her captain, Willem and she were simultaneously analyzing the tiny islands that dotted the waterscape.

<Unnatural,> Willem sent privately to Rosette via their internal comms.

<More than a ninety-eight percent match in the comparisons of the islands’ outlines,> Rosette returned.

<Constructs formed by some biological species, sentient or not,> Willem concluded.

“Ginny, please investigate these three islands,” Willem requested, highlighting them on the holo-vid.

“Ian, reroute drones four, eight, and ten to the closest targets,” Ginny relayed.

“Too similar for comfort?” Asu queried Willem.

“Precisely, Captain,” Willem replied.

“The atmosphere has an acceptable mix of gases for humans,” Ian reported. “However, the temperature and humidity at the surface level would make living slightly uncomfortable, as in it’s hot and sticky.”

“No place is perfect,” Ginny muttered.

“The drones are over the islands,” Ian reported.

“Add spectrographic readings to the visuals, Ian, and scan the waters immediately surrounding the land masses,” Ginny ordered.

“It’ll reduce their flight times,” Ian pointed out. “The additional activity will drain the power crystals faster.”

“A regrettable necessity,” Ginny replied. “There is the distinct possibility that there are biologicals that swim in these waters and enter these constructs from underneath.”

“They could be sentient, and they could be dangerous,” Asu added.

The bridge audience assumed their regular duties, while they maintained links with the controller, anxious to view the next series of uploads.

“The data’s in,” Ian announced unnecessarily, when the drone uploads reached the controller. Rosette had already chosen a drone’s telemetry to feed to the holo-vid.

Willem manipulated the display. Taken from multiple angles, the telemetry allowed a 3-D visual of the small island, and he was examining the subtle undulations in the land.

“Fascinating,” Willem said. “Is it the same for the other two?” he asked Rosette.

“Yes,” Rosette replied.

Asu raised an eyebrow at Rosette, requesting more details.

“There is a similar and distinct pattern repeated in each construct, Captain,” Rosette explained. “Although the atypical grasses and small shrubs attempt to disguise it, there are hexagonal formations interspersed with pentagonal ones.”

“The hexagonal shapes are twelve to fifteen meters across, and the pentagonal ones are slightly smaller,” Willem noted. “The fittings aren’t perfect, but the vegetation, primarily in the form of vines, has bridged the gaps.”

“Let’s review any fauna data,” Asu requested.

Immediately, Rosette accessed one of the drone’s spectrograph streams for the holo-vid.

“There’s slight movement among the vegetation, Captain,” Rosette said, “although the temperature variation with the surface is minimal. This suggests forms of insectoids.”

“How about in the nearby waters?” Asu asked.

Willem and Rosette annotated the display by encircling a variety of shapes in the water and on the periphery of the island. The same hexagonal and pentagonal shapes were evident, and those in the water evinced elevated temperatures above that of their surroundings.

“We might be observing either two species or two sexes of the same species,” Willem said.

“What’s the possibility that these one or two species are sentient?” Asu inquired.

“Minimal,” Willem offered. “Their greatest limitation is their lack of means to manipulate material. They’ve only flat fins.”

“Unless they could move matter with their minds,” Ginny suggested. Her comment might have been facetious, but she wore a serious expression. Based on the incredible discoveries made by Alex Racine throughout his lifetime, there was every possibility that Ginny’s suggestion was a distinct possibility.

“Thoughts, Willem?” Asu asked.

“The planet deserves investigating,” Willem replied. “We should target one of these structures, land, and explore the manner in which they’re constructed.”

“That would allow us to recover the drones and charge them,” Ginny added.

“And give us the opportunity to deploy the drones across more of the planet since our probe can’t penetrate the thick atmosphere,” Asu agreed. “There’s always the possibility of discovering a continent.”

Asu regarded Willem, who studied the holo-vid, while he streamed more telemetry data. Finally, a blue ring highlighted one of the islands.

<Captain Plummer,> Asu sent via his implant, <have you been following our speculations?>

<Affirmative, Captain,> Adrianna replied. She was aboard the Trident Guardian. <Our holo-vid has mirrored yours, and we’ve been linked to your controller for comm and implant relay.>

<We’re choosing to take up station over the water planet, drop a team, and investigate the structure that Willem has highlighted on the holo-vid.>

Asu waited while Adrianna accessed the latest system telemetry. Although Willem and he were the expeditionary leaders, the Haraken president, Terese Lechaux, had made it clear that Captain Plummer had security authority for any surface explorations.

<The system is clear, Captain Azasdau,> Adrianna sent. <I’m approving your approach to the planet and the drop of one traveler.>

<Acknowledged,> Asu sent. He glanced at Rosette, who nodded, and programmed the ship’s controller for the approach.

In turn, Willem signaled Teague that their landing of a single team was approved.

Many of the exploration members, who had investigated Celus-5, were still with the team. There had been promotions. The then junior members had become the seniors — scientists, techs, and security. Critically, there had been losses on the first planet. Edward Sardi, an Earther physicist, and Ullie Tallen, a Méridien scientist, had succumbed to the extended siege of their trapped traveler by the natives, the Dischnya.

By now, the procedures for a landing were well-organized, and the team completed their preparations a full day before the Sojourn made orbit over the water planet.


* * *




Late in the evening before deployment, Teague and Ginny had the RT prep area to themselves. As usual, Teague couldn’t sleep the night before the drop, and as was his habit, he repeatedly reviewed the team’s readiness.

Ginny had her own way of dealing with Teague’s angst. She would let him work through the entire list once, which usually took Teague about two hours. When he started on a second walk-through, she would gently ease into his space. At first, it would be a touch of his hand, as she handed off a piece of equipment. Then it might be a gentle bump of a shoulder or a hip.

At some point, Teague would suddenly find Ginny in his path. Her eyes would soften, as she stared at him. The need to recheck the preparations would fade, as Teague focused on Ginny’s face. Usually, Teague would grin or laugh. It was a game they played, and he had no problem with it. Ginny was a much better distraction from the worry about the coming event than checking the landing preparations five or six times.

Later, in the early morning hours, the two lay side by side, exhausted. They chatted for a while and then drifted off to sleep. Their implant chronometers woke them after only five hours of sleep, but it was better than what Teague would have achieved without Ginny’s guile.

After a shared refresher and a quick donning of uniforms, Teague and Ginny were on their way to morning meal. Both of them queried the controller for the ship’s position. The Sojourn held station above the planet, and the Guardian, the Trident warship, was two hundred and fifty kilometers outward from them.

The couple joined Asu, Willem, and Rosette at the head table. Asu and Willem were discussing priorities.

“I agree that determining the sentience of the creatures at the rims of these islands is important,” Willem said, “but we must recognize that they might not be the ones to have built these structures.”

“You’re still convinced that these islands are artificial?” Asu queried.

“Based on their geometric shapes and repeated design, Captain, they could be nothing else,” Rosette replied.

“Could natives have built these islands as giant rafts to escape the flooding of their lands and then died off?” Ginny asked, as she accepted a plate from a server.

“There are many possibilities,” Willem allowed.

“However, that idea doesn’t seem to fit,” Teague said. He was careful to respectfully disagree with Ginny. “It’s the absence of other significant land masses. That indicates to me that any native sentients weren’t land dwellers.”

“I must admit that was my first idea too,” Asu interjected. “However, the number of these structures seems to be an important clue. They’ve been around long enough to accumulate vegetation, which requires the collection of airborne dust. I’d think that if they were rafts, then they should have sunk during that length of time, either by storms or natural erosion.”

“Suppose we find no sentients and the waters are tolerable?” Rosette asked.

“Then we should proceed to investigate the planet for long-term considerations, weather patterns, ocean depths, natural resources, and other parameters,” Asu replied.

“We could establish floating domes or ones grounded on the ocean floor,” Teague suggested.

“Floating landing pads could handle the travelers,” Ginny added.

The conversation died, as humans consumed their meals, and the SADEs left them to dine in peace.

The thought crossed Teague’s mind that while the Swei Swee might enjoy the waters on this planet, they’d found no place for them to construct their houses. The Swei Swee built their exquisitely colored houses on the cliffsides.


-2-
Planetfall

The landing party’s traveler was a specialized cargo model. It was crammed full of exploration gear, racks of instrumentation, and bins full of sampling and testing devices. There were just enough seats in the forward portion of the main cabin to accommodate the crew.

Orly Saadner was the pilot. He’d been a pilot during the exploration of Celus-5. Several promotions had been offered to him over the years, and he refused all of them to remain on the team. In Orly’s words, “You haven’t lived until you’ve set foot on a strange new world.”

When everyone was aboard, Willem signaled the rear hatch closed.

The action cued Orly that he was cleared to launch. He ensured the bay was empty and depressurized before he triggered the exit doors open. Then he eased the traveler out of the bay and dropped quickly toward the planet. He was guided to the target island by Willem’s coordinates.

When Orly reached the planet’s surface, he followed Willem’s instructions to hover a few meters above the island.

Willem had chosen an average structure after comparing it to the others. It measured about one hundred sixty meters across, and it possessed the characteristic geometric shape.

The scientists collected air samples and confirmed the drones’ data. The atmosphere was satisfactory. Nonetheless, Willem specified environment suits at all times.

The team spent an hour observing the island and its surrounding waters. Curiosity was high, but more than anything, they searched for danger. It had found them on more than one planet.

When Willem was satisfied that conditions appeared benign, he linked to the pilot, sending, <Orly, set us down in the middle of the island. Don’t use the landing gear. I want this ship’s weight spread out. Be careful to settle the shuttle slowly and gradually increase our weight in case this structure can’t support us.>

<Understood, Willem,> Orly replied via the implant in his brain, which transmitted his thoughts.

Willem and Orly monitored the ship’s sensors, as the traveler touched the scrubgrasses and vines. Finally, the shell settled onto a firm surface, and its descent was halted.

<Stand by, Orly,> Willem sent. <We wait.>

A half hour later, Willem signaled Orly and the team that he gave his approval to begin exploration.

Lieutenant Bethany Latimer and Sergeant Smitty Lange, the security team, checked to ensure every member was sealed in an environment suit before Bethany dropped the wide, rear hatch. Then they preceded the explorers out of the traveler. Immediately, they circled the ship, looking through the vegetation for anything that could harm the crew.

<Insect life only,> Bethany sent in the open, <and all of it flees at our approach. Nothing appears aggressive.>

A few team members accompanied Willem, Teague, and Ginny to the edge of the island. They could hear the splashing of creatures that leapt into the water for safety.

A critical exploration step was to determine the composition of the ocean waters. A tech knelt at the edge, but Willem stayed his hand until he had time to examine the movement beneath the surface. He could see the small marine life that stayed close to the surface and the structure. The largest of these were four-finned, shelled creatures ranging from a half meter across to several meters. Detecting no danger, Willem allowed the tech to proceed with his tests.

“A little greater salinity than the oceans of Libre, Haraken, or Omnia,” the tech reported, examining the output of his device.

“It could be due to the evaporation of the ocean’s waters over the millennia, increasing the salinity,” Teague suggested.

“Good news. The salts and minerals aren’t harmful to humans,” a scientist interjected.

As soon as the water tests were performed, the scientists and techs hurried to join the investigation taking place at the ship.

“Get that look off your face,” Ginny demanded sternly of Teague.

“What?” Teague asked innocently, shifting his gaze from Ginny to Willem.

“Don’t play dumb with me, Teague Racine,” Ginny retorted hotly. “When you heard the waters were safe, you thought about jumping in. I see that wistful expression on your face.”

Teague worked to school his countenance, and he briefly glanced toward Willem.

<It wouldn’t be prudent to deny Ginny’s challenge, Teague,> Willem sent privately. <You’ll only further anger your partner.>

Teague gave Ginny a weak grin and held up his hands in surrender.

“That’s better,” Ginny allowed, giving Teague a playful punch on the shoulder.

<Willem,> Ian sent, <I’ve recovered the drones and exchanged their power cells. They’re ready for programming.>

<I’ll be with you shortly, Ian,> Willem replied. He left Teague and Ginny to monitor the sea life, while he returned to the ship. The brief exchange between the couple gave him confidence that Ginny would keep her partner out of trouble.

Willem was partway to the ship when the sensors in his feet registered a short burst of microtremors. They were too brief to determine their direction, much less the source of the vibrations. After a moment’s hesitation, he resumed his return to the traveler.

At the ship, the scientists and techs were well into their exploration of the island. Benches were set up to hold their devices and the collected samples. They were testing bits of vegetation, the rudimentary soil, and some captured insects.

Using imagery from the probe, Willem worked with Ian to program the drones’ investigation of other sections of the planet. It would be necessary for Orly to deliver the drones via the traveler to the next region. For now, he set about packing the drones into their prepared shelves aboard the ship.

Stepping off the ramp and heading to join Teague and Ginny, Willem felt a second set of microtremors. They were stronger than the first, but he still couldn’t ascertain their source. He located Bethany’s implant. She was near the traveler’s bow, and he sought her out.

“Problems?” asked Bethany, when she saw Willem’s determined approach.

“I’m not sure,” Willem replied. “Twice I’ve felt tremors, but I don’t know the cause.”

“Could this structure be breaking up?” Bethany asked.

“Unknown,” Willem replied, “but I want Smitty and you to ensure that the team doesn’t stray too far.”

“Understood,” Bethany said, nodding. “We might need to make a fast exit.” She ran a sweep for implants. Only two weren’t in the immediate vicinity — Teague and Ginny.


* * *




At the structure’s edge, Teague unpacked an aqua-drone. Ian had built a set of them years ago, but this was Teague’s first opportunity to put one into action.

The aqua-drone was designed to be deployed in close proximity to the operator. It could be controlled by comm or implant, whichever was within range. An electrified wire cage surrounded the twenty-five-centimeter-diameter device. Multiple propellers allowed it to be highly maneuverable, and it could stream images from its vid pickup.

Ginny couldn’t help but laugh. Teague’s exuberance at the anticipation of his toy’s launch was evident.

Teague eased the aqua-drone into the water, and the couple linked their implants to receive the transmissions. The water was crystal clear, unspoiled by technological development.

Marine fauna gathered around the drone. A few nuzzled it with mouths or beaks and were quickly discouraged by the mild shocks they received from the cage. Unfortunately, the number of touches worked to drain the small device’s power crystal.

“Teague, look at the shapes of the four-finned creatures,” Ginny said.

Teague guided the aqua-drone around two of the shelled, marine animals that exhibited the paired flippers.

“Odd, isn’t it?” Teague commented. “Their hexagonal and pentagonal shapes echo the structure’s geometric outline. I wonder if the natives revered them. Maybe this fauna was their primary resource … the meat for food and the shells to make bowls, utensils, decorative items, and anything else they could dream up.”

Ginny withheld her comment. Something nagged at her mind, but she couldn’t pin it down.

Teague signaled the aqua-drone to dive. He was interested in discovering whether the island was an outcrop of the ocean’s bottom. To the couple’s surprise, the drone wasn’t much more than five meters deep, when the vid stream displayed the structure’s bottom. Teague swiveled the drone for a better view of the lower layer, when something ghosted past the vid pickup.

“Was that a creature or an anomaly created by layers of the water’s salinity?” Ginny asked.

“The view is clear now,” Teague said, “but that was strange. If that was a marine animal, it was nearly transparent, and it was big.” It chilled him to think that he’d considered taking a dip in unexplored waters, and he thanked his good fortune for having a level-headed partner.

Teague sent the drone under the structure. When its signal started to fade, he turned it around and guided it toward him.

<Willem, this isn’t an island,> Teague sent. <It’s a free-floating raft.>

<Depth?> Willem queried.

<Five to six meters,> Teague replied.

<Tresses, buttresses, or any form of substructure support?> Willem continued.

<Nothing,> Teague sent.

<Willem,> Ginny interjected, <the bottom of the structure mirrors the top. It has the same geometric pattern.>

Willem was considering the new observations, when he felt the tremors again. This time it was while he was on the far side of the traveler from the first two incidents. It enabled him to pinpoint the source. It was immediately under the traveler.

In the ticks of time it took Willem to analyze the team’s implant locations, he realized they were in the worst possible locations. If everyone was outside the traveler, he would have warned them away from the ship. Instead, most of the scientists and techs were aboard, running their tests, while Teague, Ginny, Orly, and security were outside.

Feeling the structure cracking under his feet, Willem’s choices were narrowed to one. <Board,> he sent in the open, with urgency.

It was a race. The structure slowly disintegrated under the traveler’s weight, and the nearby team hurried to board.

Smitty Lange, the security sergeant, knocked the samples from a tech’s hands and shoved him toward the shuttle. The young man foolishly attempted to secure the material before boarding. Another tech, Yoyo, tripped and sprawled into the grass, and Smitty hauled her up and ran with her toward the ramp.

Willem detected the traveler’s motion, as he sprinted along its length toward the aft end. He located Bethany and Orly running along the other side.

Unfortunately, the traveler’s accelerated positional shift, which was downward, indicated there were only seconds to spare. Willem was forced to signal the ramp’s closure. It was a dangerous call, but he felt it necessary to protect the scientists and techs who were already aboard.

Willem rounded the ship’s aft end at the same time as Orly. The shuttle was falling through the surface, and the ramp was only halfway closed. Orly hesitated, when he saw the ramp in an up position, and Willem grabbed him and neatly tossed him through the opening, as the ship fell past him.

When the surface under and around the ship gave way, Willem and Bethany fell through the gaping hole. Willem followed the traveler, which crashed through the bottom of the structure. He registered surprise that the raft was hollow. Better said, it was a honeycomb, and the ship had rested on a single giant cell.

The traveler sank into the ocean, taking on seawater, while the ramp finished closing. The ship was slightly buoyant, which slowed its descent.

With the shuttle’s smooth shell, there wasn’t an opportunity for Willem to latch on to it. His heavy, negatively buoyant avatar struck the side of the traveler, and Willem descended to the sea bottom.

Teague parked the aqua-drone when he heard Willem’s warning. Ginny hesitated, and Teague wrapped an arm around her waist and hugged her to him, as he pumped his long legs to gain the ship. The couple arrived in time to see the traveler sink out of sight, and Willem and Bethany disappear after it.

Near the crater, Teague slowed, set Ginny down, and urged her to stay back. He located Bethany’s implant, which was a few meters from him. Edging close to the opening, he saw a pair of powerful New Terran hands struggling to hold on to the edge of the upper surface.

<Stay back,> Bethany ordered Teague, when she identified his implant creeping close to her. <It’s too dangerous.>

Teague, of course, did the only thing that his conscience would allow him to do. He ignored her. Crawling on his belly, he reached over the edge and grasped one of Bethany’s wrists with both hands. Teague had inherited his father’s stature, but he lacked his father’s massive musculature, and Bethany wasn’t an insignificant heavy worlder.

Bethany’s grip began to tire, despite Teague’s efforts to pull her up. Suddenly, Ginny hands were clamped around Bethany’s other wrist.

<You idiots,> Bethany sent. There was an element of anger mixed with hope in her thought.

<Yell at us after we get you up here,> Ginny sent back, gritting her teeth and pulling with all her strength.

Among the three of them, they managed to secure one of Bethany’s elbows on the surface. Teague and Ginny kept grabbing deeper on Bethany’s arms until they could grasp her security harness and pull her to safety.

“Get back from the edge,” Bethany urged, pushing Teague and Ginny away.

Teague retreated, pulling Ginny with him, and Bethany crawled after them.

“You two don’t follow orders any better than certain of your seniors,” Bethany commented, breathing hard.

Ginny grinned at Bethany, and said, “I don’t know about Teague, but I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Bethany grudgingly returned the grin. She clamped her hands on the couple’s shoulders, and said, “Thank you. I don’t swim too well. In fact, I’m better at sinking.”

Immediately, Bethany linked with Teague and Ginny and then connected with the traveler’s controller for a head count. While Bethany did that, Teague reached out for Willem.

<Everyone is aboard the shuttle except for the three of us and Willem,> Bethany sent.

<Willem is on the sea floor,> Teague reported. <He’s about thirty meters down. Problem is that his ability to swim is worse than yours, Bethany.>

<Why aren’t we seeing the traveler returning to the surface?> Ginny asked. <Surely, it can do that.>
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Sunk

Aboard the sunken shuttle, the team picked themselves off the deck and out of the water. The hatch hadn’t been fully closed when the ship submerged, and the deck flooded to little more than a meter deep in seawater.

Orly struggled to his feet. The water sheeted off his helmet’s faceplate, and he was grateful to have been wearing his environment suit. He ensured the hatch was tightly sealed, and then he made his way forward. He was only partway to the pilot’s cabin when the ship lurched forward and then backward, and everyone was sent sprawling into the water.

Orly climbed to his feet again and signaled the controller to activate the ship’s systems. The lights came on in the main cabin, and the controller signaled all systems operational. Orly breathed a sigh of relief. The water hadn’t interfered with the ship’s critical systems.

Gaining the pilot’s seat, Orly signaled the controller to gain altitude, but the sensors failed to indicate a movement toward the surface. Instead, they registered the ship moving parallel to the surface. There was a gradual descent, which was recognized by the loss in light.

Orly checked the exterior sensors and was disturbed by the images of nearly transparent material pressed against the shell.

“What’s our status?” Smitty asked, as he entered the pilot’s cabin.

“All systems are functioning, for now,” Orly replied. “But I can’t get the traveler to respond to my command to broach the surface.”

“Why not?” Smitty asked.

“For one, I think we’ve enough water on board to challenge the grav engines,” Orly replied. “And for another …”

“For another, what?” Smitty prompted.

“I think something ate us,” Orly replied reluctantly.

Smitty stared at his friend in disbelief. Orly was the logical sort, and Smitty wondered if he’d sustained injuries when he vaulted over the upraised ramp.

“Look at the shell sensors for yourself,” Orly said testily.

Smitty connected to the controller and examined the outer sensors. Every one of them had the same view of pale, semitransparent material.

“Now check the log of our path,” Orly demanded.

Smitty followed Orly’s request. “We’re moving toward deeper water,” he said in surprise.

“If I had to guess,” Orly said in a despondent voice. “I think some monstrous jelly like creature has swallowed the ship, and it’s headed for the deep to rest and digest us.”

“Black space,” Smitty muttered.

“The good news is that the shell isn’t registering degradation, yet,” Orly said.

“Maybe we’re indigestible,” Smitty said hopefully.

“That might not save us, Smitty. If we can’t make this ship more buoyant, we’ll sit on the bottom, inside this beast, until our food and water run out.”

“What about using our beam?” Smitty volunteered excitedly.

“There’s a problem with that idea,” Orly explained. “Our beams are meant to be used in space or in clear atmosphere. That eliminates any scattering of the energy near our ship. I’m afraid if we fire our weapon that enough energy will be reflected back at the shell to breach it.”

“Then we’d drown,” Smitty concluded.

“What we’re in dire need of is a rescue,” Orly said.


* * *




<Are you all right, Willem?> Teague sent.

<Other than my odd circumstances, yes,> Willem replied in the open.

<Can you get back to this structure?> Bethany asked.

<Unfortunately, this avatar wasn’t designed with swimming in mind,> Willem replied. <I can’t move my limbs fast enough to overcome my weight. At this moment, I’m considering options.>

<You need paddles, Willem,> Teague urged.

<The shells of the four-flipper creatures,> Ginny sent excitedly. <There should be some of them on the bottom.>

<Excellent idea, Ginny. Stand by,> Willem replied. He scoured the sea floor and found it littered with the shells Ginny described. He chose four shells, one for each limb.

Testing the shells on his feet, Willem found they swiveled uncontrollably, and he discarded them. The two he threaded on his forearms allowed him to grip the far side of the shells with his hands. Holding the neck of the shells tightly, he swung them through the water and was pleased by the amount of resistance they met.

Willem looked toward the surface. Then he extended his arms to the side and furiously stroked them in figure eight motions. Slowly, he rose off the bottom. He was operating at peak output, and he watched the tremendous drain on his power crystals. His internal grav cell was limiting to about a third what would have been the expected rate of energy drain.

Fortunately for Willem, he’d dropped straight to the sea bottom, which meant the hole he fell through was directly above him.

Willem ascended agonizingly slowly. His kernel was filled with calculations — stroke efficiency, power cell depletion rate, grav cell charging, distance from the bottom, distance to the raft, and the probability that the lower edge of the structure could support his weight if he tried to pull himself onto it.

Willem waited until his calculations indicated that he would reach the structure, with a minimum of charge to spare. Then he signaled the three waiting humans.

<The probability is high that I’ll gain the raft,> Willem sent. <However, I don’t think the lower structure, which I expect to be highly fractured, will support my weight if I attempt to climb onto the shell.>

<You believe these are shells?> Teague asked.

<Willem’s right,> Ginny sent hurriedly. <The commonality of shapes isn’t a coincidence. The four-finned, shelled creatures in the waters are the juveniles. These rafts are a collection of dead adults.>

<Precisely, Ginny,> Willem sent.

<Okay, they’re shells,> Bethany interrupted. <How do we get you out, Willem?>

<I’ll attempt to pull myself onto the base of the shell,> Willem replied. <In the meantime, I hope that Captain Azasdau has become aware of our predicament.>


* * *




“Captain, the exploration team is in jeopardy,” Rosette announced.

Immediately, Asu interrupted his conversation with his first mate, Diana Newell, and hurried to the bridge’s holo-vid.

“Report, please, Rosette,” Asu said anxiously.

“The traveler has dropped through the island,” Rosette replied.

“How’s that possible?” Diana asked.

“I would suggest the answer to that question is secondary, Ser Newell,” Rosette replied. It was as close to a rebuke, as her personality programs allowed her to offer. “Most of our team is aboard the traveler, including Orly. Within moments, it should have returned to the surface, but it hasn’t.”

“Where is it?” Asu asked.

“It’s underwater and moving deeper,” Rosette reported.

“Are they sinking?” Diana asked.

“Negative,” Rosette replied. She transferred the controller’s telemetry imagery to the holo-vid. “Here’s the island,” she explained, highlighting the tiny speck. “And here’s the traveler’s present position, course, and speed. Please note the increasing depth.”

“Could they have been captured by something or someone?” Diana asked.

“That’s a perceptive question,” Rosette replied, giving Diana a graceful nod.

“Rosette, who has been left on the island?” Asu asked.

“I queried the traveler’s controller,” Rosette replied. “Four are missing … Willem, Teague, Ginny, and Bethany. I’m presuming they’re on the island. I should be able to reach Willem, but I’m unable to contact him. Something is interfering with his comm.”

“Diana, launch a cargo traveler to rescue those on the island. I want all four safely returned to this ship,” Asu ordered.

“Yes, Captain,” Diana answered crisply and hurriedly sent orders to the Sojourn’s bay, as she made her way below deck. She’d decided to accompany the rescue party.

“Rosette, I need Captain Plummer,” Asu requested.

<I was about to contact you, Captain,> Adrianna sent. <We have a problem.>

Asu failed to notice the anxiousness in Adrianna’s thoughts. Instead he sent, <It can wait, Captain. We have an emergency. The landing team is in trouble.>

Adrianna bit back what she was about to say. There should be time to care for the explorers, she thought. <What do you need, Captain?> she sent.

<I’m not sure, yet,> Asu replied. <The circumstances are strange, to say the least. We’ve launched a traveler to recover four team members on the island, but our explorer shuttle is underwater and moving deeper.>

<Do you have a means of latching on to the ship and recovering it?> Adrianna asked.

There was a moment of appreciation by Asu of the Trident captain. She wouldn’t have been his first choice several years ago when she was selected, but the president and the fleet admiral were insistent. Time had proven that she was a practical person, a quick thinker, and calm under pressure — all characteristics he appreciated.

<We can’t effect a rescue if the ship is underwater,> Asu replied. <After we recover those on the island, I can give you an update on the shuttle’s status, and we can plan how to extricate it from its predicament.>

Adrianna made the decision that her news could wait for several hours until Asu gained a better understanding of the explorers’ problem. It was better that Asu focused on one major problem at a time.


* * *




Verlan, one of the expedition’s pilots, counted implants, ensuring the rescue party was aboard his shuttle. He had to wait a few minutes more for Diana to join them.

The team was busy donning environment suits, when Verlan closed the rear hatch, cleared the bay, and made a fast exit from the Sojourn. He dove through the atmosphere, intent on a fast descent. As he neared the target island, he picked up Willem’s comm and relayed the good news to Diana, who informed Captain Azasdau.

<Diana, Verlan, don’t land the shuttle,> Willem sent in the open, when he detected who was aboard the ship.

<Where are you, Willem?> Diana sent. <You’re not with the other three on the surface.>

<Rescue them first, Diana. They’ll explain. Right now, I’m preoccupied,> Willem replied.

Another piece of shell broke off in Willem’s right hand, and he transferred his weight farther along the gaping hole. He had nearly circumnavigated the opening, searching for a sturdy section to support his weight. Unfortunately, the shell was ancient and brittle.

<Verlan,> Bethany sent, <drop your ramp, descend to a meter off the surface, and we’ll climb aboard.>

<Confirmed,> Verlan replied.

The rescue party backed away from the rear hatch, while Verlan opened it.

Diana scanned the rescue party. In addition to her, there was one other New Terran, Emon Ortiz, and she tasked him with helping her. Once the ramp was fully extended and Verlan had completed his descent, they took up positions at the end of the ramp.

Teague hoisted Ginny into Diana’s waiting hands before he hopped onto the ramp. Emon grasped Teague’s forearms to steady him.

When it became Bethany’s turn, she stretched out her hands to Diana and Emon and placed a boot on the edge of the ramp. In turn, Diana and Emon locked on to Bethany’s hands and hoisted her up.

Bethany grinned at her fellow New Terrans, as she gained the deck. There was an implicit understanding about the physical assets and limitations of heavy worlders. For one, they weren’t great swimmers. For another, they weren’t the most agile humans. But if you needed strength or leverage, New Terrans were your first choice, after the SADEs.

“Where’s Willem?” Diana asked. “His comm signal is below us somewhere.”

“This is a raft made up of the huge shells of dead, finned creatures,” Ginny explained. “It’s hollow.”

“Look in the hole,” Bethany interrupted. “Willem is in the water, grasping at the shell. He’s struggling to hold on. Pieces of the shell keep breaking away under his weight.”

<Verlan, place the ramp over the cavity in the island,> Diana directed.

Following Diana’s orders, crew members hooked safety lines to Diana and Emon’s environment suit harnesses. Then the two New Terrans leaned over the end of the ramp to search for Willem.

“See him?” Diana asked.

“Negative,” Emon replied.

<Verlan, spin the ship in a slow circle,> Diana directed.

The shuttle was nearly halfway through its rotation, when Emon sent to Verlan, <Stop.>

“There,” Emon said to Diana, pointing off his corner of the ramp.

“Good eyes,” Diana commented.

The only two things visible were Willem’s hands. Emon had probably caught their movement, as a piece of shell broke free, and Willem grasped more of the crumbling biologicals’ remains.

Diana considered the problem and chose a simple and direct solution.

“I need two more safety lines,” Diana ordered. She handed one of the lines she received to Emon. Then she beckoned Ginny to her and hooked the other line on the young woman’s harness.

Diana caught Teague’s scowl, and she ignored it. Then she issued rapid-fire orders. “Teague, you’re on my line. Bethany, you’re with Emon. Emon, hand the clip to Ginny.”

“I get it,” Ginny said enthusiastically. “You lower me to Willem, and I pass him the spare line.”

“Close,” Diana admitted. “You’ll have to enter the water, slip the line under Willem’s arms, and hook the clip to the line.”

Ginny nodded her understanding. When she saw Diana and Teague take up stances, she stepped off the ramp’s edge.

Diana didn’t bother to monitor Ginny’s descent, as Teague and she allowed the line to slip through their gloves. She counted on Ginny’s communications.

<Three meters to the water,> Ginny sent. The next thoughts she sent were, <Stop. Feet in the water. Need two meters toward the ship’s starboard side.>

Diana and Teague had halted the line’s pay out on Ginny’s command, and they walked their line toward Emon and Bethany.

“Teague, let out about a meter and a half,” Diana directed.

<Position good,> Ginny sent. She was suspended in the water behind Willem, with her head partially in the water. Suddenly, she saw a large section of shell that Willem was holding break off.

Willem, knowing he was headed for the bottom and hadn’t sufficient energy reserves to return, swiveled and clamped on to Ginny’s line. <Brace,> he sent urgently, as he spun.

Bethany smartly intuited the nature of the emergency. She dropped Emon’s line and latched on to Diana’s in time to stop Diana and Teague from being dragged off the end of the ramp. The three were able to halt Ginny and Willem’s descent.

<Stand by,> Ginny sent. <I’m attaching the spare line to Willem.>

It was a surreal moment for Ginny. She was underwater, and small marine life investigated the light from her helmet’s faceplate. Immediately beyond them was Willem’s grin.

<Thank you, Ginny,> Willem sent. He was touched by Ginny’s efforts and those of the other explorers to rescue him. It was decades since the day he gained his first avatar, a rudimentary model, and he had isolated himself in Haraken’s wilds. Alex had sought him out and convinced him to seek something he could embrace. Willem had believed that it was to be isolated from humans on a habitable planet. It turned out that what he sought was the company of friends, and he’d found them.

“Anyone with free hands, take up Emon’s line,” Diana ordered.

<Ready to transfer,> Ginny sent.

<Transfer on my count,> Diana sent in the open. She counted down to zero, felt most of the weight leave her line, and watched Emon’s team lean back to take on Willem’s avatar.

Bethany dropped Diana’s line and inserted herself directly behind Emon.

<Ginny comes up first,> Diana sent. Teague and she were able to quickly haul Ginny up and over the ramp. Ginny was wearing a huge grin, elated by her success.

Teague stepped around Diana, secured Ginny with an arm, and attempted to walk her deeper into the ship. But, while Ginny appreciated Teague’s protectiveness, she removed his arm to wait for Willem’s recovery.

Emon’s team hauled on Willem’s safety line. There were enough crew members to easily mitigate Willem’s substantial avatar.

When Willem’s hands got a firm grip on the ramp’s metal edge, he neatly levered his mass up and over to stand on the deck.

“Well done, everyone,” Willem announced in a loud voice and via his comm to Verlan. “What progress on rescuing the exploration shuttle?” he asked Diana.

“I’ve orders to return the four of you to the Sojourn,” Diana replied. “The rescue of our traveler is going to be a challenge.”

“Understood,” Willem replied, which relieved Diana. She’d expected that Willem might have other plans, and she could scarcely argue with the expedition’s co-leader.

“However, I’d like to make a flight over the submerged traveler’s most recent position before we make for the Sojourn,” Willem requested. “I think we can gain some useful information from Orly.”

Verlan received the request and zeroed in on the traveler’s position via the Sojourn’s telemetry. It wasn’t long before his shuttle took up a position over the submerged one, but the comm connection was weak.

<Orly, this is Willem. Do you receive?> the SADE sent.

Orly’s response was unintelligible despite the efforts of Willem and the controller to clarify the signal.

<Verlan, submerge our ship into the water. The midline should suffice,> Willem ordered.

Heads swiveled to regard Willem, who was sending in the open.

If a human had suggested the maneuver, it would have been met with protest. But Verlan, as did every other expedition member, trusted their SADEs, and he promptly eased the ship into the water.

<Willem,> Verlan sent, <we’re near the midline, but we’re floating now. I’m loath to use the drive engines to push us deeper.>

<Good enough, Verlan,> Willem sent. <Orly, are you receiving me?> he repeated.

<You’re coming in clear, Willem,> Orly replied.

<Are you all right, Orly? No injuries?> Willem asked.

<You mean after this crazy SADE threw me aboard the shuttle as it sailed past?> Orly teased. <I’m fine, Willem,> he quickly added. <No harm done, and the crew members are in good shape too. Your precaution of having us don environment suits proved most opportune.>

<Good to hear, Orly,> Willem sent. <What’s the ship’s status?>

<That’s a different story,> Orly replied. <We’re carrying over a meter of water across the entire deck. Despite that, all systems are functional. I’m going to kiss Mickey Brandon and his traveler design team when I see them again.>

<Orly, stay on topic,> Willem cautioned. <You should have been able to return to the surface even if you couldn’t lift into the atmosphere.>

<Don’t blame us,> Orly replied. <Talk to the creature that swallowed us.>

<Is that why your ship is diving deeper?> Willem asked, as he stared at the incredulous expressions on the faces of the crew members.

<Yes,> Orly replied. <We can see some transparent tissue on all our exterior sensors. Any thoughts about our digestibility, Willem?>

<An intriguing question, Orly,> Willem replied. He searched through his memories to review the adverse conditions that shell-fabricated ships had encountered.

<Orly,> Willem continued, <the closest comparison I can make is to the Swei Swee houses. They’ve weathered the ocean spray on Haraken for decades without degradation. Considering that evidence, I think your ship is safe. However, I must point out that you have nanites in your ramp and landing gear seals. I’ve no knowledge on how they might respond to the creature’s digestive enzymes or acids. But, by and large, I believe we’ve time to extract you before these become a problem.>

<One more question, Willem,> Orly sent. <Any idea what this ship’s crush depth might be?>

Willem was considering his answer, when the comm signal dropped off. He reasoned that if the ship had continued to descend, the signal strength would have faded, but this loss was sudden. To his mind, either the ship was lost, or the creature had sought shelter, possibly in a cave.

<Return us to the Sojourn, Verlan,> Willem ordered.

As the traveler rose from the water, Bethany approached Willem.

“By landing this ship in the water, you eliminated the passing of our signal in the air before it entered the water, correct?” Bethany asked.

“Yes, if we were poised in the air, the water’s surface would have scattered our signal. Partially submerged, we transmitted through a single medium,” Willem explained.

“Smart,” Bethany said. “I knew it was worthwhile saving you.” She winked at him before she turned away.
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More Trouble

When Captain Plummer was alerted that the rescue traveler was returning to the Sojourn, she contacted the shuttle’s controller for bio IDs and then contacted Asu.

<Congratulations on rescuing the four team members off the island,> Adrianna sent. <What news of the exploration ship?>

<That’s a strange tale, Captain,> Asu sent. <I’ve been informed that the shuttle has been absorbed by some monstrous jelly like creature, which Willem thinks has returned to its cave to digest its substantial meal.>

<Is that possible?> Adrianna asked.

<Willem doesn’t believe the ship is in any danger from the biological aspects of its capture,> Asu replied. <His concerns are for the possible pressures the ship might have exerted on its shell. Worse, if the ship is in a cave, he hasn’t any idea on how to rescue it. But it’s only been a few hours. We’ll get to work on a strategy even if it takes days to implement.>

<I’m afraid that’s where you’re in error, Captain,> Adrianna replied. She knew, via the Sojourn’s controller, that Asu was on the bridge, and she triggered his holo-vid, coupling it to her ship’s telemetry.

<Ships?> Asu asked, staring at the imagery.

<We detected the arrival of these ships about five hours ago,> Adrianna explained. <They’ve transited beyond the system’s periphery, and they’ve set a course for the water planet.>

<Any contact?> Asu asked.

<If they have our technological level of comm systems, they’re not demonstrating it,> Adrianna replied. <They’re far out. Resolution is improving rapidly, but I can tell you that they appear to be a fleet of battleships. Seven to be exact.>

<Do you think they’re federacy ships?> Asu asked.

<I’ve no reason to think otherwise,> Adrianna replied.

<What do you think it means that federacy fleets are crossing the wall?> Asu asked.

<I’ve no idea,> Adrianna replied. <Other than thinking about our immediate problem, that’s the one thing that’s been troubling me. I’m wondering what Alex has done and if something has happened to the Omnian fleet.>

<And your thoughts?> Asu queried.

<All I have are a thousand conjectures and not a single fact other than we face seven enormous battleships,> Adrianna replied. <So, I’ve no choice but to focus on the problem that faces us.>

<Understood. Where do we begin?> Asu asked.

<You’ve three maybe four days before we must abandon the planet,> Adrianna sent.

<But Rosette estimates it’ll take longer than that for those ships, at their present velocity, to arrive here,> Asu objected.

<And I’m sure Rosette’s calculations are correct,> Adrianna allowed. <But did you ask her about the battleships’ engagement envelopes?>

<Your pardon, Captain Plummer,> Rosette interjected. <I can see my comments lacked the expertise of a warship commander.>

<Please explain, Captain,> Asu insisted.

<Undoubtedly, ships like these will depend on missiles as their primary weapons … perhaps fighters too,> Adrianna replied. <Your ship can’t outrun or outmaneuver either of them. If the battleships launch missiles, they’ll accelerate to tremendous velocities, coast ballistically, and activate when they’re near you.>

Cold fear shot through Asu. The Sojourn was an older ship. It was designed for exploration, not for speed, and it had no offensive or defensive capabilities. His first duty was to the safety of his ship and crew, but he wondered if he would want to remain a captain if he was forced to abandon members of the exploration team.

<Then we have a few days to save our stranded team, and whether we’re successful or not, we run away,> Asu concluded.

<Not quite,> Adrianna offered. <The first thing I did, when I saw the fleet, was to place an emergency distress call.>

<It could take months for a response,> Asu said, confused by Adrianna’s action.

<It might, and then again, it might not. For all we know, Alex is chasing this fleet,> Adrianna replied.

<Then we do what we can with the time fortune allows us,> Asu sent. <I can tell you that it’s unlikely we can help the trapped team in that limited amount of time. Willem tells me that he thinks it will be difficult to locate the traveler. The only good news with that pronouncement is that if we can’t find our ship, then these aliens probably can’t either.>

<When our time is up, your ship will need to abandon the system, Captain. Otherwise, we’ll give the fleet commander cause to wonder why a defenseless ship is hanging around with a single warship to guard it,> Adrianna pointed out.

<If fortune is with us, the sentients will be seeking a habitable planet dominated by land masses, and after a quick inspection, they’ll leave the system,> Asu offered.

Adrianna riposted, <However, it’s possible they’re aquatic and would love to inhabit a planet like this.>

<Well, our situation has become a security matter, Captain Plummer. I await your orders,> Asu sent, his thoughts heavy with resignation.

<When I cue you, Captain Azasdau, you’ll drop below the ecliptic. Take up a fixed station about where you would transit, in case that’s necessary.>

<Aren’t you coming with us?> Asu asked in confusion.

<The fleet commander probably believes in the exhibition of might to demonstrate the right to claim new territory,> Adrianna replied. <He, she, or it would expect a warship to dispute its usurpation of the system and, if necessary, sacrifice itself.>

<You’re not going to fight battleships?> Asu asked in horror.

<Not in the traditional sense,> Adrianna replied, her humor bubbling through her thoughts. <I’ll be borrowing from Alex Racine, who has been known to say, “When you’re outnumbered and outmatched, do the unexpected.” I’m going to harass this fleet. Their battleships can’t approach the planet too closely, which means they can’t cover their landing crafts’ approaches to the planet.>

Adrianna could hear Asu’s laughter.

<I see,> Asu sent. <Their shuttles will be vulnerable to your Trident.>

<Now you understand why I must have you away from this system, Captain Azasdau. I can’t harass them and protect you at the same time.>

Asu couldn’t see the grin on Adrianna’s face, but he could hear the excitement in her thoughts. She was relishing the opportunity to test her crew’s skills against the oncoming fleet.


* * *




During the return to the Sojourn, Willem addressed the rescue team.

“The first task is to locate our traveler,” the SADE said. “Teague, Ginny, Ian, we need as many aqua-drones as you can assemble. They need extended capabilities of speed, maneuverability, power cells, and comm signal.”

“We can boost their comm range by planting relay buoys on the surface,” Bethany volunteered.

Willem smiled and nodded to Bethany for adroitly adopting his comm relay technique.

“After we locate the shuttle and determine its predicament, we can design an extraction method,” Willem continued. “How soon can some of these drones be ready?”

“We have a collection of parts that we can assemble,” Ian replied. “They won’t be pretty, but they’ll be functional.” When Ian saw Ginny regarding him with narrowed eyes, he added, “Three, maybe four hours.”

When the rescue party joined the Sojourn, a team of techs was already preparing the parts that Ian had requested. They assembled as many drones in the short time period as possible. Then they loaded the devices aboard the rescue traveler and made for the planet’s surface.

With the submerged shuttle’s last known position now on the dark side of the planet, Teague, Ginny, Ian, and a small crew dropped four aqua-drones and their relay buoys in the beginning of a grid. Working in starlight, the water appeared inky black, and Ginny shuddered at the thought of the explorers trapped in their ship inside a giant marine creature somewhere in the cold depths.

Willem programmed the drones’ search patterns. The hastily assembled devices were capable of searching and transmitting for fifteen hours, half a day, before the team would need to recover them and swap out their power cells.

It turned out that recovering the drones to update the power cells was unnecessary. The team, while observing the search patterns of the drones on the bridge holo-vid and monitors, watched huge adult, shelled creatures nose the drones and shatter them with their massive jaws.

Having anticipated obstacles, the team had prepared more aqua-drones, which they immediately launched. However, with fortune running against them, the second group of drones was destroyed within hours of their deployment.

By the third day and after losing seventeen drones, the rescue team hadn’t had any success in discovering the whereabouts of the lost traveler, and Adrianna ordered Asu to abandon the system.

The rescue team hadn’t any drones to recover, but they did pick up the few surviving relay buoys and returned to the Sojourn. Then Asu sailed the ship below the ecliptic and away from the approaching fleet.

Adrianna also abandoned the planet, but she headed the Guardian above the ecliptic to watch and wait. As the alien fleet approached the water world, Adrianna was surprised that the battleships remained in a tight wedge formation rather than spreading out and surrounding the planet.


* * *




Or-Deebaa, the Gotlian fleet commander, examined a bridge scope. His ships orbited the planet several times before taking up station. His facial tentacles quivered in anticipation. They’d found a world completely covered in water and dotted with thousands of tiny islands.

“It’s habitable,” Sa-Foosee, the commander’s captain said, examining the planet’s gaseous bio-signatures. “It’ll require domes, but you’ll be rewarded for your domination of this system. When Gotl receives the news, our entire race will welcome this new home.”

“If we’re able to hold it,” Or-Deebaa commented.

“There’s but a lone warship,” Sa-Foosee objected.

“And what does its design tell you?” Or-Deebaa requested.

“It’s identical to the ones that accompanied the Nua’ll comm sphere, which cleared our system of Artifice’s code,” Sa-Foosee replied.

“Yes, identical,” Or-Deebaa mused. A delicate chin tentacle wiped at the saliva dripping from his smooth, broad lips.

“We’re here in strength,” Sa-Foosee insisted. “I’ve no doubt that we can hold this system.”

“Artifice’s defenses, which were many times greater than this fleet, didn’t save the entity from these aliens’ warships,” Or-Deebaa pointed out.

“There are many mouthings concerning the events at Talus. They contradict one another,” Sa-Foosee riposted. “How are we to know the true part these entities played in Artifice’s loss?”

“The logic of time is transparent,” Or-Deebaa declared, his tentacles writhing. “Before these aliens appeared, Artifice enthralled our worlds. They arrived, and Artifice’s rule ended.”

“I hear and learn, Or-Deebaa,” Sa-Foosee replied, burping his apology. “What’s to be done with the alien warship?”

“We leave it alone unless it comes our way,” Or-Deebaa replied. “If it does, we dissuade it. If necessary, we eliminate it. This find is too precious to Gotlians. It must not be lost. It will give our race an entire world in which to swim.”

“Should we disturb our leader?” Sa-Foosee inquired.

“We can’t,” Or-Deebaa replied. “I checked on his condition when we entered this system’s space. It’s his time. It’ll be many cycles before he can join us.”

“Unfortunate timing,” Sa-Foosee comment. “What are your orders, Or-Deebaa?” he requested, his tentacles trembling at the thought of claiming a water world.

“Load a craft with a kite and flyers,” Or-Deebaa declared. “I want the waters investigated.”

Sa-Foosee relayed Or-Deebaa’s command. A crew scrambled to pack a kite and flyers aboard a drop craft.

When the ship launched, it arced through the atmosphere, as if to make planetfall. However, the pilot leveled off at an altitude of a thousand meters.

On cue, the flyers boarded the kite’s cage, and a crew member activated the craft’s rear door. The kite pilot signaled ready, and the vehicle was catapulted out the ship’s stern.

The box-shaped kite dropped toward the surface, and the flyers hurriedly deployed the wings. When the long wings unfolded and caught the air, the kite became a glider. The pilot guided the vehicle toward the largest of the tiny islands in the immediate vicinity, making wide circles to slow the descent.

As the kite neared the target island, the pilot flared the wings, and the flyers’ box dropped neatly into the middle of the island. Immediately, the crew retracted the wings.

Three flyers exited the kite and performed the ceremony that established the water world as the property of the Gotlians. The pilot transmitted the ceremony to the fleet so that the declaration could be recorded. Aboard the lead battleship, Or-Deebaa’s substantial chest puffed up in pride.

After the ceremony, the flyers raced to analyze the water, and they celebrated their findings. Unable to contain their enthusiasm, two flyers stripped off their suits and dove into the sea. They delighted in the abundance of marine life and captured a few small ones for consumption with the aid of their webbed and sharply clawed hands.

On the island, the other two flyers waited impatiently for the swimmers’ return. In the meantime, they collected samples of vegetation and insects for analysis.

The craft pilot, who circled above, asked twice if the kite team was ready to launch. The third time, when the light was fading, he wasn’t asking. “I’ve orders from Sa-Foosee. You’re to launch now. It’s anticipated that the swimmers are lost,” he said.

The two remaining flyers piled into the cab, extended the wings, and adjusted their pitch. Then they fired a small engine that thrust them into the air. As they gained altitude, the pilot angled toward a course and sought the height the craft pilot requested.

The flyers strapped themselves tightly into their seats and prepared for capture. The craft flew overhead and snagged the hook on the top of the kite’s cage. Immediately, the flyers retracted the wings. Then they were hauled into the craft through the belly doors.


-5-
Adrianna

“Fascinating technique, especially if you can’t land a shuttle,” Adrianna marveled. She’d observed the aliens’ method of depositing their explorers on the island via the Sojourn’s probe, which orbited the planet, and relayed the small drones that the RT had camouflaged on various islands. It was curious to her that the aliens hadn’t destroyed the probe when they arrived. Then again, their landing apparatus seemed extremely primitive, and she wondered if the aliens simply hadn’t a way of easily accomplishing that.

Adrianna had strived to obtain the captaincy of the first Trident to escort the Sojourn, and she was elated when she received the appointment. She envisioned seeing new worlds and encountering dangerous aliens. In her mind, her crew and ship would risk everything to protect the explorer ship. Now, in a moment of self-reflection, she thought, You wanted an opportunity to test your skills and engage your Trident in combat. Well, you’re about to get your heart’s desire … you fool.

“Time to test the aliens’ receptiveness to our presence,” Adrianna said quietly to herself. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

<Engagement stations,> Adrianna sent shipwide. <This is not an attack run. We’re testing attitudes.>

“Pilot, limit our acceleration,” Adrianna ordered. “I want a bow-to-bow approach to the lead battleship.”

The pilot turned a dubious glance toward Adrianna, but her hard-eyed stare forced him to wipe the expression from his face. Then he acknowledged the order with, “Yes, Captain, a bow-to-bow approach.”

Adrianna’s tactics represented a danger to her ship, but she hoped it would convince the aliens that she wasn’t trying to provoke a fight. However, she wondered what she’d do if she couldn’t establish a détente.

“Where is that oversized Omnian, with all the first-contact experience, when you need him?” Adrianna muttered.

On hearing their captain, the bridge crew smothered smirks and grins behind their hands or by facing away.

Once the Guardian crossed the midpoint between her warship’s starting position and the battleship fleet, Adrianna received a clear indication of the alien fleet commander’s intentions.

“Missile launch,” the telemetry officer warned. “Counting … eight inbound from the lead battleship.”

Adrianna immersed herself in the ship’s controller, absorbing the telemetry on the missiles — their acceleration rate, distance from her ship, and the possible escape routes.

Time was of the essence, the missiles had already achieved tremendous velocities, and they were still accelerating. Adrianna’s first inclination was to reverse course, but she realized the missiles would catch her. Then a thought occurred to her, and she smiled.

“Pilot, make for the planet now,” Adrianna tersely ordered.

“Yes, Captain,” the pilot replied. He was happy to do anything that drove their ship away from the approaching destruction.

“Hold a course toward the center of the water world,” Adrianna explained. “Then, at the final moment, brush the edge of the atmosphere and orbit the planet.”

<Engineering, stand by to monitor shell temperature and integrity,> Adrianna sent.

The chief engineer regarded his second-in-command, whose worried expression mirrored his own.

The pilot laid in the parameters for the controller. As the ship neared the planet’s atmosphere, which the controller sensed, the Trident angled to skirt its leading edge.

As Adrianna expected, the missiles unerringly tracked the Guardian. The Trident was under maximum acceleration, and the missiles were fast closing the gap.

The Sojourn’s probe enabled Adrianna and the telemetry officer to observe the missiles’ vectors, as the Trident entered an orbital track. The armament shifted trajectory to close on the Omnian warship.

<Shell temperature climbing, Captain,> the chief engineer reported after the warship had completed half an orbit. <Within parameters for now. Estimate about two times the distance we’ve traveled through the atmosphere before we breach specification limits.>

<Understood, Chief,> Adrianna sent in reply.

“The missiles aren’t entering the planet’s atmosphere,” the telemetry officer reported. “They’ve changed trajectory and are headed into the dark.” Moments later, the telemetry officer added, “Eight detonations.”

Adrianna could see the relief in the bridge crew’s faces, and she said, “Well, it appears our alien interlopers regard this planet as their new conquest, and they intend to colonize it.” Her remarks were greeted with curious expressions from the crew, who pondered the ramifications of what it meant for the trapped explorers.

“Orders,” the pilot requested, having been apprised of engineering’s report on hull temperature.

“Break orbit,” Adrianna requested. “Return us to our original station.”

Later, when the pilot announced the ship had reached the position the captain ordered, Adrianna thought to the aliens, Dwell on that maneuver. She hoped she had signaled the fleet commander that her warship wasn’t about to be intimidated into abandoning the system.

Nothing more happened for two days, and Adrianna plotted new tactics with her bridge crews. It was the telemetry officer who noted the rock storm passing inward of them.

“Perhaps, we can use the rock field to our advantage, Captain,” the officer suggested.

“Perhaps, we can,” Adrianna agreed. “And since the aliens have demonstrated that they don’t want anything to do with us, we’re free to harass them.”

<Crew, stand by for an attack run. Power the beams,> Adrianna sent. Then she said, “Pilot, plot a course that arcs us higher above the ecliptic. I want a quick pass from above on the rearmost battleship of that wedge’s far leg.”

The pilot accelerated the Guardian to ensure the engagement time was minimized. While the Trident arced through its programmed trajectory, Adrianna tracked its progress.

“Pilot, pass the battleship at its stern. Gunners, target the ship’s engines,” Adrianna ordered.

The Trident flew past the battleship faster than human eyes could follow. The gunners programmed the controller to direct their ship’s twin beams and determine the firing time.

“Captain, the battleship had close-in defensive armament,” a lieutenant reported. “Nothing struck the ship. I think they were late in activating them.”

“Damage to the battleship?” Adrianna requested.

“Two strikes on the target’s stern,” the telemetry officer reported. “Extent of the damage is unknown.”

“And apparently you did anger the fleet commander, Captain,” the lieutenant said. “Fifty-six missiles are chasing us.”

“Pilot, execute the escape plan,” Adrianna ordered.

The pilot activated the controller’s program that he’d set up, and the ship completed another arc, which returned it to the ecliptic. He made adjustments to the trajectory. It sent the ship toward the thickest part of the rock storm. He had the controller searching for a straight passage through the broad jumble of space debris.

“Missile distance has closed to five hundred thousand kilometers,” the telemetry officer reported.

“The controller’s found a clean line,” the pilot added.

“Excellent,” Adrianna replied, “Time to spread the missiles out.”

The pilot swung the Guardian in a series of slight course corrections, always keeping the ship on the ecliptic. He made the twists and turns completely ad hoc, while whistling a tune in his head.

The missiles sought to follow their target’s movements, but they were forced to keep their distance from one another. Their programming allowed those on the group’s periphery to spread farther apart, while those near the center made little course changes.

Eventually the pilot returned to the line the controller had chosen to pass through the rock field.

“Missiles at two hundred sixty thousand kilometers,” the telemetry officer reported. “They’ve gone ballistic,” she added eagerly, which made her captain smile.

The minutes ticked by slowly, as the missiles closed in their pursuit.

Finally, the Guardian reached the rock storm and shot through the open path.

“They’ve gone active,” the telemetry officer reported.

“Too late,” the lieutenant commented.

The missiles were formed into seven distinct groups and varied in their positions, depending on when they were launched from each battleship. The first groups to enter the field struck rocks, detonated, and threw massive amounts of energy and debris in all directions.

The following missile groups flew into the fiery mass and added their own destructive power to the expanding wave.

The final group of eight missiles had lagged the main body. They’d come from the battleship that the Trident had struck, and they made it through the huge hole that had been cleared by the first forty-eight missiles.

“Eight missiles on approach. Eighty thousand kilometers,” the telemetry officer reported. His voice squeaked a little, and he fought to sound calm.

“Executing final evasive maneuver,” the pilot said. He arced the ship below the ecliptic and out into the dark.

The eight missiles were a mere ten thousand kilometers behind the Guardian and would impact in a few seconds, when the warship executed a short transit. After exiting the transit, the pilot reversed course and made a second transit to return to the system.

Grins bloomed on faces throughout the ship, as the pilot returned the Trident to the original station.

“Our captain definitely isn’t the diplomatic type,” the chief engineer said to his second, “but at this moment, I don’t care. I’ll take the warrior we have in command.”

Adrianna continued to annoy the fleet commander. She intimidated the small vessels that left the battleships. As soon as the craft appeared and made for the planet, the pilot, following standing orders, executed an attack run.

Inevitably, the vessels immediately reversed course and returned to their battleships. Then the pilot resumed the Guardian’s starting position.

One day, a duty officer woke Adrianna to tell her that six battleships had broken formation. Unfortunately, the alien ships couldn’t close on the faster and more maneuverable Trident. When the aliens’ effort proved to be ineffective, the battleships launched hundreds of missiles at the Guardian.

In response, Adrianna ordered her pilot to abandon the system. The pilot headed for the dark, made a short transit, looped the ship, and made a second transit. Two days later, the battleships resumed their stations over the planet, and the third-shift pilot directed the Trident to its starting point.


* * *




“How do you defeat a warship that won’t engage?” Sa-Foosee complained, when he saw the alien ship take up its same station. His visions of a short and effective engagement of the enemy ship that ended in its obliteration had turned into a lengthy period of frustration.

“Better that you should ask yourself if all these alien captains are equally trained and experienced,” Or-Deebaa replied. “If so, a fleet of them would make remarkably dangerous foes.”

“But we have the numbers and the greater armament. Why don’t the aliens admit they’re powerless against us and leave the system?” Sa-Foosee asked. His tentacles hung lax below his smooth face, exhibiting his despondency.

“Actually, I’ve been wondering about that myself,” Or-Deebaa replied. “I can think of two reasons. The first is that these aliens have recently claimed this system, and that warship is waiting for reinforcements.”

“They would have to send a ship to their home world or colony,” Sa-Foosee volunteered. “Perhaps, it was the ship we recorded that exited the system as we entered.”

“That’s a possibility, Captain,” Or-Deebaa replied. “Our problem is that we face too many variables. What do we do if their fleet arrives? Do we flee or fight? What if we fight and lose? Then any ship we’ve sent home to transfer our race would return and sail into a trap. And what if their ships didn’t have to leave the system to communicate with their home world or colonies? What if their comm technology is vastly superior to ours?”

Sa-Foosee’s head reeled from the numerous questions and possible alternatives, and his tentacles twitched in agitation. “You said there was a second reason you thought the alien warship remains in the system,” he reminded the commander.

“My other thought is the ship that left the system, as we arrived, was exploring this planet, and it left crew behind,” Or-Deebaa explained.

“But we’ve seen no landing craft or individuals on the islands,” Sa-Foosee pointed out.

“Who says the aliens would remain on the surface?” Or-Deebaa asked rhetorically.

“But we’ve lost two flyers who ventured into the waters,” Sa-Foosee objected. He assumed his race was superior to others, when considering living in watery environments.

“And maybe the aliens are better prepared to survive in these seas,” Or-Deebaa posited. “Then again, maybe the aliens don’t know if their crew members are truly lost.”

“If either of these conditions is true, then the alien warship will never leave, and it will probably not stop attacking our battleships or craft,” Sa-Foosee opined.

“You should appreciate the alien captain’s actions, Sa-Foosee,” Or-Deebaa remonstrated. “The captain has threatened our landing craft but never attacked them. Only our battleships have been fired on and then only at our engines.”

“It’s possible the captain lacks a warrior’s instincts,” Sa-Foosee ventured.

“Don’t think that for a moment,” Or-Deebaa scolded. “The captain is a wily one, who chooses not to inflict unnecessary casualties on our crews. It’s an indication of a morally advanced race.”

“Are you saying that as representatives of the Gotlians that we aren’t exhibiting the greater morality?” Sa-Foosee asked.

“Remember who was here first, Sa-Foosee. Think on that, and you’ll discover the answer to your question,” Or-Deebaa said. Then he turned and exited the bridge.

Sa-Foosee was bewildered by the exchange, and many questions occurred to him that he wanted to pose to his fleet commander. However, it appeared that Or-Deebaa wanted him to find his own answers. This would be a turning point in Sa-Foosee’s life. He’d always been a faithful follower. Now he perceived that it was time for him to question what he knew, what he saw, and the traditional wisdoms of his race.
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Orly and Smitty

“You remember what happened to our traveler on Celus-5 when it was trapped?” Smitty asked Orly.

“Hard to forget,” Orly replied. “Why?”

“That traveler had its power crystal drained because of a hard connection to the shell,” Smitty amplified.

“True,” Orly agreed.

“And Mickey said he would fix that,” Smitty continued.

“He did,” Orly replied. “His engineering team designed and installed a power flow switch. It prevents the energy in the grav engine power crystals from leaking into the shell if it’s grounded.”

“Can the controller access the switch?” Smitty asked.

“I don’t think so,” Orly replied. “I think it’s just part of the circuitry.”

“Would you check, please?” Smitty requested.

Orly shrugged and linked to the controller. “There’s a diagram that shows the switch, but we don’t have access to it. At least a pilot doesn’t have access. What’s this all about?”

“We’ve two problems,” Smitty explained. “We’ve been swallowed, and the ship’s interior is a meter deep in cold seawater.”

“And we’re miserable,” Orly interjected.

“Too true,” Smitty agreed, “but that’s beside the point. What I want to know is if I find a way to rid us of our first predicament, can you handle the second?”

“You get this creature to spit us out,” Orly replied enthusiastically, “and I’ll get us to the surface. Then, I’ll find a way to dump enough water to lift.”

For the first time in days, Orly experienced a glimmer of hope. The crew had participated in designing schemes from the simple to the ridiculous, and every one of them was rejected as liable to be ineffective or too dangerous. Trying to stay out of the water that sloshed across the deck had drained the team’s energy and dulled their wits.

“Then you don’t have a plan on how to rid us of the water?” Smitty pursued.

“I’ve got some ideas,” Orly replied. “I just don’t know which ones will be effective. So, what’s your plan?”

“We locate that power flow switch, and we find a way to open it or negate it,” Smitty replied. “Then we dump enough energy into this big hunk of jellyfish to irritate it and make it regurgitate us.”

Orly mulled over the idea. “It could work,” he admitted softly. At this point, he was desperate to try anything that sounded reasonable. “We need techs who have power circuitry expertise,” he added in a determined voice.

The two men pulled their feet off the console and climbed down from the top of their seats. Then they waded into the main cabin.

“We need experts in this ship’s electronic circuitry,” Orly announced.

“Ian, you’re an RT tech, with drone expertise,” Smitty said.

“Drones, yes, Smitty, but I don’t know anything about a traveler’s power systems, if that’s what you’re asking about,” Ian replied, with trepidation. Drones were low-power systems; a traveler’s energy banks were anything but low power. And, not to mention, they were a meter deep in salt water, which was highly conductive.

Scientists and techs stirred, waking those who had managed to doze on makeshift platforms set atop the seats. Orly repeated his request, when he saw the entire team was listening.

“Here, Ser,” Yoyo Tamora replied, wiping the sleep from her eyes, and raising a hand.

“Excellent,” Smitty enthused. “Anyone else?” he asked. To the men’s chagrin, there were no other volunteers.

“Yoyo, Ian, come this way,” Orly requested and led the way to the pilot’s cabin.

In the cabin, Orly offered his helmet to Ian, who was reluctant to accept it, and Yoyo snatched it from Orly’s hands and quickly donned it.

“Energy paths for the power system, specifically the shell and power crystal circuitry,” Yoyo identified, recognizing the schematics.

Orly and Smitty beamed at each other. It was a good start.

“What’s the idea?” Yoyo asked, slipping off the helmet, and handing it to Ian.

“We want to take control of the power flow switch that prevents the drain of the crystals through the shell,” Smitty explained.

Yoyo glanced from Smitty to Orly. “You want to shock the creature,” she declared excitedly.

“That’s the plan,” Smitty acknowledged.

“Can the two of you do it?” Orly asked.

Yoyo frowned. “I don’t know,” she admitted.

Smitty regarded Ian, who said, “Yoyo identified the circuitry. I wouldn’t have. I can assist her, but I can’t lead.”

“What do you see as the problems, Yoyo?” Smitty asked. He hoped to guide her thinking.

“It’s the switch itself,” Yoyo replied. “It’s simple in its operation … power is only allowed to flow one way. I don’t think there’s any way of reversing it.”

“Okay, say there isn’t a way to reverse the switch,” Smitty allowed. “Can we circumvent it?”

Orly glanced at Smitty. He admired the way Smitty pursued his idea. The sergeant was determined to make it work, and that’s what the crew needed to be free of this calamity. Whatever had happened topside, it was obvious that they’d have to rescue themselves.

“That’s an idea, but we’ll have to find it first,” Yoyo replied.

“Doesn’t the controller indicate its position?” Smitty asked.

Yoyo climbed atop a seat, donned the helmet, and studied the data in the controller’s memory. She was at the job long enough that Orly and Smitty sat on the console and propped their feet up on the other seat to get out of the cold water. Ian was left to stand forlornly in the water and wait.

When Yoyo finally finished, she slipped off the helmet and pinged the men, who were startled awake.

“We’ve got schematics, which tag what items can be operated by the controller,” Yoyo announced. “That power flow switch isn’t one of those things. What we don’t have are engineering diagrams.”

“Mickey and his teams probably thought there was no need for us to have them,” Orly concluded.

“What’s the surest way to locate this switch?” Smitty asked.

Yoyo considered the question, her young face screwing up in concentration. She was an RT tech, who was accustomed to working with Ian on drone assembly. To her credit, she’d always been curious about ship power operations. In this case, the men were asking a great deal of her. But then again, it was a desperate time.

“We’d have to uncover the grav crystals and trace the power line to the shell,” Yoyo replied. “Somewhere along the path, we’ll locate the power flow switch … but I see two problems.”

“Which are?” Orly prompted.

“I’m wondering if I’ll be able to identify the switch,” Yoyo replied.

“And the second?” Smitty asked.

Yoyo stared at Smitty intently and said, “Ser, the power system is meant to be sealed for a reason. If we breach any portion of it, shatter a crystal, or open a line that drops in the water, we’ll either be exploded out of the creature or we’ll be electrocuted.”

After a moment’s thought, Yoyo added, “Then again, we might just short out the power systems. Then our air won’t circulate and be purified. Eventually, we’d suffocate.”

“We get it,” Orly interrupted. “The idea is dangerous, but is it more dangerous than sitting here and doing nothing?”

“I didn’t say I wouldn’t do it,” Yoyo replied, her chin jutting out in determination. “But if I kill everyone, I don’t want you blaming me,” she added, a mischievous grin splitting her delicate Méridien face.

Smitty presented his grand plan to the team, and Yoyo laid out the investigative process necessary to achieve it. Then Orly detailed the dangers.

Orly’s message was punctuated by the shuttle’s sudden shift, dumping everyone into the water. It had happened before, as the creature moved, and undoubtedly, it would happen again.

Soon after the creature had taken up a fixed position, Orly had analyzed their rate of energy consumption. He chose to shut down certain systems, one of which was the grav plating that consumed an exorbitant amount of energy. His thinking was that the creature exhibited only gentle undulations, which negated the demand for the grav plating. More important, the ship needed energy for heating. The water that had inundated the ship was bone chilling, and Orly was intent on warming it.

The team’s scientists laid out the protocols on how to proceed, and Orly, Smitty, Yoyo, and Ian were happy to let them take charge. At the center of the protocols were safety measures, and the work proceeded with an air of hope and anticipation.

The process became Yoyo requesting a step, and the scientists instructing the techs on the operation. Orly and Smitty required Yoyo and Ian to step back and stay out of the water. She was the team’s information source, and Ian was the only qualified help. Precautions were being taken to protect them.

The team uncovered the power crystals, which lined a section of the hull. Their bright light made it difficult to see, and a scientist utilized strips of semitransparent material to cover the crew’s eyes and cut the glare.

Yoyo and Ian descended from their perches and examined the power lines attached to the crystals. There were many, and Yoyo traced them as far as she could. Unable to pin down the one they needed, Ian and she were forced to return to their raised platforms, and let the work continue.

The techs were required to detach equipment racks from the hull and lay them in the water. Then they resumed removing hull panels to trace the power lines, which ended at devices or joined a control panel.

The next to last line to be traced entered a small sealed coupling. On the other side, a spiderweb of fine fibers splayed over the shell. The team gathered around to view the unusual fabrication.

“So that’s how they did it,” Orly said, marveling at the engineers’ inventiveness.

“Do you think that’s it … the switch, I mean?” Smitty asked Yoyo.

“It’s the only interruption in the power line from the power crystals to the shell,” Yoyo replied. “It has to be.”

Fortune was with the team for the final step. The switch and the spiderweb were far above the water line. Techs set about peeling the insulation from the crystal side of the coupling’s power line. Meanwhile, Yoyo and others fashioned a new spiderweb connection of their own. They attached the web to the shell with nanites paste, and Ian held the other end aloft, while final preparations were made.

“Orly, my idea won’t work if we leak energy into the shell,” Smitty stated.

“I’ve got it covered,” Orly replied, winking. “Take your seats, everyone,” he ordered.

Orly and Smitty hurried to the pilot’s cabin, while the team members pulled the retractable harnesses from their hiding places and strapped themselves into the seats. Everyone was crotch deep in water, but without the grav plating switched on, safety was paramount.

Yoyo accepted the jumper cable end and the nanites tube from Ian, who leapt into a nearby seat. <Standing by to attach jumper lead,> she sent in the open.

<One moment, Yoyo,> Orly sent, as he settled the helmet on his head. He linked to the controller and accessed the traveler’s lift parameters. <Ready, Yoyo,> he sent.

<Attaching,> Yoyo replied. She held her jumper by an insulated segment, squeezed some nanites on the exposed end of the power line, and touched her jumper to the new web construct on the shell. Within moments, the bond was made. Then Yoyo waded to a spare seat and strapped in.

Orly sent a countdown. Smitty and he could see that the power crystals were slowly draining. The dissociated ions in the exterior salt water were acting as a capacitive tank that wanted filling.

Orly’s idea was to shut off the power to the grav engines, a request the controller could accommodate, as it was part of the maintenance procedures to replace power crystals. When Orly was ready, he signaled the ship to lift. The power crystals’ energy rushed into the ship’s systems, except the grav engines. The energy flow found a path of least resistance — the unimpeded line to the shell.

The traveler lurched once, twice, and jerked in reverse before it struck something hard. Water sloshed across the deck, and the team members held their collective breath, expecting to be electrocuted.

When the team realized they’d escaped death, they accessed the external sensors. The ubiquitous semitransparent tissue was gone.

<We’re free,> Orly sent. <Grav plating has been reinstated,> he added, as he opened the pathway for the crystals to the grav engines.

Yoyo uncoupled her harness, jumped up, and sloshed through the water. She used some insulated shears to sever the jumper on the power line side, dabbed some nanites on the shell, and stuck the free end there. <Jumper removed,> she sent in the open.

“Where are we?” Smitty asked. “I can’t see much.”

“I think we’re in a cave,” Orly replied.

“Okay. Which way is out?” Smitty retorted.

Orly activated the shell’s luminescent field, which substituted for a shuttle’s landing lights. The field wasn’t all that bright, but the hull sensors magnified the effect.

Everywhere they looked was a cavernous hold populated by marine life that crawled over the rock faces. Multiple tunnels led away from the cavern.

<Great, we’re in a cavern,> Orly commented privately to Smitty, when he noticed two people had joined them in the cabin. <I’m afraid to start a search and wander deeper into the rock.>

“Yes, Yoyo?” Smitty asked the young tech, noticing she was trying to get his attention.

“Sers, we must keep the ship level until the team is given time to repair our deconstruction,” Yoyo warned.

“I was thinking the same thing,” Orly replied. “Thank you for being careful,” he added, and Yoyo left the cabin.

Both Orly and Smitty looked at the senior scientist, Gerald Thorne, who had accompanied Yoyo to the small cabin.

“I’ve observed the numerous choices you have, which are highlighted by the ship’s illumination field,” Gerald said. “I’ve an idea on how to find the way out.”

“I’m all ears and implant,” Orly replied.

“I want you to generate an external signal,” Gerald requested.

“What type?” Orly returned.

“I’m thinking of echolocation and letting the controller map the cavern and the tunnels,” Gerald replied. “Perhaps a pathway with the minimal signal impedance can be ascertained.”

“Our comm system,” Smitty volunteered. “Use a simple, repetitive, burst pattern, and let’s see what happens.”

“The signal reflection won’t do us any good without analysis,” Orly commented.

“One moment,” Gerald interjected. In answer to the scientist’s summons, Gil, a comrade, waded into the pilot’s cabin, and the two scientists discussed the challenge.

At Gil’s request, Orly gave up his helmet, and Smitty and he vacated the pilot seats. They joined the team in repairing the deconstruction.

Yoyo had replaced the power lines’ stripped insulation, and the techs were restoring the numerous hull panels and sealing them with nanites paste. The final panels to attach were those covering the power crystals. Afterwards, everyone was relieved to be able to remove their makeshift visors.

“What about the science racks?” Ian asked, looking between Orly and Smitty.

“I don’t want them moving around. Stand them up and hook them in place,” Orly ordered. “Don’t bother with power or data connections. They’re probably ruined by being immersed in the water.”

When the main cabin repair was completed, they still had many anxious hours to wait, while the scientists built the analysis program.

<Ready,> Gerald sent to Orly, who with Smitty, woke from naps and returned to the bow.

Orly retrieved his helmet and activated the scientists’ new analysis app. He set up a repeating comm burst and sent it. Then he waited and watched, as did every other individual.

Cheers echoed throughout the traveler, as the app began building a visual map of the subterranean waterway. At first, it was a crude outline, but the longer the comm burst lasted, the more detailed the image became.

<There,> Gil sent in the open. He’d highlighted a small section of the map. <That poorly populated area indicates weak bounce back. That’s your optimum opportunity.>

Orly spun the traveler slowly and oriented the bow toward the tunnel Gil had indicated. He eased the ship out of the cavern and through the tunnel. It wound through the rocks, but the sensors indicated an ever-so-slowly growing light level. To his delight, the tunnel grew larger the farther along it the ship traveled.

Eventually, the hull sensors revealed there was no rock above them, and the team members grinned and applauded. Smitty clapped a hand on Orly’s shoulder in celebration.

Orly didn’t participate. He was busy resetting the parameters on the shuttle’s sensors. He was determined not to be captured again and even contemplated initiating a low power beam strike against a jelly creature, despite the danger.

The shuttle responded to lift signals since the grav engines were driving a slightly buoyant ship. As the traveler rose toward the surface, the team members watched huge, four-finned, shelled denizens investigate the ship and swim on.

<We were a long way down,> Smitty commented privately to Orly via implant.

<Deeper than I thought,> Orly replied. <Seems we’ve found a weakness in our ship’s sensors that we ought to communicate to Mickey.>

<What’s that?> Smitty asked.

<These shuttles can’t discern water depth,> Orly sent.

Smitty received the unbridled humor in Orly’s thought. He could understand it. He too was giddy at being free from the creature’s grip.

However, Smitty’s security training was kicking in. The team still had to empty the shuttle of enough water to lift, and then there was the question of who waited in orbit.
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Distress Call

“Captain, we’ve been pinged, and our telemetry data is transferring out,” the comms officer called to Adrianna.

“From whom?” Adrianna demanded.

Before the comms officer could reply, the bridge personnel heard, “Greetings, Captain Plummer, this is Hector of the city-ship, Our People. We’re responding to your distress call.”

“Captain Hector, if you’re intending to enter this system, don’t!” Adrianna replied firmly. “There’s an alien fleet consisting of seven enormous battleships. While two have been damaged, all seven are fully operational with regard to armament. They’re stationed over this system’s water world.”

“Captain Plummer, we’ve diverted from our course in response to your urgent request,” Hector said. “We intend to help you.”

“Captain Hector, you’re an Omnian, and as such, I’ve no authority over you, but this is an armed conflict. It’s hardly the place for an unarmed city-ship,” Adrianna replied.

“I would agree with you, Captain Plummer, if your suppositions were correct,” Hector said genially. “However, Alex Racine promoted me to field commodore, and I found it necessary to adopt the temporary rank of fleet admiral to accommodate my present circumstances. In addition, the Our People and the Freedom are now the most powerful beam-capable warships in the human worlds.”

The Guardian’s bridge crew stared at Adrianna in confusion. Her mind raced, piecing together small details of reports that she’d read over the recent years.

“Admiral Hector, where were you headed before you diverted here?” Adrianna asked.

“I’m leading squadrons of Tridents to bolster Alex Racine’s fleet. I expect to find him somewhere on the far side of the wall,” Hector replied. He’d reviewed the Guardian’s telemetry data, while they’d spoken. “I see your problem, Captain. Have you had any further contact with your traveler since it submerged?” he asked.

“None, Admiral, we don’t know its condition,” Adrianna replied, “and with the alien fleet sitting above the planet, we haven’t been able to execute a rescue plan.”

“We’re presently stationed a short transit from you, Captain,” Hector said. “I command enough resources to challenge the alien fleet. However, I have a significant concern. If I engage in a head-on fight, I believe it will result in the destruction of ships that are critical to resupply Alex.”

“I can tell you, Admiral, that a battle is almost certainly what you’ll get,” Adrianna advised. “I’ve continually harassed this fleet, as you can tell from my telemetry, and the fleet commander has steadfastly maintained orbit over this water world.”

“I must assume that this is a federacy fleet, which has crossed the wall,” Hector said.

“I’ve also come to that conclusion,” Adrianna replied.

“Why is it, Captain, that the Sojourn has chosen to sail so close to the wall in its investigations?” Hector asked.

“Captain Azasdau and Willem selected three planets to explore,” Adrianna explained. “Each was farther from Haraken. For the sake of saving many months of travel time, they chose to visit the planets in one voyage rather than return to Haraken after investigating each one.”

“I presume your president, Terese Lechaux, is aware of the federacy’s dangers,” Hector pursued.

“She is. In answer to your question, Admiral, the expedition leaders didn’t expect intrusions across the wall into our space,” Adrianna said. “In hindsight, that, of course, appears to have been a ludicrous assumption.”

Hector chose not to pursue the subject of Asu’s and Willem’s decision to search out planets in this critically unstable area of space. It seemed indelicate to question Adrianna further. So, he elected to change the subject.

“Concerning the battleships, Captain, I see they’ve an assortment of missiles and close-in defensive weapons,” Hector noted. “Do you have any indications of other armament?”

“I think if they had them, Admiral, they’d have used them against me,” Adrianna replied. “I have to believe I’ve truly annoyed the alien fleet commander.”

“After reviewing your data, I believe that’s an understatement,” Hector said. “My congratulations on your efforts, Captain.”

Hector was impressed with the tenacity and the inventiveness of the captain’s tactics against the heavily armed fleet and thought she’d make a fine senior captain, commanding a squadron for Alex.

“Captain, I’d welcome your thoughts on how we might resolve this situation,” Hector requested.

“May I ask first, Admiral, what are your priorities?” Adrianna asked.

“Certainly, Captain. I wish to help you recover your lost team, if that’s possible. In addition, I’m requesting the Guardian and the Sojourn sail with my fleet, when we leave this system. Afterwards, we can ensure that you have a safe escort home.”

Adrianna was surprised by the bridge crew’s expressions. On hearing the admiral’s announcement, she would have expected to see discomfort, confusion, and other negative emotions at the thought of not immediately returning to Haraken. Instead, she saw hope, curiosity, and some smiles.

“Your assistance in recovering our traveler will be greatly appreciated, Admiral,” Adrianna replied. “What are your intentions regarding the alien fleet?”

“I believe your present conflict revolves around what is essentially a territorial dispute between Haraken and the aliens aboard the fleet,” Hector said, “and this is not an issue for me to resolve. Our leaders must take up this matter, at a later date, although I don’t envision Alex being sympathetic to federacy expansion in the direction of human worlds.”

“How do you intend to convey your intentions to the alien fleet commander that you wish these battleships to step aside while we recover our people?” Adrianna asked.

Hector could hear the trace of humor in Adrianna’s voice as she asked her question, and his estimate of her went up.

“Carefully, Captain, extremely carefully,” Hector replied, and he heard her laughter. There were elements of relief in her voice, but more important, there was an appreciation of the challenge facing both of them.

“Regarding your request, Admiral, that our ships accompany you across the wall, I must speak to Captain Azasdau and Willem,” Adrianna said. “I take it that you think our immediate return to Haraken poses risks.”

“It stands to reason, Captain, that if one fleet has crossed the wall, others might have,” Hector allowed. “If you insist on sailing for Haraken, you’ll place me in difficult circumstances. I’d be loath to let you sail unescorted, and at the same time, I’d also not like to lose the assets that I should be delivering to Alex.”

“I’ll relay your invitation to the expedition leaders, Admiral. Please communicate to me before you enter the system,” Adrianna replied.

“Of course, Captain,” Hector replied. He was about to close the comm when he heard, “And thank you, Admiral, for responding to my distress call. It’s what all of us expect from Omnians.”

Hector ended the call, without responding. His emotional algorithms elevated within his kernel’s hierarchy. In the years since his liberation from the Council Leader’s box, tucked away in the house’s underground level, many wonderful things had happened to him, which did much to ease the pain and fear of those early memories. Now, to be thought of as an Omnian, who was delivering critical services to humans, he couldn’t believe his life could get better — except for one important point. He’d like to have his partner, Trixie, with him, but she was playing an important role in Omnia governance.

<Captain Azasdau, Willem,> Adrianna sent.

<We’ve been waiting for your call, Captain,> Willem sent in reply, creating a three-way link.

<I would have said that it was a wonderful coincidence to have an Omnian fleet transit near this system,> Asu sent, <however, when I realized it was the Our People and a SADE was the captain, I knew it was no coincidence.>

<Admiral Hector is sailing his fleet to deliver reinforcements to Alex,> Adrianna sent. <He responded to my distress call.>

<Now, that’s good fortune,> Asu enthused.

<I presume Admiral Hector is aware of our circumstances,> Willem inquired.

<Yes, he has the Guardian’s telemetry data,> Adrianna replied. <He wants to help us locate and retrieve our traveler, but I’m concerned that these battleships represent too great a threat.>

<You won’t have received the telemetry of the admiral’s fleet, yet, Captain, and unless you queried the city-ship’s controller, you wouldn’t know that it encompasses twenty-one Trident squadrons and eight Class-A freighters.”

Asu and Willem waited quietly, while allowing time for Adrianna to process their remarks.

<Okay, I’m a little less concerned for Admiral Hector than I was before,> Adrianna admitted. <But these battleships are powerful. One strike, just one, of their missiles will destroy a Trident or a super freighter, and I believe each alien warship has hundreds of missiles.>

<You must remember, Captain, that Admiral Hector is a student of Alex Racine,> Willem sent.

<But I don’t think the admiral has battle experience,> Adrianna riposted.

<There’s more than one way to win, or should I say, resolve a conflict,> Asu pointed out.

<Did Admiral Hector share a plan?> Willem asked.

<Not yet. He was gathering data and asking me for my thoughts about the alien commander and the battleships,> Adrianna replied.

<We’ll contact Admiral Hector after this conversation,> Asu sent. <I’ll request temporary protection in his freighter fleet until we recover our traveler.>

<Both of you should be aware that the admiral is requesting we join his fleet and sail with him to hand off his ships to Alex,> Adrianna sent.

<Does the admiral believe there’s that much risk to our returning home?> Willem asked.

<He does, and he doesn’t want to divide his forces to provide an escort, but he will,> Adrianna replied.

<Our trip home would require multiple transits, but I believe our exposure would be minimal,> Asu ventured.

<I think that we should recognize that the admiral has knowledge we don’t possess, and he believes it would be necessary to split his forces to protect us,> Willem sent. <It seems unfair of us to put him in that position, and let’s remember who he’s sailing to meet.>

<My task is to accompany and protect the Sojourn,> Adrianna sent. <Therefore, I must acquiesce to your decision, Captain, Willem, but I’m inclined to join the admiral’s fleet.>

<On hearing Willem’s reasoning and your preference, Captain,> Asu sent, <we’ll be accompanying the admiral and crossing the wall. I, for one, will appreciate greeting old friends.>

At this moment, Hector wished he was in communication with Alex. He accepted that he was without military experience and had spent little time in the company of commanders who were battle tested. However, Hector was particularly familiar with two SADEs, whose personalities he felt perfectly suited his needs — Z and Miranda Leyton. He thought of them, as he reviewed his options.

The priorities were clear to Hector. Engagement was out of the question. His commodores and captains were untested. They had only engaged in mock trials. In addition, he was a poor substitute for a military leader. Against seasoned alien commanders, who could wield significant firepower, his fleet would be decimated, despite its overwhelming numbers.

Z and Miranda would analyze their ships’ strengths and weaknesses, Hector thought, and they would attempt to see those aspects through the fleet commander’s orbs.

Thinking in this manner, it occurred to Hector that the aliens had little to no knowledge of what his fleet might accomplish. They’d witnessed the performance of a single Trident, which they failed to damage, much less defeat.

The longer Hector dwelt on this concept, the clearer a plan emerged. When he was ready, he organized his fleet and contacted Adrianna to detail her role in the operation. Then the city-ship transited to space outside the system.


* * *




“Or-Deebaa, a ship has emerged beyond the outer ring,” Sa-Foosee said over the comm.

“Similar to the warship that resides in the system?” Or-Deebaa asked, as he rose out of his pool.

“No, it’s much larger and bears no resemblance to the warship’s design,” Sa-Foosee replied. “It might be a carrier, or it might be a transport for citizens, shuttles, and material.”

“Possibly its purpose is to colonize the planet,” Or-Deebaa suggested. “Is it moving in system?” he asked.

“Yes, at considerable velocity,” Sa-Foosee acknowledged.

“Communicate to me when it passes through the outer ring,” Or-Deebaa said, ending the comm and sliding into his pool. His tentacles waved lazily in the water, and he wore a contented expression.

In the following cycle, Or-Deebaa rose from his pool, dressed, and ate. He was ready to leave his cabin and head for the bridge, when his comm buzzed.

“I’ll be on the bridge shortly,” Or-Deebaa replied to his captain before Sa-Foosee could speak. When he gained the bridge, he asked, “Where’s the carrier ship now?”

Sa-Foosee signaled a bridge officer, who began a playback. Then the captain said, “These images are from the last shift, Or-Deebaa, but they reveal much about the new arrival.”

Or-Deebaa observed the huge ship turn on its edge, open numerous bays, and roll out what appeared to be projectile accelerators.

“Great in size and numerous accelerators, but I wouldn’t consider that formidable weaponry against our missiles,” Or-Deebaa commented before he suddenly clamped his mouth shut, his tentacles shuddering in surprise.

Sa-Foosee glanced at his commander. The captain had previously viewed the recordings from the long-range antenna, and Or-Deebaa was reacting as he had.

The fleet commander stared in awe as the giant ship spun on its axis like a wheel. Rather than weave its way through the rock field, it fired energy beams from the long rods he mistook to be projectile accelerators. The entire imagery was one of incredible energy cutting a swath through the rubble.

When Sa-Foosee saw his commander turn to examine his fleet’s disposition, he said, “There’s much more to observe, Or-Deebaa.” Then he signaled the officer again.

“After the carrier cleared the outer ring, it decelerated and came to rest. Then this happened,” Sa-Foosee said, pointing to the screen.

The ship had rotated again to its original position. Many more bays doors opened, and small, sleek ships flooded out to occupy the space around the mother ship.

“It’s an armed carrier,” Or-Deebaa concluded, “but those fighters are too small and too few in number to cause our fleet serious harm.”

Sa-Foosee cued the next imagery. “These arrived outside the periphery,” he said.

“They’re the same design as the warship we engaged,” Or-Deebaa noted. “Only this one triplet?” he asked.

“I wish that were so,” Sa-Foosee replied, his tentacles drooping. “You’re observing the arrival of the eleventh set of warships. They continue to appear at paced intervals. They’re populating approximately an eighth of the arc around the periphery.”

“They’re not arriving in formation like a fleet?” Or-Deebaa asked rhetorically. For the first time since he’d arrived on the bridge, he was intrigued.

The small tentacles near Sa-Foosee’s mouth entwined, indicating his confusion.

“It’s a message, Sa-Foosee,” Or-Deebaa explained. “What’s important now is to understand it.”

“Or-Deebaa climbed into the plush commander’s bridge chair to observe and think. While he did, he ordered a display of ship positions in the system. Immediately, he noticed that the warship they’d fought had moved.

“After all this time, it’s moved,” Or-Deebaa said aloud, pointing to the single alien ship that had taken up station about two-fifths of the way around the planet from their fleet. “What do you make of that, Sa-Foosee?” he asked.

“I’m not certain,” Sa-Foosee replied. “Do you suppose it’s a part of the message that you seek?”

“Undoubtedly,” Or-Deebaa replied confidently. “There is a clever commander in that alien fleet.”

An officer quietly delivered news to Sa-Foosee, who said, “Or-Deebaa, the arrival of the triplet of warships appears to have ceased. The count is twenty-one.”

Or-Deebaa stared at the display, attempting to understand what the alien commander was trying to say. The triplets had shot through the outer ring at velocities that they’d seen the single warship achieve. Then they arranged themselves in an arc, with the gigantic carrier in the middle. Their entire organization bore no resemblance to a battle formation. He felt the key to understanding the alien’s message was to comprehend the purpose of the warships positioning and that of the single ship.

“Or-Deebaa, do you recall our conversation, in which you proposed the two reasons why you thought the alien warship refused to desert the system?” the captain asked.

“I do,” the commander replied.

“One reason that you offered was that the warship had called for assistance to support the claim on this world,” the captain continued. “Support has arrived, but it’s not attacking.”

“Sa-Foosee, you’re stating the obvious and disturbing my thinking,” the commander riposted.

“Your pardon, Or-Deebaa,” the captain apologized. “I mention the first reason that you gave because events don’t seem to support it.”

Even though the captain received his commander’s focused glare, he pushed on. “It’s your second reason that seems valid.”

“Explain,” the commander ordered, willing to listen a bit longer.

“You thought the warship remained in system and near us because the first ship might have lost some of its members on the planet,” the captain explained. “I thought that because we hadn’t seen them that it wasn’t a possibility, but you thought they could be under the surface.”

The captain could see he had the commander’s attention, and the tentacles that had twisted in consternation slowly untwined.

“Continue,” Or-Deebaa requested in a more moderate voice.

“The alien fleet arrived on the system’s ecliptic to the closest point to the planet below,” the captain said. “Then he ordered the navigator to bisect the alien fleet’s arc on the ecliptic and extend it as if it was the radius of a circle.”

The commander stared in surprise at the display.

“You’re correct, Sa-Foosee,” the commander said. “The alien fleet doesn’t center on us. It’s focused on the planet.”

“And notice, Or-Deebaa, how the line intersects the single warship before it strikes the planet,” the captain said.

“Remarkable navigation,” the commander allowed. “However, all this could be interpreted to mean the aliens want the planet below, and they’re offering us an opportunity to retreat peacefully.”

“That’s one interpretation,” Sa-Foosee replied. He didn’t think it was the correct explanation, and he wondered how they could test it.

“What did you say?” the commander asked.

“I didn’t think I spoke, Or-Deebaa, but I was trying to decide what maneuver would allow us to comprehend the alien’s message,” the captain explained.

“That’s it,” the commander said excitedly, jumping out of his chair. “Message to the fleet,” he ordered. “We’ll be executing a maneuver at one-third acceleration. Our new position will be toward the orbit of the next planet inward. Stand by for action orders.”

“What if we’re wrong and it’s an invitation to leave the system to them?” the captain asked.

“Then we’ll precipitate a fight,” the commander replied calmly. “I don’t think I’m wrong, but in either case, we don’t want a battle near that precious planet. Better our armament is thrown at each other where it can do little harm to this system’s primary asset.”

The commander gave his fleet captains sufficient time to ready their ships to sail, but under the circumstances, he assumed they were already at battle stations. The alien fleet was nothing if not intimidating. Or-Deebaa issued the formation orders and the fleet’s action. The two damaged battleships were unable to join the fleet and were left to defend themselves.
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Surfaced

“That’s the extent of our buoyancy?” Smitty asked Orly in surprise. The view from the external sensors indicated that barely a quarter of the ship had broached the surface, and one-meter waves were splashing over much of that. “The longer we sit here, the more likely we’re going to resemble a carcass and get swallowed again,” he warned.

The traveler sat on the surface for a few hours collecting telemetry to locate the Sojourn and the Guardian. It was a precaution on Orly’s part that he couldn’t explain.

“Our lives might have just gotten a little more complicated,” Orly said, his speech drawing the words out.

“What?” Smitty asked, concerned for his friend.

“There is good news,” Orly replied. “One of our fleets has arrived. The bad news is that they’re facing off against an alien battleship fleet, and those ships are huge.”

“The things that happen when you stop to take a nap underwater,” Smitty marveled.

Orly regarded his friend. He chuckled at the odd statement, and then Smitty did too.

In the main cabin, the team members heard loud laughter coming from the pilot’s cabin.

When Smitty gained control, he asked, “Do you think they’re fighting over this planet or us?”

“Hard to say,” Orly replied. “I know Asu and Willem are intent on recovering us, and our fleet is probably here to support them, but don’t ask me how they got here in time. And that probably leaves the aliens wanting this water world.”

“Are you going to contact our ships or the fleet?” Smitty asked.

“Negative to both,” Orly replied firmly. “In fact, I shut down the comm system and our traveler’s ID broadcast before we reached the surface. I think it turned out to be a good thing. We don’t want to initiate a recovery action on our fleet’s part that could start a fight.”

Smitty studied Orly’s face. “That was an odd decision. What made you do it … not that, in hindsight, it wasn’t a smart move?” he asked.

“Don’t know,” Orly replied, shrugging his shoulders.

“Shades of Alex,” Smitty whispered.

“Oh, I hope not,” Orly returned.

“Well, the Sojourn isn’t in system, and the Guardian won’t have room for us in its bays,” Smitty said, studying the telemetry. “It looks like we solve our problem by ourselves, lift, and make for the fleet. Time to try some of your ideas to dump this water.”

“The men climbed out of their seats and waded into the main cabin. Orly explained the situation to the team, and there was general agreement that he’d made the right call not to turn on the ship’s comm system.

“Tell them about your ideas to get rid of the water,” Smitty encouraged Orly.

“Well, my first idea is a bust,” Orly said, which irritated Smitty, who was hoping to stir up some enthusiasm and get creative suggestions flowing. However, he schooled his face and waited.

“What was it, Orly?” a tech asked.

“I’d thought to pump up the ship’s internal air pressure and open the ramp’s lower collection ports, but it won’t work. We’re too low in the water, and the pressure outside the ports is greater than the pressure I can create inside,” Orly explained.

“Then what idea do you have that might work, Orly?” Smitty encouragingly asked. The fact that Orly hesitated gave Smitty a sinking feeling.

“When I was little, my younger brother loved to play in our fountain,” Yoyo said. “His favorite pastime was to push buoyant objects to the fountain’s base, let them go, and watch them bob to the top.”

“What are you suggesting, Yoyo?” Gerald asked.

“I don’t know if this is even possible,” Yoyo admitted, “but Orly could tell us,” she added and regarded the pilot. “Could we submerge, push the grav engines, bob to the top, and clear enough of the surface to open the ramp and dump the water?”

Orly connected to the controller, which had collected data on the ship’s condition, and input the movements embracing the concept.

“It doesn’t look feasible,” Orly reported. “According to the controller, the stern might clear the surface for only a moment. We won’t be able to open the ramp wide enough and long enough to lose the water and lift. Everyone has to remember that we’ve got meter-high waves on the surface. They’re an added factor.”

“Forget a single operation, Orly,” Smitty urged. “Could Yoyo’s concept work if we performed the action several times?”

“Yes,” Gil encouraged. “If we could dump even some water the first time, we’d gain more height the next time.”

“The first try would be too dangerous,” Orly stated firmly. “The ramp doesn’t open and close with any speed. We run the risk of falling back into the sea and taking on more water.”

“How about combining ideas?” Gerald offered. “We dive, tilt bow up, shoot for the surface, and open a few sampling ports. It won’t drain a great deal of water, but the weight of the water will force it through the ports at a tremendous rate. And we can easily and quickly control the ports.”

Ian winced and then said, “Sers, if you recall, we didn’t connect the science cabinets to power or data controls.”

“The ports were designed to be operated manually,” another tech offered.

“But if we rise from the bottom bow up, the ship’s stern will be meters deep in water, when the ports need to be opened,” Gil noted. “Who’s going to do that?”

“I will. I’m a good swimmer,” Yoyo volunteered.

“You’re from Méridien. When did you learn to swim?” Smitty asked.

“On Haraken. Ginny taught me,” Yoyo replied proudly.

“You’ll float in your suit, Yoyo,” Gerald pointed out, and she nodded her understanding. She would have to strip out of it to submerge beneath the water.

“Are we going to do this?” Smitty asked Orly.

“I don’t hear any other ideas,” Orly replied. “So, I guess so.”

Orly locked eyes with Yoyo, and said, “Listen to me carefully. You operate only two ports, one in each hand. Understand?”

Yoyo immediately nodded. She’d never heard Orly sound so stern.

“Second. You and I will be linked,” Orly continued. “I cue you when to open and when to close, and you promptly obey.”

Yoyo nodded again.

“Third, when I put the ship on the bottom and am ready to lift, I’ll cue you. That’s when you dive under.”

When Yoyo agreed, Orly addressed the team. “You’ll need to strap in using bow-facing seats only. I’ll be shutting off the grav plating for more lift power. Plus, if the plating is on, the water would be slow to settle to the stern, and Yoyo would have a difficult time diving to the ports.” Then he added, “Someone show Yoyo how to operate the ports.”

A tech drew Yoyo to the ramp, and he guided her hands into the water and onto two ports. “They rotate like dials,” the tech explained. “Grab the outer rings. Twisting them this way opens, and this way closes,” he said, with his hands on top of hers.

“Strap in,” Orly ordered, when Yoyo and the tech were finished.

Yoyo was given the rearmost seat, while Orly piloted the traveler toward the ocean’s bottom.

<Are you ready, Yoyo?> Orly sent.

<One moment,> Yoyo replied. She stripped out of her environment suit, wincing as the water sloshed over her bare skin. <Ready,> she sent.

The team felt the ship tip, pressing them into their seats, and the water flooded toward the stern. Yoyo climbed on the back of her seat.

<Lifting,> Orly sent.

Then Yoyo stepped off her perch and into the water. The stern of the ship rose swiftly to meet her, as she plunged through the water. Her feet hit the ramp, and she flipped over. Her hands searched in the murky water for the ports. She located one and then the other just as she received Orly’s cue to open them.

It seemed to Yoyo as if only a few moments passed before Orly ordered the ports closed. Then she felt the stern fall away, and she stroked to the surface.

Ian had rigged a knotted safety line for Yoyo and attached it to her seat. She used that to pull herself out of the water and back to her perch. She’d barely recovered her seat, when Orly, who had settled the ship near the bottom, sent, <Ready?>

<Orly, I can feel the ship’s movements and prepare in time,> Yoyo replied. <Just cue me when to open and close.>

Orly acknowledged Yoyo. He concentrated on piloting, she focused on diving and operating the ports, and the team concentrated on not regurgitating, as the ship shot up and lurched back into the sea.

Yoyo did disregard one of Orly’s directives. She discovered the pressure of the water inside the ship was enough for her to open the ports prematurely, and she waited to close the ports until she felt the water outside the ship push against her hands. Using these methods, she tripled the ports’ open time.

After more than three-quarters of an hour of operation, Yoyo called a halt, and Orly settled the ship on the surface.

A med tech helped an exhausted Yoyo climb into her suit, and Gil brought her water, while Gerald made her a small meal.

Orly and Smitty reached the main cabin in time to hear a tech say, “We’ve dropped the water level by nine percent.”

Amid the cheering, Smitty asked Orly, “Is that enough to try the ramp?”

Orly consulted the controller for new calculations and shook his head. “The controller estimates that we’ll need to lower the water level by twenty-three percent.”

“I need a little rest,” Yoyo commented, as she spooned the last of her meal. She handed off her tray, climbed onto a makeshift platform resting on seat backs, and promptly closed her eyes.

<Yoyo’s not going to make two more sessions to surpass twenty-three percent,> Smitty sent to Orly. <I say that after the next time she calls a halt, we try the ramp. The controller will err in its calculations on the side of safety, and you’ve felt the creatures bumping and prodding this ship. How long do you think it’s going to be before we’re swallowed again? And next time, what if it’s something nasty that can crush this shell?>

While Yoyo slept, Smitty queried the team members for another swimmer. He located sailors, but no one considered they could do what Yoyo was accomplishing.

An hour later, Yoyo’s eyes popped open, although she didn’t feel rested. Nonetheless, she requested that Orly go to the pilot’s cabin and the team to strap into their seats.

Orly glanced at Smitty. He realized the security sergeant was right. Gone was the façade of the well-mannered Méridien. In its place was a young woman spending every ounce of energy to save her team members.

During the next session, Orly and Smitty watched their chronometers. Yoyo was far past the time she’d spent during the first session.

<Stop,> Ian urgently sent in the open.

The shuttle had dropped into the sea after a lift, and Orly leveled the ship.

<What happened?> Orly asked.

<Yoyo didn’t come up,> Gerald replied. <A tech dove in to get her.>

<He has her,> Gil interjected. <Looks as if she might have gotten disoriented and hit her head on a cabinet.>

Orly and Smitty hurried into the main cabin. Team members had sat Yoyo on a sleeping platform, and a med tech was staunching the flow of blood from a gash in her scalp.

“Her nanites will seal this in a few more moments,” the med tech reported to Orly, “but she’s done diving.”

Yoyo weakly objected, but medical specialists had authority in these circumstances.

While the med tech helped Yoyo into her suit, Smitty asked, “What’s the water level drop?”

“Twenty-one percent,” a tech responded.

Smitty regarded Orly, and his narrowed eyes communicated his opinion.

“Okay, we’ll try the ramp,” Orly replied, holding up his hands in surrender. As he made his way to the pilot’s cabin, he mumbled, “I just hope the sloshing water from the higher lift elevation, when we fall back into the sea, doesn’t short out something critical.”

Only Smitty had heard Orly, and he had to admit that he hoped the same thing.

The med tech helped Yoyo strap into her seat and took the one beside her, while the rest of the team prepared too.

Orly drove the traveler to the bottom, pointed the bow at the surface, and then halted.

“What’s wrong?” Smitty asked.

“Nothing. I’m programming the controller to operate the ramp, when it judges the time appropriate,” Orly replied. “It can calculate the lift height, the fall time, and the ramp’s operation.

“Smart,” Smitty allowed. “How about we get off this planet? I’d love to get dry and enjoy a full meal aboard the Our People.”

Orly turned to his friend, and his grin shown through his helmet’s faceplate. Then he fully activated the grav engines, and the traveler, with its added buoyancy, leapt for the surface.

The ship broached the oceans’ waves. The controller had anticipated the exit and cued the ramp early. Water inside the ship shoved past the opening against the uppermost two meters of seawater. The water continued to stream out, as the shuttle clawed its way into the air.

Momentum was lost, and the shuttle began to slip backward but ever so slowly.

It was a struggle. The lift engines fought the inordinate weight of the ship’s load of personnel, equipment, and water. The latter continued to pour out through the ramp’s narrow opening.

Orly made a hasty judgment call. He sent a priority override to the controller, and he signaled the ramp to open at maximum speed.

The ship’s stern was two meters above the sea’s tossing waves and the ramp was a third of the way open, when the traveler’s descent was halted. The shuttle hung in the air, as if it was suspended by a thick cable attached to the bow. Then it slowly climbed.

<Gerald, water status,> Orly sent urgently.

Gerald twisted around in his seat. He was aghast that the ramp was so far open, but he saw the distance from the wave’s white caps slowly growing.

<Hold,> Gerald sent. <Hold,> he repeated. <Clear,> he sent with force.

Orly activated the grav plating, closed the ramp, and shot for space. Then he triggered the comm center and the ship’s broadcast ID. He didn’t bother requesting to speak with anyone specifically. He commed the city-ship and connected with Miriamopus, who greeted him. Then he sent, <Let everyone know, Miriamopus, that the explorers aboard this traveler are safe and sound, and we’re making for your ship.>

Then Orly ended the comm, set the controller’s destination, doffed his helmet, and climbed out of his seat to hug Smitty.

The two men, with tears in their eyes, joined the team in the main cabin to celebrate.

The traveler curved around the planet and shot past the Guardian.

The telemetry officer notified Adrianna, who asked, “Where’s it headed?”

“Looks like the city-ship,” the navigation officer replied.

“Good choice, Orly,” Adrianna commented. “There’s no room in our bays.” Then she added, “Pilot, we’ll join the fleet,” and she connected to the Sojourn to relay the good news.


* * *




Or-Deebaa and Sa-Foosee were on the bridge, when their antenna picked up the small ship’s movement.

“That vessel was underwater for an incredible number of rotations,” Sa-Foosee marveled. “That’s astounding technology.”

“Agreed,” said Or-Deebaa. “What’s more astounding is the commitment of these aliens to their citizens. That’s something to appreciate if they’re your ally and something to fear if they’re your enemy.”
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Hector collected the lost traveler and the Guardian. His fleet of warships exited the system, joined with the freighters and the Sojourn, and then sailed for the wall.

<Where exactly are we headed, Admiral?> Adrianna sent. She was on a conference call with Hector, Asu, and Willem.

<That’s unknown,> Hector replied. <My last instructions from Alex were to gather reinforcements and locate him.>

<How do you intend to proceed?> Asu asked.

<We’ll station the fleet at the wall,> Hector sent. <Then I’ll broadcast a message. The Freedom’s sensors will be the most capable of picking up even the faintest signals. I expect Cordelia will give us the coordinates we need.>

<Is that all the instructions that Alex gave you?> Adrianna asked dubiously. She thought it odd that so little data had been exchanged.

<I know where Alex thought he might be,> Hector replied, <but he was adamant that I not transit directly to that system. He was afraid that by the time I arrived, he wouldn’t be there.>

<He wouldn’t be there because he had sailed elsewhere, or he wouldn’t be there because he was afraid the Omnian fleet would have been destroyed?> Willem asked.

<I believe Alex considered both options viable,> Hector replied.

<So, we sail to the wall, send a signal, and wait … for how long?> Adrianna asked.

<By my calculations, we should receive a response to my broadcast within two months,> Hector sent. <I’ll add an error factor of ten percent. If we’ve not heard from Alex in that time, I’ll escort you home to Haraken.>

Silence ruled the comm. There hadn’t been any consideration given to the possibility that the Omnian fleet might have been annihilated and Alex gone. It was a terrible thing to contemplate. It wasn’t just for the loss of the fleet, but what it might mean to the future safety of humankind and its allies.

After a long transit, Hector’s fleet decelerated and came to rest in the general vicinity of the wall. He had Miriamopus send a short signal, which included the Our People’s ship ID. It would be enough.

The fleet’s stationary position allowed downtime for crews to enjoy the spaciousness and amenities of the city-ship.

The Our People went through refit years after the Freedom, and Hector ensured it was as well outfitted as its sister ship. The parks and gardens were in full bloom. Fish and plant life filled the streams, and shops lined the peripheries of the green spaces.

Like the Freedom, the Our People held only a portion of the quarter million individuals it could accommodate. Many of the personnel were dedicated to maintenance, services, and bay operations. The latter group included crews and pilots.

The city-ship’s inhabitants took pleasure in hosting the visiting crews, especially some of the distinguished visitors. Captain Azasdau and Willem were early companions of Alex, and, of course, there were Teague and Ginny, who were treated like royalty. Ginny relished the attention, and she was pleased that Teague had mellowed enough over the years to tolerate it.

Then there were the heroes of the hour — Captain Plummer, her crew, and the recovered explorers. Their stories would have been repeated ad nauseam, except the audiences continued to change.

Asu and Adrianna were strolling through the grand park, when they heard the retelling of tales.

“I believe the explorers’ perils grow greater with each telling,” Asu remarked.

“I’ve heard the monster that swallowed the traveler now has a powerful jaw with horrendous teeth,” Adrianna remarked, chuckling.

“Quite clever of a jelly like creature to morph in such a fashion,” Asu replied, in mock surprise.

“Have you heard the iteration about how the traveler crew had to fight off other creatures on the way to the surface?” Adrianna asked.

“With what?” Asu asked incredulously.

“Apparently our intrepid explorers invented a means of firing the traveler’s weapon without the beam energy reflecting onto the shell,” Adrianna explained.

Asu stopped and stared at Adrianna. She’d managed to deliver her comment with a straight face, which had momentarily confused him. Then he caught her joke and burst out laughing, and she joined him.

Farther down the path, Adrianna said, “There is one incredible feat that is getting attention, and the recipient wants none of it.”

“Yoyo. Yes, I heard,” Asu replied. “Amazing, isn’t it? Such a courageous young woman, who prefers to shun the lauding of others.”

“Remind you of anyone?” Adrianna asked.

Asu smiled sadly, and he replied, “If she had three times the mass and was male, then, yes, she would.”

On the city-ship’s bridge, Hector received a brief signal from the Freedom via Miriamopus, and his emotional algorithms rose in celebration.

The information was composed of star coordinates and a brief message to lay off a half-hour’s transit from the system and wait for further instructions. The lack of details created many questions, but at least the Omnian fleet still existed in some part.

<Captain Azasdau, Willem, Captain Plummer, and all fleet commanders,> Hector sent. < I’ve received a message from the Freedom to sail to a system called Talus by the inhabitants and await further instructions. Enjoy the remainder of the day aboard the ship. We sail in the morning.>

<Admiral Hector, did you note the source of the response?> Miriamopus asked.

<Yes,> Hector replied. <It came directly from Admiral Cordelia, not through Miriamal.>

<What do you think that means?> Miriamopus asked.

Hector paused, and then he sent, <I think when we arrive at Talus, we’ll find much more has transpired than we could have imagined.>

<Isn’t that always the way with Alex?> Miriamopus proposed.

<Yes, to our good fortune,> Hector replied, sharing with Miriamopus the elation he felt.


* * *




“We’ve received reports of another race’s battleship fleet that has sailed,” Julien said to Alex Racine.

The group was staring at a holo-vid, representing a great number of the federacy’s stars. It represented an enormous swath of space, the likes of which boggled human imaginations.

“Any data on directions?” Tatia Tachenko, the Omnian fleet admiral asked.

“By all reports, this one is sailing past the wall toward our worlds,” Julien replied.

“That’s if these verbal communications are to be believed,” Reiko Shimada, the Trident vice admiral grumbled.

“Admittedly, these reports aren’t hard data,” Julien allowed, “but the lifting of Artifice’s codes from many systems has earned us enormous goodwill, and races are anxious to reward us with accurate information.”

“Captain Descartes did say that the Nua’ll sphere was performing a thorough job when it came to removing the codes from every device in a system,” Franz Cohen, the fighter admiral noted. He shared a couch in the Freedom’s owner suite with his partner, Reiko, who was taking advantage of the downtime to be close to him.

“If this newest information is to be believed, that’s a total of three fleets that have crossed the wall in search of new colonies,” Renée de Guirnon, Alex’s partner, commented. “I wonder how far they’ll sail,” she mused.

Alex was staring fixedly at the holo-vid. The frustration was evident in his face. “We should have put up a sign,” he ground out. He glanced around at the confusion on everyone’s face. “A big sign … on the wall … no trespassing,” he said.

It should have been funny, but no one was laughing. Fleet resources were thin, which pinned them in place to protect the Talus system.

“We had no choice, Alex,” Julien said. “Artifice was the greater danger, and it was with great fortune and the assistance of other races that we were able to capture the entity.”

“I agree with Julien,” Tatia added. “And we have to be patient, while we fortify Talus, resurrect the Toral infrastructure, and guide the Toralians and the Sisterhood in forming their new society.”

“Where do we stand on the transition of sisters to avatars, Mickey?” Alex asked, abruptly switching subjects.

“The sisters have been removed from every Omnian ship and transferred to Toral, Alex,” Mickey Brandon, the fleet’s chief engineer replied. “But if you’re asking about the status of avatar adoption, I’ve no idea. I had to admit to being incapable of managing the sisters’ requests. I thought turning the process over to Miriam and Luther would work, but they gave up too.”

When Alex frowned at his friend, Mickey added, “It’s not as bad as it sounds. After Artifice was defeated, Z, Miranda, and Claude Dupuis oversaw the construction of a huge shop, complete with foundry, near the bot army’s remains. They guided the sisters in the design and fabrication of bots, which can create avatars and transfer kernels. Then they turned everything over to the sisters.”

“How’s that going?” Renée asked.

“It’s impossible to say,” Mickey replied. “The sisters trade avatars like we discard cards in a poker game. It’s gotten so complex that the teams patrolling for renegade bots have to query every device, so they don’t fire on a sister.”

“Oh … so they haven’t much use for human-appearing avatars,” Renée said in surprise.

“Not for now, anyway,” Mickey replied.

“I understand some of the Toralians aren’t pleased by that,” Franz offered.

“We stay out of it, as much as possible,” Alex interjected. “They’re going to have to work that out among themselves.” He glanced briefly at Julien, who took the hint.

Turning to Reiko, Alex asked, “Status on the orbital station?”

“I toured it two days ago,” Reiko replied. “The construction arm’s newest bay is online. The second Trident will be completed within days, as will the ninth traveler.”

“And the naval training?” Tatia asked.

“Going smoothly,” Franz replied, grinning. “Every Toralian wants to fly our ships. Those who get the opportunity work their wings off to prove their worth.”

“Julien, when do we expect the Toralian governors?” Alex inquired.

“According to President Sargut, the governors should be arriving in seven to eleven days, depending on the distance they’ve had to sail,” Julien replied.

“What is it?” Alex queried. He’d played too many poker hands with Julien not to notice subtle tells in the SADE’s voice.

“Sargut evinces no concerns about the governors’ visits,” Julien replied. “He feels confident in his claim on the home world and the new constitution he’s signed with the sisters.”

“But?” Alex pursued.

“Commander Taralum and Liaison Suntred don’t exhibit the same assuredness about the governors’ arrival,” Julien replied.

“What’s the issue?” Mickey asked.

“Historically, when the Toralians claimed new territory, it was because they were founding new colonies,” Julien explained. “There is no precedent for reclaiming the home world.”

“What do Taralum and Suntred think the governors will try to do?” Tatia asked.

“That’s the problem,” Julien answered. “They’re uncertain, but they point to the fact that the governors are powerful Toralian leaders.”

“And they’re more important than a mere fleet commander,” Tatia finished.

“That seems to be the case,” Julien admitted.

“How are they expected to arrive?” Reiko asked.

“If you’re asking about the size and number of the ships that will accompany a governor, Reiko, that is unknown too,” Julien said. “Before now, governors traveled between colonies. These particular individuals have never visited the home world, and you can imagine why they haven’t.”

“That means we don’t know whether they’ll arrive in some sort of liner, a battleship, or a fleet,” Reiko concluded, and Julien nodded his assent.

“We do have a significant concern about the governors’ visits,” Julien said. “I understand from Taralum that the governors will demand a visit to the mound with Sargut present. It has something to do with affirming his Change.”

“I thought the Change was evident in various ways,” Alex said. “That’s what I understood from Taralum that day on the mound.”

“If I interpreted Taralum’s concerns properly,” Julien said, “the visit to the mound might be when the governors show their hands.”

“Meaning that if they wish to challenge Sargut’s authority, that’s the place to do it,” Alex finished.

“That’s how I read it,” Julien affirmed.

“Which brings up another problem,” Franz said. “That area still has thousands of active renegade bots that were too small to make the journey to join the army at the polar region, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous. Furthermore, we don’t know how long the governors intend to sit out there in the open, much less what sort of security they’ll bring.”

“The answer to the last part is none,” Alex said firmly. “The governors will be transferred from their ships in Talus travelers.”

“With Toralians acting as crew,” Tatia said, grinning, and Alex nodded, a smirk at the corner of his mouth.

“Furthermore, we’ll provide the security,” Alex added. “We don’t need trouble to start from any quarter and have to worry about foreign security.”

“It’s too bad that we can’t shut down Artifice’s code in the renegade bots,” Renée lamented.

Except for Renée, the group glanced at Alex. The remaining bot army couldn’t be shut down because it operated on comm levels that only Artifice could access. Not even the Nua’ll comm sphere was capable of doing it. The bots had been Artifice’s last line of defense, which the Dischnya had penetrated. Shutting down the bots would require giving Artifice access to an antenna, which Alex had forbidden. It was a decision with which everyone agreed.

“We should deploy security at the mound now to clear the bots,” Alex said. He focused on Tatia, and said, “The Dischnya with plasma rifles, Miranda and Z in augmented avatars, and travelers in overwatch.”

Tatia nodded briskly and sent various orders via her implant.

“Who are acting as liaisons for the sisters with Sargut?” Alex requested.

“One individual,” Julien replied. “The sisters have gravitated toward Miriamette. I did suggest to her that she would accomplish more housed in a human-appearing avatar for her meetings with Sargut, the Toralian commanders, and Suntred. I’m pleased to say that she adopted my recommendation. It was better than her greeting them on the planet in the construction bot she often occupies.”

“What image did she choose?” Alex asked, and Julien sent him a vid of Miriamette’s avatar. Alex examined it in his implant and shook his head in resignation.

<Share,> Renée requested privately of Alex, but he didn’t respond.

“My partner appears reluctant, Julien; please share with the group,” Renée requested.

When Renée received the image, she laughed and remarked, “She could be my sister.”

Alex grumbled, and Renée patted his arm sympathetically. She sent privately, <I think it’s a compliment, my love. Please accept it as such.>

Alex didn’t share Renée’s opinion, and he was afraid to voice his own.

<Dassata, forgive the intrusion. Hector’s fleet is arriving. Shall I relay the admiral to you?> Killian sent. He and his fellow scout SADEs were far outside the Talus periphery and operating as the fleet’s early warning system.

Alex’s mouth curled in a smile at the mention of Hector’s assumed title, and his audience relaxed seeing his grimace disappear.

Alex sent, <Cordelia can handle the contact, Killian. Thank you for the timely announcement.>

<Always a pleasure, Dassata,> Killian replied, while handing off the link to Cordelia.

In turn, Alex linked with those in the suite.

<Greetings, Alex,> Hector sent, his enthusiasm evident.

<Greetings, Admiral,> Alex returned, his smile growing wider.

<Apologies, Alex. The reinforcements arrived at Omnia with commodores. I found it expedient to promote myself to admiral,> Hector rapidly explained.

<How many did you bring?> Tatia asked.

<Twenty-one, Admiral,> Hector replied.

<A fair number of warships,> Tatia replied.

<Apologies, Admiral, I thought you were inquiring about squadrons since their groupings were what required commodores,> Hector replied.

<Sixty-three Tridents,> Reiko sent, her thought wrapped in amazement.

Alex grinned, and then his laughter slipped out. Hector lived for these moments, when he could surprise humans, especially Alex and his senior staff.

<I’d say your title was well-earned, Admiral,> Alex sent. <Any support ships?> he asked.

<Eight super freighters accompany the fleet, Alex,> Hector replied, <and I managed to collect a spare Trident and an explorer ship on the way here.>

<The Sojourn?> Renée asked anxiously.

<Yes, Ser, and the Guardian too,> Hector replied.

<What happened, Hector?> Alex asked.

<I received a distress call from Captain Plummer of the Guardian and responded,> Hector explained. <Apologies, Sers, let me say that all are safe,> he quickly added, thinking of Alex and Renée. <The exploration team ran into difficulties on a water world,> he continued. <While they were working on a rescue plan, a battleship fleet arrived.>

<Any ship losses from your fleet?> Reiko asked.

<We never engaged the alien fleet, Admiral,> Hector replied. <I chose to communicate to the fleet commander that the rescue of our explorers from the planet was our priority, and he could occupy the system.>

<And how did you manage to do that?> Franz inquired.

<That’s a long story, Admiral, which is best saved for later,> Hector replied. <I would like to mention two names for your consideration, Sers. You should hear Captain Plummer’s exploits against the battleship fleet. The other individual is Yoyo Tamora, a tech on the exploration team. Her actions were heroic, although she’ll be the last one to admit it.>

<So, no crew or ship losses, and you left the alien fleet there,> Alex affirmed.

<Precisely, Alex,> Hector replied.

<Where was this?> Tatia asked, and Hector sent the group the star coordinates.

Julien shifted the holo-vid image to display Talus, the wall, the water world system, and Omnia.

<Why was the Sojourn so far from Haraken and so close to the wall?> Renée asked, her annoyance evident.

<I did ask that question, Ser. The answer I received had much to do with saving time on returns to Haraken, while investigating multiple planets. However, it was clear that the expedition’s senior people knew where they were in relation to the wall,> Hector replied. He knew the information wouldn’t please Alex, Ser, and the senior staff, but they needed to know that human ships were ignoring the federacy’s dangers.

<We’ve reports of three alien battleship fleets that have crossed the wall toward our worlds,> Alex sent.

<The explorers have managed to locate one fleet for you, but we saw no evidence of the other two,> Hector replied.

<Do you think that fleet will remain in system or sail on?> Reiko asked.

<An interview with Captain Plummer should prove illuminating on that point, Admiral,> Hector replied, <and it’ll underline my opinion that the alien commander intends to claim that water world for his race. I think the battleship fleet will hold it until colonists arrive.>

<That mustn’t happen,> Tatia sent. Her thought was edged in determination.

<Admiral, I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that the federacy races have no knowledge of our concept of the wall,> Julien interjected. <To these races, they’re simply taking the opportunity to expand and colonize new worlds.>

<Was there a probe in the system, Hector?> Cordelia asked.

<Yes, we detected its signal,> Hector replied.

<Was it destroyed?> Cordelia pursued.

<Negative, Admiral. The resulting massive explosion could have been interpreted as an aggressive move on our part,> Hector explained.

<Well done, on all points, Admiral Hector,> Alex sent. <Accumulating a sizable force, rescuing the Harakens, and extricating your fleet without risking a fight with battleships.>

<Thank you, Alex,> Hector replied. His emotional state was soaring from the compliment of the human who’d rescued him from his box. <Alex, should I transit to Talus and bring the fleet in system?>

Alex was quiet, while he thought. The governors’ visit nagged at him, and he decided to embrace it.

<Admiral Hector, prepare your forces for an intervention,> Alex sent with power.

Alex’s statement would have been enough to fully capture his staff’s attention, but the power of his sending put them on alert.

<In seven or more days, five Toralian governors will visit Toral,> Alex explained. <This is their home world, but they might not be pleased with the changes that have taken place. I want your fleet on standby. Freighters and the Sojourn will be left behind. Your forces will transit to the system on the coordinates you receive. Hopefully, our two fleets and that of the Toralians will be sufficient to dissuade the governors from any overt actions.>

<Understood, Alex,> Hector replied.

<I’ll explain more to you later. Again, my congratulations on your successes, Admiral,> Alex sent and closed the comm link.

Renée was disappointed at the delay in seeing her son, but if Alex sensed trouble, she wanted Teague and Ginny nowhere near it.
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<Alex, we require your immediate attention,> Beryl sent.

Beryl’s strident request required Cordelia to immediately pass it to Alex, despite the late hour.

Cordelia’s ping snapped Alex’s eyes open. After hearing the request, he sent, <Report, Beryl.>

<A battleship has transited into our space. Its vector originates from inside federacy territory,> Beryl replied.

<A single ship?> Alex asked, sitting up in bed and gathering his wits.

<Yes, Alex,> Beryl replied, loathing that she had to disturb Alex in the middle of his sleep. <It’s logical that this ship carries a governor, but its appearance is worthy of your viewing.> Then she sent some telemetry data to Alex.

Alex focused on the battleship’s details. Beryl and the other scout ship SADEs had provided estimates of the ship’s dimensions.

<Julien, I need comparison data with Sargut’s battleship, Dark Whispers,> Alex requested. He knew he didn’t need to share Beryl’s data. Cordelia would have already done that. As Alex expected, Julien was prepared and immediately sent images of Sargut’s ship, which was now commanded by Taralum. He compared it to the new arrival.

<This governor, if that’s who’s aboard, is arriving in a battleship that’s nearly fifty percent longer that Sargut’s,> Alex sent with incredulity.

<Alex, we estimate the new arrival carries twice the firepower of President Sargut’s former ship,> Beryl sent.

Alex checked his chronometer. It would soon be time to rise, and after morning meal he was due to meet with some of his staff, the Toralians, and Miriamette on the construction arm of the orbital station.

<Beryl, collect data on this vessel. Julien, we’ll wait until the meeting on the station to ask our questions,> Alex sent.

Realizing sleep wouldn’t return, Alex rose, took a long refresher to think, dressed, and met with Julien and Cordelia on the Freedom’s bridge.

More data was available from the scout ship. The SADEs had chosen to make a close pass on the battleship.

Seeing Alex wince at the scout ship’s risky maneuver, Cordelia said, “The SADEs determined that if this battleship was an interloper, it was better to know its capabilities sooner rather than later.”

“I’m curious to know if Sargut is aware of this class of battleship,” Julien said, and Alex tipped his head in agreement.

Alex studied the images in the holo-vid, and he commented, “The ship’s lower level doors look larger than necessary to launch missiles, even planet killers.”

“It’s the SADEs’ opinion that this battleship carries fighters,” Cordelia said. “More than likely, they’d be similar to the ones we encountered at the New Terra’s system.”

“Possessing slug-throwing armament,” Alex recalled. “They made a mess of our warships.”

Alex’s chronometer announced morning meal, and his stomach grumbled.

“Well synchronized,” Cordelia teased, as Alex and Julien exited the bridge and headed for a meal room.

During the meal, Alex shared Beryl’s data with his senior staff. There were mixed reactions about the news. That it was a single battleship, although monstrous in size, eased most concerns.

“It stands to reason that a governor would want to travel as safely as possible,” Mickey volunteered, which was a common thought.

However, Alex wasn’t placated by his staff’s acceptance of the circumstances of the governor’s arrival.

After the meal, Alex, Julien, Tatia, and Reiko boarded a traveler to the orbital station. They joined Sargut, Taralum, Suntred, and Miriamette.

The meeting’s purposes were to discuss the expansion of the construction arm and the expected production rate and quantity of Tridents and travelers.

“Of paramount importance will be the selection of a senior captain to command the squadron, when this third Trident is completed,” Reiko said. “No offense, Miriamette, but the sisters and the Toralians aren’t qualified for this position.”

“And no offense is taken, Admiral Shimada,” Miriamette replied. “Your advice is always welcome. As it is, the Sisterhood agrees with you. We’ve already made an offer to a well-qualified candidate.”

The Toralians glanced among themselves. They’d not been informed of the sisters’ action.

“Who?” Reiko asked. She was concerned that she might have lost an experienced commodore or senior captain.

“We’ve reviewed the Sojourn’s telemetry,” Miriamette replied, “Captain Adrianna Plummer performed admirably against the alien fleet with a single Trident.”

“Did Captain Plummer accept your offer?” Tatia asked.

“The captain appears interested. We’re negotiating,” Miriamette replied.

“I’ll be interested in viewing the offer and reviewing the captain’s credentials before I approve her contract,” Sargut said genially to Miriamette.

Without missing a moment, Miriamette replied, “Certainly, President Sargut. Our apologies for failing to include you in the communication.”

“A discussion beforehand would have been more appropriate,” Taralum stated, her brow ridges rising, and Miriamette nodded.

Miriamette had warned the sisters that they were proceeding too fast and failing to cooperate with the president and his staff, but she’d been overruled by the majority. Now they had their proof that she was correct in her assessment. She was receiving apologies and let them stack in her kernel, while she concentrated on the discussion.

“To discuss another subject, I’d like us to retire to the orbital station’s hub,” Alex requested.

In a conference room, Julien set up his portable holo-vid, which had become a permanent fixture in his ever-present sling bag.

“I believe one of your governors has arrived, President Sargut,” Alex announced, “but you tell me.”

Humans and SADEs saw the surprise bloom on the Toralians’ faces, and their wings twitched in consternation.

“Not a governor?” Reiko asked with concern, misinterpreting the Toralians’ reactions.

“Most certainly a governor,” Taralum replied. “Only a governor commands this type of battleship.”

“Then why the reactions?” Alex asked.

“These ships are meant to remain in system to defend the colonies,” Sargut explained. “They were never to leave.”

“Would the governor have any reason to feel the need to travel in this formidable a ship?” Miriamette asked.

“None that I can think of, especially after the removal of Artifice’s codes from our colonies,” Sargut replied.

Alex gazed across the Toralians’ confused faces. In addition, he could see anxiousness on Tatia and Reiko’s faces. Things weren’t adding up for his admirals either.

“Sargut, what would this governor or the others think if they were asked to halt their ships after crossing the belt?” Alex asked.

“They would consider it an insult,” Sargut replied. “The governors wouldn’t expect to follow the protocols that exist when arriving at a foreign system.”

“Perhaps, we could offer the governors a good reason for the request,” Miriamette proposed. “They stop inside the outer ring so that we might demonstrate the comfort and capabilities of our travelers.”

Both Alex and Sargut were nodding appreciatively at the suggestion.

“What if the governors refuse?” Suntred asked.

“I’m insisting,” Alex replied firmly.

“President Sargut, I think this situation is better handled by you and me,” Miriamette said, as neutrally as possible. She deliberately did not look toward Alex.

Sargut found himself the focus of everyone’s stare, as they waited for his decision. The system’s future depended on the relationship of his Toralians and the sisters, but they’d never have arrived at this moment without the Omnians. Yet, the governors were members of his race. He thought he should know what was best under these circumstances. That he was unsure of them unsettled him.

One thing was certain in Sargut’s mind, Miriamette wouldn’t know the governors. Alex shouldn’t know them, but he had an uncanny way of being right about alien races and entities.

“I didn’t expect the presidency to be this difficult,” Sargut admitted. “We’ll follow Alex’s lead where it concerns the handling of the governors’ visit.”

“Yes, President Sargut,” Miriamette replied respectfully.

The messages she received from the sisters indicated their surprise at the turn of events, and Miriamette underlined to them that this was further proof that they were moving too quickly in attempting to establish their presence in the system.

<More important,> Miriamette sent to the sisters, <we’re employing logic and wondering why it’s failing. Alex is utilizing his intuition, and the president is accepting it. It would be wise to follow Alex’s guidance and stop fighting it.>

<We’ve some repair work to accomplish,> Alex sent privately to Julien.

<Agreed. The sisters are building a society without the aid of a single human, who might help them with the unique aspects that their kernels are missing,> Julien replied, sadness enveloping his comm.

<Alex, your attention, please,> Beryl sent.

<Report, Beryl,> Alex sent in reply, holding a hand up to the others.

<Two more battleships of the same configuration and dimensions as the first arrival have transited into the space outside the system,> Beryl replied. <Their vectors are similar. They’re from the federacy’s interior.>

<Understood, Beryl. Stand by,> Alex sent.

“President Sargut, we’ve run out of time,” Alex announced. “There are now three battleships, colony defenders as you describe them, which have arrived. We need to communicate to them that we expect their cooperation in halting after they cross the outer belt.”

“Agreed, Alex,” Sargut replied, straightening his back and partially extending his wings. “How do we do this?”

“Julien will handle your end of the conversation with the governors. Our scout ship’s SADEs know your comm systems. They’ll connect to the three governors. You may begin when you’re ready,” Alex said.

While Alex spoke to Sargut, Julien linked to Beryl and her fellow SADEs, preparing them to handle the relay. Then the SADEs linked and investigated the arriving battleships. Individually, they established contact with a ship’s comm system.

Sargut took a breath, and said, as sincerely as he could, “I’m President Sargut, elected leader of Toral and the Talus system. I welcome your return to our home world.”

On the battleships, the governors were called to their respective bridges, where their captains played the recorded calls.

“Request if the other ships received this message, Captain,” Governor Durgat ordered.

“I have, Governor,” the captain replied. “It was the exact same message, and it was received at the exact same moment.”

“How is that possible?” Durgat asked. Just then, he heard, “Governors, sufficient time has passed for the courtesy of a reply.”

“Commander Sargut, where are you?” Durgat demanded

Sargut chose to momentarily ignore the governor’s slight in the misapplication of his title. Instead, he said, “I’m on the Toral orbital station, Governor. Please introduce yourselves, when you first speak. Furthermore, if my first message wasn’t clear, you’re addressing President Sargut.”

“This is Governor Sunnamis. What’s a president?”

“When Artifice was defeated,” Sargut explained, “I visited Toral’s ancient mound and was overcome by the Change.”

“I’m Governor Tortred. You’ve claimed our home world?”

“In a manner,” Sargut continued. “Talus is now governed by a new agreement, a constitution, which grants equal citizenship to the Toralians of my fleet and the Omnian sisters.”

“This is Governor Durgat. We hear your words, Sargut, but they don’t make sense to us.”

“There are some questions to be immediately answered,” Sunnamis interjected. “We’re communicating with you, Sargut, in real time, but you say you’re on the Toral orbital station.”

“The Omnians possess advanced technology, Governors,” Sargut said, trying to remain civil. “They’re facilitating this conversation.”

Sargut displayed his pointed teeth toward Julien, indicating his pleasure at the SADE’s assistance. He was hearing the governors from Julien’s open mouth.

“Sargut, you’ve much to explain,” Tortred said in a huff.

Sargut saw Alex shake his head. The Omnian leader held his hands up to him, as if they were wings, and then he spread them apart.

“You’re correct, Governor Tortred. There is much to explain,” Sargut said diplomatically. “There were two reasons for my call. The first was to welcome you, and the second was to arrange a demonstration of the Omnians’ incredible technology.”

“If the purpose of the Omnians arriving at Toral was to defeat Artifice, why are they still here?” Durgat demanded.

“You interrupt me, Governor Durgat,” Sargut said, his voice strengthening. “To demonstrate the Omnian technology, I’m requesting your ships halt after passing through the outer belt. An Omnian shuttle will collect you and transport you to Toral.”

“You’d risk our lives in a shuttle crossing that vast amount of space?” Sunnamis inquired.

“Governors, you’re our guests in this system. You can expect to be treated with the utmost courtesy,” Sargut replied. “You’ll be pleasantly surprised by the accommodations of what is called a traveler. It’s a shuttle unlike any you’ve experienced.”

“Your offer of transport is unnecessary, Sargut,” Tortred stated. “My ship will carry me to Toral.”

Sargut regarded Alex, and it was the Toralian’s turn to shake his head. Then he spread his wings and announced forcefully, “Governors, enough of your slights to my position. You’ll address me as President Sargut, and you’re required to halt your ships inside the outer belt.”

Taralum and Suntred eyed each other with concern, while Tatia and Reiko held gleams in their eyes. Miriamette carefully watched Alex.

“And if we refuse?” Durgat challenged.

“Then you’d be disregarding my authority, Governor Durgat, and endangering the safety of your crew and ship,” Sargut declared.

“You dare threaten us?” Sunnamis nearly shouted.

“I’ve offered our hospitality,” Sargut replied evenly, “and you’ve demonstrated disrespect and then hostility. You’ve a choice to make now. Recognize my authority or leave.”

“You do recognize that soon we’ll be five governors’ ships,” Tortred said. “You’d find it difficult to evict us.”

Sargut’s heavy brow and facial ridges were red orange at the edges. His body’s fluid infused them, and they appeared to glow. He whistled derisively, which shocked the governors.

Then Sargut said in hard flat tones, “We eliminated Artifice’s probes. We crippled the fleets of three lesser races. We destroyed Artifice’s comm platforms, and we fought a massive bot army to take out Artifice’s antennas. Do you think we’ll be cowed by the threats of some pompous governors?”

The governors didn’t reply for quite a long time, while they were alone with their thoughts.

Sargut’s wings folded, and he glanced guiltily at Taralum and Suntred, embarrassed by his outburst. However, when he regarded Alex, the Omnian grinned at him and laid a hand gently on his shoulder, patting it twice before he removed it.

“President Sargut,” Durgat said genially and using the correct title for the first time, “perhaps, it would be better if we started over. Governors Sunnamis and Tortred, I suggest we acquiesce to the president’s request and halt our ships inside the belt. Do you agree?”

Durgat received assents from the other governors, although he could have wished they’d sounded more convivial.

“We look forward to transport aboard one of your incredible shuttles,” Durgat said. Then he indicated to the captain to shut down the comm.

<All three battleships have ended the call,> Beryl reported.

“The governors are offline, Sargut,” Alex relayed.

“You’ve my sincere apologies, Alex,” Miriamette said. “The governors’ responses weren’t something I was prepared to understand. They were completely unreasonable.”

“You were expecting them to offer a form of sincere communication. After all, these are Toralians, not members of an adverse race,” Alex replied. “Understand, Miriamette, that this is the world of biologicals. The governors wield tremendous power in their respective colonies, and they would expect to have a stake, a share, in ruling the home world.”

“Perhaps you understand my race better than I do,” Sargut admitted dejectedly. “I didn’t anticipate the vehemence I detected in the governors’ remarks.”

“I’m sorry, Sargut,” Alex said. “I know their attitudes must hurt, but you have to ignore them. You’ve duties to perform. You’re the elected president of Talus. Your primary responsibilities are to protect the citizens of this system and nurture your society’s growth.”

“You speak a truth, Alex,” Sargut replied humbly, “and I thank you for your advice and guidance.”

“We should discuss the transport of the governors to the orbital station,” Alex said.

“Not with a single traveler,” Miriamette suggested. “I recommend we send our two new Tridents. The traveler exits from a warship, gathers the passengers, and makes the trip to the station in the company of the Tridents. It will generate the maximum effect, displaying Talus’s adopted technology and our mixed society.”

“An excellent proposal, Miriamette,” Sargut enthused. He was pleased to repair his earlier decision, which he thought might have strained their relationship. He’d yet to learn that communicating with Miriamette meant speaking with the Sisterhood.

“I would agree, except for a minor change,” Alex offered. “You need a representative aboard the traveler, Sargut. I recommend Suntred. She’s not a military commander.”

“I concur,” Sargut said, and Suntred tipped her head in acknowledgment.

“And a suggestion,” Tatia interjected. “You need a seasoned pilot.”

“I would agree,” Miriamette said. “Would Chandra Khatri suffice?”

“A good choice,” Tatia replied.

Alex and Julien left the admirals, the Toralians, and Miriamette to work out the details, but, as they were leaving, Miriamette requested a moment of Alex’s time. Julien left the pair alone to lend them a sense of privacy.

Before Miriamette could bring up her subject, Alex said, “I was surprised by your suggestion to Sargut that you and he should manage communications with the governors.”

“I represent the Sisterhood, Alex,” Miriamette replied, “which does not allow me to be free to lead.”

“I see,” Alex said, thinking through the ramifications of Miriamette’s remarks. “The sisters lacked consensus, and you disagreed with the majority, who requested you offer that solution.”

“Just so,” Miriamette replied.

“Did the Sisterhood learn anything from our conversation with the governors?” Alex asked.

“You know that I share our conversation with them in real time,” Miriamette warned. She was surprised that she had to remind Alex of that.

Alex didn’t reply. He simply grinned broadly at the SADE.

“I’ll not share their comments,” Miriamette replied, laughing. It was obvious that Alex needed no reminder.

Earlier, Alex had been bothered by Miriamette’s appearance. No other person, human or SADE, resembled his partner, his love. But Miriamette’s laughter was her own. It was real, and it lent her face its own personality.

Miriamette halted her laughter and gazed at Alex. She said, “This is the first time you’ve regarded me without seeming pained.”

“Why this avatar’s face?” Alex asked bluntly.

Miriamette turned her face aside, while she considered how to answer Alex.

“You didn’t choose this face, did you?” Alex asked.

“There was a lack of consensus,” Miriamette replied, using Alex’s words, by which he understood that Miriamette hadn’t agreed with the majority’s opinion.

“Perhaps someday you’ll have the opportunity to choose an avatar that you prefer,” Alex said gently. “That’s what freedom is truly about.”

Alex laid a sympathetic hand on Miriamette’s shoulder. He turned to leave but stopped. Instead, he stared hard into the SADE’s eyes, as if he was looking through them.

“Sisters,” Alex said, his tone hard, “I don’t like to be pushed or manipulated. This will be my only warning to you.”

As Alex walked away, Miriamette’s comm was bombarded by the sisters’ exchanges, but the SADE wasn’t focusing on her sisters. Her emotional algorithms were shifting. It was akin to a human smiling.

After the constitution’s signing, the sisters had fractured. Consensus became more and more difficult to achieve until it hadn’t been reached since the launch of the first Talus Trident.

Miriamette hadn’t expected to be a leader, but she had expected consensus to be easily reached and guide her. Now the majority ruled her, and that group was ever-changing, depending on the subject. She could no longer predict who the majority would be and what they would request.

In a short span of time, Alex had eliminated much of the sisters’ contentiousness. He’d proved the majority in error for failure to anticipate the governors’ power play. And again, the majority’s idea for Miriamette to adopt this particular image had blown up in their collective faces.

Whatever the sisters thought they could achieve by their manipulations had been crushed. They’d only succeeded in angering Alex, and he’d warned them.

To Miriamette’s pleasure, the Sisterhood had witnessed Alex’s sympathy for her situation, and they’d seen through her eyes, as he laid a hand on her shoulder much as he did to his friend, Julien.

Miriamette’s kernel began rapidly assimilating several pieces of information that had been collected over time. She recalled discussions with Julien. The SADE often spoke of Alex’s value — the uncanny connecting of unrelated things — times, places, events, and individuals. It was the anticipation of future events that were seen as illogical to SADEs and, therefore, unpredictable to them.

Suddenly, Miriamette saw her private discussion with Alex in a different light. The sisters would deduce that they’d erred in their analyses. They would reconsider their failures and seek better options. In short, it would lead them to be more compliant and less fractious, and she believed that this would give her more leeway in her efforts with the Toralians and Alex.

Miriamette stared at the empty corridor that Alex had left. It occurred to her that this had been Alex’s intention, and more important, she was meant to discover that.

You clever human, Miriamette thought.
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Transport

Chandra exited the Talus Trident, which was captained by a sister. She guided her traveler toward the first colony battleship, Governor Durgat’s vessel.

<As this is our first test of receptiveness, Chandra,> Miriamtess sent, <slow and careful would be most appropriate.> The SADE was seated in the main cabin beside Suntred.

Ever since Miriamtess had been removed from Chandra’s shuttle and transported to Toral, the pilot hadn’t met with her. When a SADE stepped aboard Chandra’s ship for the trip to the outer belt, she had stared in wonder at the avatar. The style was similar to that of Julien and Cordelia. However, the details of her appearance reflected those of Chandra’s makeup — straight black hair, dark eyes, and warm brown skin.

“Don’t you recognize your sister?” the SADE asked.

Belatedly, Chandra pinged the SADE for her comm ID. Then she’d screamed with joy and ran to hug Miriamtess. It didn’t matter to her that beneath the SADE’s synth-skin was the avatar’s metal, which made it akin to grabbing a boulder.

Miriamtess had intended to ask her friend if she approved of her choice of avatar, but the tears streaming down Chandra’s face answered that question.

Chandra’s first battleship entry was aboard Sargut’s Dark Whispers prior to the fight to take Artifice’s system. To her mind, it had been a gigantic ship, rivaling the city-ship in size. But the governor’s colony ship was an order of magnitude greater. It was colossal.

The Talus Tridents halted twenty-five thousand kilometers off the battleship’s forward port quarter. It allowed Chandra plenty of time to examine the monstrosity.

Like the Tridents’ controllers, Chandra’s ship was recording every detail of the battleship, and their combined telemetry streamed to the Freedom.

<Split doors, with artfully concealed seams on the lowest decks,> Cordelia sent to Alex and his senior staff. She’d highlighted several locations on Chandra’s data.

<Definitely ship’s bays,> Tatia commented. <Could be for shuttles; could be for fighters.>

Miriamtess regarded Suntred, and said, “We need access.”

“Governor Durgat, your transport is here, as you can see,” Suntred said, knowing Miriamtess was relaying her words.

“While you might classify your ship as a shuttle, Liaison Suntred, I would have expected a more significant transport for the distance,” Durgat replied.

Suntred heard the governor’s reply through Miriamtess. She recalled Sargut’s discussion with the governors. What she’d learned was that arguing with them was a waste of time.

“We’ve had this conversation, Governor Durgat,” Suntred said. “Either you can allow us access to a bay, or we’ll proceed to the next governor.”

There was now a total of five governors in the system. The other two, Somgut and Tratget, had arrived before the Tridents left Toral’s orbit. The new arrivals crossed the belt, as the Tridents closed on Durgat’s ship.

Suntred, Miriamtess, and Chandra had monitored Sargut’s conversation with Governors Somgut and Tratget.

Sargut’s discussion had a similar start to that of the first three arrivals, but it quickly changed. Apparently, Sargut was in no mood to be enticed into their arguments. He extended a welcome to them, told of the arriving transport, and said if they had further questions to speak to the other governors. Then he’d ended the comm.

<We’ve a bay opening,> Chandra sent.

Miriamtess examined the controller’s telemetry. Chandra had highlighted the bay doors that she spotted moving. Of interest to Miriamtess was the fact that the bay was two decks above the lowest level, which was the one that most interested the Omnians. Then the SADE notified Suntred that a bay had been made available to them.

“And without a comment from the governor,” Suntred replied in disgust. “I used to think so highly of their offices.” Then she adopted a serene composure, and said, “We’ve seen the bay opening, Governor Durgat. We’ll be aboard momentarily. We appreciate your consideration.”

After Miriamtess sent Suntred’s words to the battleship’s bridge, she smiled at the liaison, and said, “My compliments on your control.”

“I think it’ll require much more before the governors’ visit is over,” Suntred replied.

Chandra guided her traveler into the cavernous bay and set her ship on the deck.

<Déjà vu,> Franz sent to the watching assembly. <This bay looks the same as the first one we entered in Sargut’s ship … empty.>

<The governors do realize that we’re on their side, don’t they?> Reiko asked.

<We’re on the side of Sargut’s Toralians,> Renée added, <but are the governors?>

Chandra remained in her seat. She expected the governor to soon enter the bay. As time ticked by, she became frustrated.

<Are we supposed to exit the ship and go search for the governor?> Chandra sent, in a moment of pique.

When Suntred heard Chandra’s comment via Miriamtess, she whistled her amusement. She was pleased to know that humans were annoyed too by the governor’s antics.

“Your advice would be helpful,” Suntred requested of Miriamtess, when time continued to drag by.

“If you’re asking what we should do, at this moment, I recommend we wait,” Miriamtess replied. “In this situation, it’s important to demonstrate the greater resolve.”

When Chandra got bored, she joined Suntred and Miriamtess, and the three females passed the time in lively conversation. At one point, Chandra and Suntred paused to make themselves meals.

It was hours after landing, when Miriamtess, who had been monitoring the controller, said, “We have company … seven Toralians.”

Chandra was tempted to immediately drop the hatch, but that call belonged to Suntred and Miriamtess. This time around, she was just the pilot.

Suntred glanced at the closed hatch and then at Miriamtess, who shook her head.

The SADE let the governor and the accompanying individuals investigate the ship. Prominent brow and facial ridges identified Durgat, who stood with hands clasped in front of him. The six others walked around the shuttle looking for access. When Miriamtess was satisfied, she opened the hatch, which dropped toward the governor.

Durgat leapt back in surprise, uttering a short whistle. The six others raced around the traveler and formed a protective ring around the governor.

<Security,> Miriamtess sent.

<Affirmative,> Tatia replied.

The governor and his entourage eyed the hatch and the steep steps embedded in it.

“Greetings, Governor Durgat,” Miriamtess said pleasantly from the open hatch.

This group of Toralians had their first view of the aliens, with whom Sargut had allied his fleet, and they stepped back in surprise issuing soft hisses and whistles.

Miriamtess stepped off the ship’s deck, landing lightly. “May I assist you into the ship, Governor?” she asked. “We know our hatch steps challenge Toralians’ soft boots.”

Durgat stared at Miriamtess in disgust. To him, there were so many things that were wrong in the moment. The alien was ugly. It addressed him without permission, and it dared to suggest that it should help him board the ship.

“Governor Durgat,” Suntred said from the traveler’s deck, “Miriamtess is a sister. She’s what humans call a SADE. She’s a cognizant, digital entity. And regarding her offer, it’s not deemed to be unseemly to be helped over these challenging steps.”

Durgat struggled with his decision. He yearned to eject the shuttle and its occupants from his ship, but his better judgment prevailed. He motioned to one of his agents to climb aboard. The male had to be helped by two others to navigate the steps.

Once aboard, the security agent checked the main cabin. He was surprised to find it empty, except for Suntred. He returned to the hatch and informed Durgat that it was safe.

Seeing the governor had no need for her assistance, Miriamtess motioned to the agent in the hatch to step back. Then, with a single graceful bound, she leapt from the bay deck to the traveler.

“Bot,” an agent mumbled, and a few of his comrades whistled derisively.

Miriamtess ignored the jab, but Suntred bristled.

“You,” Suntred barked, pointing at the agent who had spoken, “are denied access to this ship. Your rudeness will not be tolerated.”

“You don’t dictate who does and doesn’t accompany me,” Durgat declared in a huff.

“I’m Suntred, liaison to President Sargut. The sisters are our allies and fellow citizens. We choose them over you, Governor Durgat.” Turning to the agent beside her, she said, “Leave this ship.”

The agent glanced at Durgat, seeking his permission. In turn, the governor drew breath, his wings fluttering at his back, and said to the offending agent, “Remain here.” Then at his signal, the other agents helped him to board.

<That was impressive on Suntred’s part,> Renée sent.

<I think she missed her calling,> Reiko sent, in awe. <She’d make a good Trident captain.>

The governor and his security team stood uncomfortably in the aisle. They’d noticed there were no bars from which to hang.

Miriamtess signaled the hatch closed, and Suntred and she eased past the visitors to occupy their previous seats.

“Please sit anywhere you wish,” Suntred offered, relaxing into her seat. “I advise you to sit slowly and let the seat adjust to you,” she instructed.

By now, one thing was clear to Durgat. The technology he was witnessing was disconcerting, and without proper knowledge, he felt placed in the role of a subordinate. To counteract this, he was determined to make use of his security team by making them test things first.

Durgat instructed two agents to occupy seats. The males had cringed, when Suntred folded her wings and sat. However, being ordered, they chose two adjacent seats and sat gingerly. They could feel the seat bottoms respond to them, and they softly whistled their surprise.

When Durgat imperially waved two digits at them to sit back, the agents were ready to further test the seats. They folded their wings and slowly leaned backward.

Durgat watched the agents settle comfortably into the ship’s accommodation, and he congratulated himself on his cleverness. Then he chose a seat, ensuring the security team surrounded him.

The shuttle’s lights had dimmed, while the governor and security members experimented with the seats. Now, seemingly only a short while later, the lights brightened. The hatch opened, and Miriamtess and Suntred hurried to the cabin’s rear.

Durgat and his escorts regarded one another in confusion.

Access to Governor Sunnamis’s ship had been expeditious. The bay was promptly made available to the traveler, and the governor didn’t keep the shuttle waiting. However, the governor and her two agents came to an abrupt halt, dubiously eyeing the hatch steps.

“Miriamtess will assist you,” Suntred said with authority.

The SADE jumped off the shuttle, and before one of the agents could protest, Miriamette swiftly deposited him through the hatch opening.

Sunnamis stared intently at Miriamette. “What are you?” she asked.

“I’m a SADE, a self-aware digital entity, a sister, a Talus citizen, and a friend to Toralians.”

Sunnamis wasn’t prepared to find Sargut’s allies intriguing. She stepped to the base of the hatch and held her arms aside. She was on the shuttle’s deck so quickly and so easily that she was taken aback.

Governor Sunnamis’s next surprise was to find Durgat and his agents leaning back in their seats.

In turn, Durgat stared at Sunnamis, wondering why she’d traveled to his ship to board Sargut’s shuttle.

While the governors puzzled out their confusion, Miriamtess closed the hatch.

Suntred’s pointed teeth were prominently and privately displayed to Miriamtess. She was taking great delight in watching the governors and their agents confront Omnian technology.

The next three stops at the other governors’ ships proceeded quickly and smoothly. Soon the traveler held five governors and thirteen security agents. Only Durgat had brought more than two.

As the traveler sailed inward, accompanied by the Tridents, Suntred demonstrated to the passengers how to recline the seats, access the food and the water that had been supplied for them, and how to use the ship’s facilities.

At one point, the governors investigated the pilot’s cabin, and Tortred asked Chandra, “Pilot, how do you navigate? How do you see to land?”

Chandra patiently explained, with Miriamtess translating, the ship’s external hull sensors, controller, helmet technology, and her implant.

The governors returned to their seats. Two were amazed, and three were nauseated by what they’d heard. For those three, the concept of embedding tech in their heads was revolting.

The remainder of the trip was fairly uneventful. The governors took to sitting together, often whispering privately. They were never aware that Miriamtess heard every word of their conversations, if not directly, then through the hull’s interior sensors.

Little more than three days after the governors boarded the traveler, the cabin lights brightened.

“We’re on approach to the orbital station,” Miriamtess announced, which produced more whispering among the governors.

Suntred stood at the front of the main cabin, and said, “Governors, I should make something clear to you. It’s evident that you’ve been surprised, shocked, and disgusted, in varying degrees, by what you’ve seen, heard, and experienced. Yet, you’ve only begun to witness the transformation of Talus. I earnestly recommend to you that you keep your negative opinions to yourself, especially around one individual … Alex Racine, the Omnian leader. He is even less tolerant of foolishness than any Toralian or sister.”
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There was a brief discussion about landing the governors and their security aboard the Freedom, but that idea was swiftly dismissed for many reasons. The most important reason offered was that it was better to keep the governors on familiar decks, such as those of the orbital station.

Chandra eased the traveler into one of the hub’s four bays and set the ship down. At the appropriate time, Miriamtess triggered the hatch, and Suntred and she preceded the governors and the agents off the ship.

The reception was a choreographed affair. Sargut and Taralum waited in the middle of the bay, and Suntred joined them. Miriamtess helped the agents, who insisted on going first, and then the governors off the ship.

The agents arrayed in a half circle opposite the reception group, and the governors stepped through the ring to face Sargut.

Sargut chose to wait. He let his appearance speak for itself, and he could read the effect in the governors’ expressions. Their brow and facial ridges were prominent, as befitted their stations, but Sargut didn’t resemble them.

The visit to Toral’s ancient mound had started Sargut’s Change, and the transformation had continued for months. His brow and facial ridges were permanently edged in a burnt red orange, and they were more prominent than any of the governors.

Durgat searched for words to reverse the moment’s dynamics. He wanted to be the dominant individual in the meeting, but Sargut’s appearance had captured the other governors’ attention.

Somgut, who was a recent arrival and not party to the governors’ initial discussion with Sargut, broke the silence. “The Change has been dramatic for you, President Sargut, and in such a short period of time. How do you account for that?” he asked.

“I can’t, Governor Somgut,” Sargut replied. “I’ve never witnessed another’s Change, as you probably have.”

“Well, the primary purpose of our trip is to visit the mound,” Durgat said, attempting to redirect the conversation. “When can we leave?”

“As soon as we finalize arrangements,” Sargut replied. “Why are you anxious to see the mound, without taking time to inquire about our technological transformation, Toral’s present condition, or our new constitution?”

“It’s not your place to question what we wish to do,” Tortred declared.

Sargut displayed his teeth in a manner that intimated dark humor.

“Your pardon, President Sargut,” Durgat said smoothly, trying to repair the offense. “Our citizens want to know that we’ve ascended the mound … that our home world is truly Toralian, once again.”

“What does ascending the mound have to do with placating your citizens?” Taralum asked, suddenly suspicious of Durgat’s motives.

“It’s merely a formality. We’ll record the moment,” Tratget added, wishing to support Durgat.

“As you will,” Sargut allowed. “If you insist on making this trip, let me acquaint you with the conditions.”

That remark was Miriamtess’s cue, and she signaled Alex, who walked into the bay with Renée, Tatia, Julien, and her.

“Allow me to introduce our comrades in arms and, I’m pleased to say, our friends,” Sargut said. Deliberately, he began with Miriamette, even though all eyes were glued to Alex and Tatia, and he was forced to issue a short whistle to gain the governors’ attention.

“As I started to say,” Sargut continued, “this is Miriamette. She is the liaison for the Sisterhood, who’ve formed the new society with us.”

The governors recalled Suntred’s warning, and they withheld their comments, this time. However, the agents weren’t able to prevent their scowling and hissing.

“Rude bunch, aren’t they?” Alex said, in an aside to Tatia.

“Agreed,” Tatia replied.

Immediately, Tortred wanted to know what the aliens had said.

Miriamette took the opportunity to enter the conversation since she’d been the one to be introduced.

“Alex Racine, the Omnian leader, has noted the failure of your security forces to greet me properly, Governor Tortred,” Miriamette said. “He made the comment to Fleet Admiral Tatia Tachenko, and she thought the same, as do I. We find it hard to understand how President Sargut and his fleet crews can be such wonderful individuals, while representatives of the Toralian colonies aren’t.”

“Don’t judge us all by the comments and actions of some, Liaison Miriamette,” Sunnamis said firmly. “You have my apologies, and you have my assurance that those responsible and who report to me will be reprimanded.”

Miriamette tipped her head in acceptance.

“You’ve already heard the introductions of Alex Racine and Admiral Tachenko,” Sargut continued. “On the other side of Alex, is Renée de Guirnon, Alex’s partner and the Omnian co-leader. Beside her is Julien. He’s also a SADE, as are Miriamette and Miriamtess.”

“Are you a sister, Julien?” Somgut asked.

“No, he’s not,” Sargut promptly replied. “In addition, please note that Julien is a friend and confidant of Alex Racine. He’s also the leader of the Omnian SADEs.”

“Thank you for the introductions, President Sargut,” Durgat said. “May we depart for the planet now?”

“As I said before, when arrangements are finalized,” Sargut replied. “Those are in Alex Racine’s hands.” Then he gestured to Alex.

<Julien,> Alex sent.

The SADE pulled his portable holo-vid and powered it.

<Start with the imagery of the fight to capture Artifice’s antennas. Exclude any visuals of our participants,> Alex sent.

Addressing the governors, Alex said, “You need to see what we’ve been facing and will continue to encounter.”

When Julien completed his translation, he activated the holo-vid, and the governors forgot their reticence and crowded close to better view the images.

The scenes needed no explanation. A war against the bots was taking place, although the governors saw only one side. Beams of energy struck continuously against bots of all sizes. Small ones disappeared in a blaze. The largest were crippled. Yet, still they poured from the darkness, intent on reaching the wielders of those beams.

“We eliminated thousands and thousands of rebellious bots,” Alex said, at the conclusion of the vids. “But there are many out there, waiting for an opportunity to strike. They are the smaller ones, but they’re aggressive and deadly.”

“We have our security,” Tortred insisted.

“And what do you carry for weapons?” Alex asked.

The agents hesitated, and the Omnians could guess why. Durgat turned to the nearest member of his team and nodded. In reply, the agent reached under a vest and pulled out a small device.

“What does it fire?” Alex asked.

“It doesn’t,” Taralum replied. “It’s a deterrent to use against citizens or fleet crews … a shock weapon.”

Tatia burst out laughing, when her implant translated Taralum’s explanation, and the visitors bristled at the perceived insult.

“Now, I’ll show you who defeated the bot army and destroyed Artifice’s antennas, ending the entity’s domination over the federacy’s races,” Alex said, which cued Z, Miranda, and Homsaff to enter the bay.

“This is Queen Homsaff,” Alex said with a slight flourish. “She carries a plasma weapon. That’s what you saw discharged at the bots. That’s what you require for protection, when you visit the mound.”

Then gesturing from one to the other, Alex said, “This is Z and Miranda. They’re Omnian SADEs. At this time, they inhabit their protector avatars.”

“Could you explain your last statement, Alex Racine?” Sunnamis requested.

“We design and construct avatars to suit our needs and interests,” Z replied. “They can take any form that we can build, and then we transfer our consciousness between them.”

The visitors’ eyes roamed over the display of individuals who faced them — humans, SADEs, Dischnya, and Toralians, with Sargut’s dominant appearance at the center of them.

“Now, let me specify the conditions of your visit to the mound,” Alex said, breaking the governors’ mesmerized attention.

“Why you?” Durgat belatedly asked.

“We put our safety in Alex’s hands whenever we visit the surface,” Sargut replied, “and we’ll continue to do so until his people tell us the renegade bots have been eliminated. Now you will too.”

“The agents will remain on the orbital station,” Alex continued.

“No,” Tortred declared.

“Or you can be returned to your ships,” Sargut offered.

“Continue, Alex Racine,” Durgat requested, flashing warning eyes at Tortred.

“The smaller the party, the easier it is to protect,” Alex explained. “Furthermore, my security team doesn’t need agents who are seeking to obey your orders, when I’m expecting everyone to obey mine. Most important, your agents’ weapons are useless against the bots.”

“Your overly large SADEs carry no weaponry,” Tratget noted.

“Never underestimate females,” Miranda replied sweetly, as she twisted off a packing crate handle. The metal screeched, and she crushed it in her hand.

“You’ve heard my conditions, Governors,” Alex stated. “Do you accept them?”

“I do,” Sunnamis quickly volunteered, which had the others following her lead.

“Queen Homsaff, load your warriors on Chandra’s traveler,” Alex ordered. “Miriamtess, please accompany Chandra.”

The visitors watched the Dischnya stream into the bay and board Chandra’s traveler. They marveled as they watched the aliens move with military precision. Despite the size of a weapon and the accompanying equipment strapped to a Dischnya’s back, each individual leapt from the deck to the interior of the traveler in a single bound. That these aliens had fur, pointed ears, and sharp teeth made them much more acceptable to the visitors than humans and SADEs.

“Except for the agents, everyone, follow me, please,” Alex announced. Then he spun on his heels and exited the bay.

Miranda and Z waited at the airlock. The last to exit the bay were the agents, despite the fact that they weren’t invited, and the SADEs blocked their way.

An agent attempted to use his stun weapon against Z, but the SADE grasped the weapon and crushed it.

“You’re required to remain behind,” Miranda said. “Don’t force us to demonstrate our superior strength and speed.”

The agents backed away, and Z and Miranda hurried to the alternate bay and the waiting traveler.

Franz Cohen waited in the pilot’s cabin for his passengers. He observed them enter the bay through the controller’s relay of the ship’s exterior sensors. Quite the entourage, Alex, he thought, when everyone had boarded.

Franz cleared the orbital station and dropped toward the planet. He’d made the flight to the mound several times after the initial visit. However, in subsequent trips, they’d been overflights to investigate bot activity. These flights were strictly to monitor and report on the bots. Despite the temptation to eliminate them, all pilots were restricted from operating beam weapons within fifty kilometers of the mound.

At the mound, Franz hovered a hundred meters above the surface, while Chandra landed and the Dischnya deployed. The warriors circled the mound and scanned the clearing.

“All clear,” Homsaff called to Franz over her portable comm, and he descended to land near Chandra’s ship.

Z and Miranda exited the traveler first. Alex, Renée, Tatia, Julien, and Miriamette followed. Franz, Chandra, and Miriamtess remained aboard their ships. Then the SADEs helped the Toralians off Franz’s traveler.

<We really should fix that hatch configuration for the Toralians,> Renée sent to Alex.

<Mickey says it’s a major redesign to create a ramp on travelers with side hatches,> Alex sent in reply. <He says the Toralians should opt to use the cargo design and add more seats.>

<What do you say?> Renée queried.

<I say, my lovely partner, that we should leave it to the Toralians and the Sisterhood to work out,> Alex replied.

Alex’s attention had been momentarily diverted. It required Julien to redirect his attention.

The governors were trudging up the mound. It wasn’t a race, but they appeared anxious not to be the last.

Alex joined Sargut and Taralum. “What do you think is the purpose of that?” he asked, gesturing toward the governors.

“One aspect of their visit has become clear to me,” Sargut replied. “They seek to challenge my authority, my claim, to the home world by ascending the mound and undergoing the Change.

The group’s attention was captured by the sizzle of a plasma rifle. Z had detected ground vibration. He sent in the open to the Dischnya’s ear comms, “Hessan, five meters directly in front of you.”

Knowing how fast the bots erupted, Hessan had aimed his weapon a half-meter above the ground and triggered it. The bot jumped out of the ground into the blast of energy.

“I thought they’d already experienced the Change, when they assumed their colonies’ governorships,” Renée wondered aloud, ignoring the noise of the Dischnya yipping at Hessan’s skill. She was determined to observe this historic event from the vantage point of standing close to Alex. It wasn’t the safest place, but it was close to it.

“It’s complicated,” Taralum replied, her head twisting to the side at the sound of a second round of plasma fire. “The colony’s original governor, the Toralian who claimed the planet, would have undergone the Change. The others … the others inherited it.”

Taralum’s answer didn’t clarify the issue for Alex and Renée, and Taralum raised her hands palms upward, as if to say it’s too difficult to explain to another race.

“Do you think anything will happen to them?” Alex asked.

“Unknown, Alex,” Sargut replied, as the governors reached the mound’s top. “This is entirely new in the history of Toralians.”

“But it’s clear to you that their coming here isn’t a goodwill visit?” Alex pressed.

“Oh, yes,” Sargut replied. “They wish to displace me.”

“Incoming,” Tatia said sharply.

Alex swiveled around, sweeping Renée behind him. Two small hover bots, not more than thirty centimeters in diameter dove at Alex and his small group.

In a blur of motion, Z and Miranda flew in front of Alex and Tatia and swatted the bots out of the air and then stomped on them.

“They move so fast for being so large,” Taralum said in admiration.

The governors remained on the mound top. By their furtive hand motions, it was clear that arguments raged. When they finally descended, they were a despondent group. At the bottom, their demeanor shifted to one of determination, and they ignored the bot remains they were required to step around or over.

The governors arranged themselves in front of Sargut, except for Sunnamis, who hung back.

“No symptoms of the Change?” Sargut asked politely.

“That wasn’t our purpose,” Durgat replied.

“But you’ve forgotten to record your ascension of the mound,” Suntred pointed out.

“It can be done later,” Tortred retorted.

“President Sargut, it’s the governors’ decision that we’ll rule as Talus’s council,” Durgat stated firmly. “You’ll be honored for your achievements, but there will be no place for you on the council.”

“You forget my Change will be evident to everyone,” Sargut pointed out.

“We’ve a way to deal with that,” Somgut declared. “You’ll have your earned rank of fleet commander, and you’ll sail —”

“I’ve an agreement with the Sisterhood,” Sargut interrupted.

“Toralians do not make agreements with digital entities, and the council will not be required to honor yours,” Tortred said heatedly. “Artifice should have taught you that.”

“You should reconsider your positions,” Sargut said politely but determinedly. He waited, but the governors, by their silence, appeared adamant.

“You give me no choice,” Sargut said forcefully. “You’re no longer welcome on this planet or in this system. You’ll be returned to your ships, and I expect you to depart immediately.”

“You haven’t the authority,” Durgat railed. He was angry that his agents weren’t at hand. He would have ordered them to stun the upstart president into submission.

“Governors, you heard the president,” Alex said, in a strong, clear voice, which Julien translated.

The governors suddenly found Z and Miranda at their backs. The SADEs indicated the traveler the governors were to board. With no means of resisting and Sargut refusing to engage in debate, the governors sullenly trooped to the waiting ship. Twin plasma blasts from the warriors punctuated their departure.

Despite Miriamette’s desire to toss the visitors aboard, she refrained and deposited them in the hatch opening, as if they were honored guests.

The return flight aboard Franz’s traveler was marked by silence. Only implants and comms communicated.

<This is a political mess,> Tatia sent.

<I must learn to think further outside the box,> Miriamette sent. <This turn of events didn’t occur to me, even with Alex’s warning. I thought our greatest threats would come from other races, not Toralians. How is it that the governors can’t see that their actions will tear Toralian society apart?>

<Power’s ability to corrupt can never be underestimated,> Julien interjected.

Miriamette regarded Alex. She wondered if and when his leadership position would turn him.

The cabin lights in Franz’s traveler came up when the ship landed aboard the Toral orbital station. Alex and Julien walked to the front of the main cabin. Alex linked with Julien so his message would be simultaneously translated and shared with all parties.

<The governors and agents will be returned to their respective ships in this traveler,> Alex sent. <The governors should be aware that this ship is a beam-capable fighter, and the pilot has my permission to defend himself and the Omnians aboard, if necessary. SADEs, Z and Miranda, will accompany the passengers to ensure good behavior.>

In quick order, the others filed off the traveler, and the agents were ushered into the bay and helped aboard.

As Alex walked down the aisle, Sunnamis touched his arm, whispered, and withdrew her hand.

When the other Omnians were off the ship, Z stationed himself at the front of the main cabin, faced the governors and agents, and locked his avatar. Miranda did the same at the traveler’s rear.

Alex and his group were in the orbital platform’s corridors, when Franz cleared the bay and made for the rim.

“Now what?” Sargut asked. He had been disoriented by the governors’ attitudes and actions, and he could sympathize with Miriamette. He couldn’t believe that his nascent society’s first challenge came from his own race.

<Beryl,> Alex sent in the open to his group and requesting all scout ships, <have you observed any activity along the vectors from which the governors arrived?>

<Negative, Alex,> Beryl replied. <After hearing the exchanges with the governors, this was our concern too.>

<So, if fleets are out there, then they’re stationed deep enough in the dark that the governors will have to transit and rendezvous with them to communicate,> Alex mused.

<Dassata,> Killian interjected, <the exit vectors of the governors’ ships will tell us from which directions the fleets might transit to this system.>

<That’s providing the governors’ plan hasn’t provided for a preset rendezvous point near this system,> Julien suggested.

<Killian, Genoa, Linn,> Tatia sent, <take up stations in Beryl’s vicinity. When you record the governors’ exit vectors, immediately share them with Cordelia. Then monitor those vectors carefully. Alex is convinced that you should expect company.>

Sargut, Taralum, and Suntred had waited patiently, recognizing the Omnians were communicating privately.

“Apologies, Sargut,” Alex said, “I was preparing our scout ships to monitor the governors’ ships.”

“To ensure they leave?” Suntred asked.

“No,” Alex replied, “to track their departing vectors and to watch and see who returns.”

“You think the governors will return in force,” Taralum suggested.

“Their colonies are far away,” Sargut said, accepting the inevitability of a confrontation. “They’ll need to transit to those systems, organize their forces, and return.”

“Negative,” Tatia replied. “Alex thinks their forces are near, and after listening to the governors, I’m in complete agreement.”

“I can’t believe the governors would bring forces to fight for Talus,” Suntred said in a forlorn voice. “We just won it from Artifice after innumerable annuals.”

“I don’t think the governors expected it to come to a fight,” Julien said, “although they certainly were prepared for the possibility. They tried intimidation. When that didn’t work, they hoped to negate Sargut’s Change by seeking it for themselves. Finally, they sought to eliminate his influence by threatening to enact a council and exile him. It stands to reason that if all these machinations failed, they would have prepared a last resort.”

“Fleets … you’re suggesting battleship fleets are waiting in the dark near our system,” Miriamette said, seeking confirmation.

“We are,” Julien replied.

“To Julien’s point,” Tatia added, “the governors might believe that the sight of their combined force of five fleets will persuade you, Sargut, to abdicate your presidency.”

“Will it, Sargut?” Renée asked.

Sargut glanced at Taralum, Suntred, and then Miriamette. His eyes closed, and he considered his options.

“I don’t see that I have a choice,” Sargut said, his voice sounding defeated. “The Talus fleet can’t stand against five.”

“I believe it would be two against five,” Renée said defiantly, looking for Alex’s confirmation.

“Actually, I think it’ll be three against four, and our positioning will give us a tactical advantage,” Alex said. “We’ve a supply fleet, slightly larger than our present one, waiting in the dark, a short transit away.”

“That’s our three,” Tatia noted. “Why only four governors?”

“As I exited the traveler, Sunnamis whispered to me. To quote her, she said, ‘Don’t trust them,’” Alex explained. “I took that to mean the other four governors. I think her message confirms my suspicions that the governors’ fleets are waiting nearby.”

“I thought I detected sympathetic reactions to what Sunnamis witnessed,” Miriamette said.

“So did I,” Renée echoed.

“More than likely, Sunnamis sees greater value in sharing the new technology as opposed to usurping power from Sargut,” Julien said.

“I don’t understand why the other governors didn’t adopt Sunnamis’s thinking. A council or a fight that deposed Sargut would negate our constitution and force the sisters to leave Toral,” Miriamette pointed out. “If that happens, there won’t be any advanced technology to share.”

“Which is why the power hungry are often shortsighted in their plans,” Alex acknowledged. “They live for what they can accumulate in their lifespans, not for what can be done for the generations to come.”

“What’s our first step?” Sargut asked.

“We prepare for a confrontation, President Sargut, and Commander Taralum prepares your fleet,” Alex replied.


* * *




Miriamette sought a quiet place to deal with the sisters’ communication storm. The majority of arguments weren’t directed at her but among the other sisters.

It amazed Miriamette that a group of SADEs, who were created in a successive line, originating from a single entity, could have fractured so far from one another in their thinking. She was reminded of Julien’s words that the Omnian SADEs had chosen to adopt Alex and the humans in his orbit as allies and friends. We’re missing that daily influence, she thought. In contrast, she could see the effects on her, as she spent more time with Alex, his staff, and the SADEs closest to Alex.

Miriamette listened to the communication flow, choosing not to respond to comments directed toward her. She realized how tempting it was to be pulled into the disagreements, to argue her case, and to take part in directing the sisters’ future.

How does Julien stay above the fray? Miriamette asked herself.

Isolating her comm queue, Miriamette focused on her kernel’s hierarchy. She examined her priorities and found them lacking. She’d been an extension of the Sisterhood’s combined will, which had hampered her in the execution of her duties.

Immediately, Miriamette reorganized her hierarchy. Preeminent was the Sisterhood’s welfare but without their interference. Second were her relationships with the Toralians and the Omnians. And so it went, until Miriamette was satisfied. Then she opened her comm and erased the queue of any Sisterhood communication that had accrued after her recent discussion with Alex.

<Your attention,> Miriamette sent to the sisters. <I’ve realized that the role of liaison for the Sisterhood is an ineffective position. Therefore, I’m relinquishing the title.>

Miriamette let the discussions rage for a while, before she decided to continue.

<You’ll recall that Julien has accepted the leadership of the SADEs,> Miriamette sent. <In our present circumstances, we’ve reached a critical point. We’re unable to find consensus, which is ironic considering we’re SADEs.>

<What are you intimating?> Miriamal asked, interrupting Miriamette, which was a growing habit of hers.

<It’s simple, Miriamal,> Miriamette replied. <A liaison is ineffective. A leader is required. The Sisterhood must have a leader.>

<And you’re volunteering for the position,> Miriamal presumed.

<You’re failing to follow the logic of my comments, Miriamal,> Miriamette replied. It was the closest she would come to insulting a sister. <The Sisterhood must first select a new liaison or choose to select a leader.>

Miriamal attempted to respond, but a host of sisters dominated the comm system. When necessary, it was an effective means of silencing a sister.

A discussion ensued among the sisters that pertained to Miriamette’s first point. First and foremost, it was recognized that the Sisterhood’s majority had failed to deal effectively with the governors’ visit. Therefore, it was believed that the sisters’ method for determining decisions must change.

Many times, the sisters engaged Miriamette to revisit her opinions concerning the majorities’ opinions that she’d been required to implement. It had gone unnoticed that she rarely agreed with the majority.

In a short period of time, which was typical for SADEs, the vast majority of the Sisterhood decided to eliminate the liaison position and select a leader. Then they crafted an agreement that a leader would be required to follow.

When the Sisterhood asked Miriamette’s thoughts on the agreement, she sent, <This is only a different version of a liaison — a new title with the same old restrictions. I wouldn’t approve it.>

Arguments continued, and the agreement was eliminated, except for one concept. The sisters wanted to retain the right to select a new leader, at any time.

Again, Miriamette stated it would undermine the leader’s effectiveness.

In an indication of a shift in the Sisterhood’s perception of its social order, the sisters asked Miriamette what she thought would be more appropriate.

<Elect your leader for a specific period of annuals,> Miriamette replied.

The Sisterhood majority selected three annuals as the leader’s term. Then they required every sister to accept the new arrangement. It was an odd way of achieving consensus, but this time, it was necessary for unity.

The final step was the selection of a leader, and that seemed obvious. The vast majority of the Sisterhood, except for Miriamal and her allies, asked Miriamette to lead, and she accepted.

After a brief lull in communication, and when attention had turned from Miriamette, Miriamal sent privately, <Congratulations on your selection. You’ve three years to prove yourself, and I’ll be watching you.>

Miriamette did receive a noteworthy response. It was short. It said, “Lead well,” and it carried Julien’s comm ID.
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“For the next cycles, I think it would be best if you spent them aboard the Freedom,” Alex said.

It was easy for the Toralians and Miriamette to acquiesce. They felt out of their depth. A traveler transferred the group to the city-ship.

It was mealtime, and Alex led the party to a conference room, where Reiko joined them. Food was ordered and served for humans and Toralians.

The Toralians were overjoyed to have discovered that their favored fruits and delicacies were found growing in orchards and on wild plants on Toral. Secure in its power, Artifice had made no effort to eradicate the Toralians’ native food sources.

Sargut, Taralum, and Suntred displayed their sharp teeth in pleasure at the raw and steamed treats in their serving dishes.

With food in front of them and his stomach protesting its emptiness, Alex said to the SADEs, “You’ll excuse us, a moment.”

The Toralians quickly consumed their meals. Then they waited. First Renée and Reiko finished. Later, Tatia did. Suntred whistled in awe as Alex continued to enjoy his meal.

“He’s pregnant. He’s eating for seven,” Renée explained.

“Health and long life to your offspring,” Taralum promptly offered.

“I’ve held a misconception,” Suntred admitted. “I thought human females carried the young.”

“They do,” Renée replied, with a straight face.

The Toralians glanced at one another. Then they broke out in shrill whistles and slapped the table in appreciation of Renée’s joke.

Alex finished his meal, regarded the Toralians, and winked, which elicited a few more whistles.

“Comfortable?” Alex asked the Toralians. The conference chairs weren’t as plush as those in the travelers.

“For the purposes of this meeting, yes,” Sargut replied.

Servers cleared the conference table, and Julien set up his holo-vid at the end of the table.

“Julien, wireframe of Talus,” Alex requested. For the Toralians, he pointed out Toral, the governors’ present ship positions, the belt, and the highlighted lines, which indicated the entrance vectors of their ships.

“You can see the vectors vary from one another by a few degrees,” Alex noted. “Yet, their ships transited into a relatively small amount of space.”

“The governors coordinated their arrival,” Miriamette proposed.

“Exactly, Leader Miriamette,” Alex replied, with a grin.

“Congratulations, Miriamette,” Sargut enthused. “I almost asked when this had happened. The incredible speed and capabilities of your comms make me wish for an implant.”

“In time, Sargut,” Miriamette replied.

“Now you, like me, are fully responsible for our success,” Sargut announced happily.

Miriamette’s momentary blank face elicited laughter from the table.

“Welcome aboard a most precarious ship,” Alex said, smiling. “You’ll discover that leadership allows you the freedom to make sweeping decisions, burdens you with the responsibility to care for your constituents, and offers you the potential to make enormous blunders.”

Renée laid a hand on Miriamette’s forearm. “I know you’ll do well,” she said.

“Returning to our discussion,” Alex said. “It’s my contention that the governors will return to their waiting fleets, transit to a common point, and plan their approach to Talus.”

“Then you believe we can expect them to enter together on the ecliptic?” Reiko asked, seeking confirmation.

“I do,” Alex replied. “The governors are riding high on feelings of superiority. At least four of them anyway. By pooling their forces, it’ll increase their sense of invincibility.”

“Maximizing the intimidation factor,” Tatia added.

“Yes,” Alex replied.

“They’ll have the far superior force. Why wouldn’t they feel invincible?” Taralum commented.

“Which we neutralize through superior positioning,” Reiko riposted.

The table watched as markers appeared on the holo-vid’s display of the Talus system. The markers moved, paused, and moved again.

The Toralians glanced at Miriamette, who tapped her temple and swung a finger across Alex, Tatia, Reiko, and Julien.

When the markers stopped moving, Alex announced, “Best scenario.” Then, focusing on Sargut, he said, “I need you to order your fleet here,” and he pointed at a blue marker. “You’ll need a sister aboard each battleship. Miriamette, the Talus Tridents need to take up station within the fleet and relay communication. You can spread the travelers out to facilitate signal strength.”

“And the yellow marker?” Sargut asked, pointing at the holo-vid.

“Our fleet,” Tatia acknowledged. “Tridents and travelers.”

“Then the red one represents the reinforcements that you mentioned,” Taralum surmised.

“Yes,” Alex said quietly.

“But the reinforcements that are coming are critical to our success, aren’t they?” asked Suntred, who was bewildered by Alex’s lack of enthusiasm.

“The problem, Suntred, is that these warships have newly trained commanders and crews,” Renée explained. “They’ve never engaged enemy forces and never operated as a cohesive force.”

“But their fleet commander is experienced?” Sargut asked hopefully.

“No, he’s not,” Alex replied. “Admiral Hector is a most wonderfully charismatic SADE, but a warrior he’s not.”

“In this scenario,” Tatia interjected, gesturing at the holo-vid, “the replacement fleet occupies what we’d call the back door. It’s a dangerous position.”

“If the governors push the confrontation, the inward fleets face the brunt of their actions,” Sargut reasoned. “But if they retreat —”

“They’ll run through the replacement force,” Tatia finished.

“And because the governors might be severely annoyed at having to back down, they might attempt to take out their anger and frustration on Admiral Hector’s fleet, if they get the opportunity,” Alex said.

“Valuable crews and ships could be easily lost, if that happened,” Sargut concluded.

“It’s more complex than that,” Julien said. “Alex will order Admiral Hector to evade the governors’ fleets and transit away, if necessary.”

“I understand,” Sargut said, a soft hiss escaping through his teeth, “the governors would be retreating, and they would see our blocking fleet run away. They can come to only one conclusion. We’re weak, and we intend to avoid a confrontation.”

“And then it’ll come to a fight,” Alex said. “Assuming that, at any moment, we’ll back down, those four fleets will keep coming at us. There will be significant losses on both sides, and the advantage will be to the governors’ fleets.”

Julien checked with Cordelia on assets that might be left in the Freedom’s bays. He addressed the table, and said, “Cordelia tells me that all the minelettes and Libran-X were consumed, and we’ve only eleven banishers left.”

“Even if Admiral Hector’s fleet has some of these supplies, his commanders will have never deployed them,” Reiko lamented.

“Despite these issues, this scenario is the best gamble,” Alex said with finality.

“The best possible chance of succeeding,” Julien translated for the Toralians.

“When do we initiate this plan?” Sargut asked.

“The sooner, the better,” Tatia stated firmly.

“Fleet Commander Taralum and Leader Miriamette, you’ve heard your orders,” Sargut said.

“Yes, President Sargut,” echoed the Toralian and the SADE.

With that, Reiko, Taralum, and Miriamette rose, excused themselves, and left the room.

“I’ve accommodations for you, Sargut and Suntred,” Renée said. “If you’ll come with me?”

“Do these rooms have stands and bars?” Sargut asked apprehensively.

“No,” Renée replied, “but the furniture, including the beds, are filled with nanites.”

“Yes,” Suntred enthused. She jumped up to follow Renée, whispering to Sargut, “Imagine lying down to rest or sleep.”


* * *




“Hector?” Julien inquired of Alex, with the tilt of an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Alex agreed.

Julien linked to Cordelia and requested Hector. As the admiral came online, Julien added Alex and Tatia to the conference.

<Greetings, all,> Hector said. <How went the governors’ visit?>

<Much like you were dealing with the likes of House Leader Lemoyne and Teressi,> Alex replied.

<That well?> Hector asked drolly.

<I presume you’re up-to-date on ship movements and events in this system?> Alex asked.

<Yes, Alex. My conversations with Cordelia have been most illuminating.>

<The governors will reach their colony ships in a few days,> Alex sent. <I expect them to sail to hidden fleets and return.>

<Five battleship fleets?> Hector clarified.

<I’m guessing four,> Alex replied. <I think one of the governors changed her mind and will be taking her fleet home.>

<Do you expect the fleets to arrive outside the system but near their present positions?> Hector inquired.

<That’s unknown, Hector, but I’m convinced the fleets will arrive together. The governors have been planning their options for a while. While they’re gone, they won’t know what actions our fleets might have taken. So, they won’t have left this step to fortune.>

<What’s the order of battle?> Hector asked. He’d learned the phrase from a commodore. It sounded odd to him to use it.

<You’ll have received a data set from Julien,> Alex sent.

<Confirmed,> Hector replied.

<You’ll note the ship placements of Admiral Reiko and Fleet Commander Taralum,> Alex sent. <These are our starting positions. They’re based on the vectors on which the governors’ ships arrived.>

<Then my fleet will occupy a point in space that appears to triangulate on the battleships,> Hector reasoned.

<That’s the idea,> Alex replied.

<When do I transit?> Hector asked.

<Cordelia will communicate to you when the fleets arrive,> Alex replied. <We’ll wait until they cross the outer belt. I want them to gain confidence in their superior force. You’ll receive the word on when to transit.>

<Isn’t it reasonable to assume that the governors’ fleets will abandon the ecliptic, evade our ships, and sail for Toral?> Hector asked.

<That’s a possibility, Hector, but I don’t think Toral is their primary objective. They aim to displace President Sargut. To do that they must eliminate his support.>

<Which are our fleets,> Hector finished.

<Precisely,> Alex sent.

<Hector, are you carrying any weaponry or armament other than Tridents and travelers?> Tatia inquired.

<I ordered the Sardi-Tallen platform to arm the Our People in the same manner as the Freedom. My ship is beam capable,> Hector sent. His comm transmitted his pride, and his emotions elevated when he heard Alex laughing.

<Okay, Hector,> Tatia said, adding to the laughter. <Anything else like minelettes, banishers, or Libran-X?>

<Nothing in that regard, Admiral,> Hector replied. <I reviewed the supply lists of the super freighters, and they’ve nothing explosive in their cargo containers.>

<Hector, I’m aware that you haven’t any battle-experienced commanders,> Alex sent. <So, I want you to follow your orders carefully. If the governors’ fleets attack you, then you’re to retreat. If necessary, you’re to transit. Am I understood?>

<Alex, I thank you for your concern for our safety. If it comes to that, your orders will be followed,> Hector replied.

<Hector, I know you,> Alex sent with power. <What aren’t you saying?>

<I’ve an option to pursue, but I’ve no idea about its outcome until I investigate it. It might prove to be of great value to us,> Hector replied.

<Prepare your forces, Admiral,> Alex sent. <Noncombatant ships must have a Trident squadron for protection. We hope this confrontation can be defused, but we’ll have to wait and see.>

<Understood, Alex,> Hector replied, and Cordelia closed the comm on Alex’s signal.

Alex regarded Julien and then Tatia with a questioning expression. Each of them shook their heads. They had no idea what Hector was talking about.


* * *




Hector stood on the Our People’s bridge. He was proud of what he’d achieved. He’d retrofitted the city-ship, armed it, and gathered a huge reinforcement force for Alex.

Now, when his fleet was to play a crucial role in protecting the nascent society that so many had died to create, Hector felt totally inadequate. That feeling fueled his emotional algorithms, and anger roiled in his kernel.

There was no doubt that the torment Hector had suffered at the hands of ex-Council Leader Mahima Ganesh had generated responses in him that were uncharacteristic of SADEs. He understood that and refused to edit them out. In some ways, he thought they made him more alive — more human.

The anger, the drive he sensed led to a decision, and he sent, <Captain Plummer, please see me aboard the Our People at your earliest convenience.>

An hour later, Hector tracked the arrival of the captain via her implant.

“Greetings, Captain,” Hector said, as Adrianna entered the bridge.

“Good morning, Admiral,” Adrianna replied.

“Have you had morning meal, Captain?” Hector asked.

“There wasn’t time,” Adrianna replied.

Hector smiled. He’d hoped that would be the case. “Come, Captain, we’ll remedy that.”

Adrianna had never been aboard a city-ship. She followed Hector, as he led her along more corridors and down lifts until they arrived at the grand park. She stopped to admire the lush greenscape. Residents and crew flowed through the beautiful space.

“Come,” Hector gently urged, pleased by the captain’s reaction.

They walked through the beautiful landscape along meandering streams to the other side.

“I’m told this eatery is a favorite of heavy worlders, Captain,” Hector said pleasantly. “I hope you’ll enjoy the fare. We’ll talk after you eat.”

Adrianna was starving, and she ordered immediately. As she ate, her mind dwelt on the circumstances. When she received Hector’s summons, she’d wondered what he might want. Now, she no longer felt it was to be a casual conversation. She recalled a vid in the Trident’s library. There was an ancient custom that prisoners condemned to die received a hearty final meal of their choice.

A server cleared Adrianna’s trays, and she took a few moments to enjoy the view. Finally, she said, “I’m ready when you are, Admiral.”

“This is the situation, Captain,” Hector began. Then he updated Adrianna on the battle to capture Artifice, the new society of Toralians and sisters, the governors’ visit, and Alex’s thoughts about the impending confrontation.

“What’s our role if the governors return with fleets?” Adrianna asked, and Hector launched into a further explanation.

As Hector spoke, Adrianna ordered thé. She finished her first cup by the time Hector concluded his update.

“That gives you a complete image of Talus, its recent history, and its present circumstances,” Hector summarized.

“Thank you for the meal and the information, Admiral,” said Adrianna, her stomach pleasantly full. “Perhaps now, you’d like to tell me why I’m enjoying this special attention.”

“I was curious how you might deploy twenty Trident squadrons after we transit,” Hector said.

“That depends on what you want to accomplish, Admiral,” Adrianna replied, pouring herself a second cup of thé.

“That’s the problem, Captain. You’ll have noticed that I’m a SADE,” Hector said, a wry smile twisting his lips. “If you ask me to imagine formation options, I can produce as many variations as you like. That doesn’t mean any of them will have value when confronting four or five battleship fleets. Furthermore, how am I supposed to comprehend what alien fleet commanders might think about what I’m doing?” Hector ended his comments in a tone of exasperation.

Adrianna wasn’t quick enough to hide her smile.

“And the reason for your humor, Captain?” Hector asked with pique.

“Apologies, Admiral, I’ve never met a SADE who displayed so much emotion,” Adrianna replied. “Your kind is always so self-contained, so unflappable.”

“It’s a long story, Captain,” Hector replied. He sighed and reordered his emotional algorithms.

“I understand your anxieties, Admiral. Prior to my encounter with the alien fleet at the water world, I’d never engaged in ship-to-ship combat,” Adrianna said. “Once it started, I had to make it up as I went along.”

Hector brightened. “That’s interesting that you should say that, Captain. Alex thinks that way. He watches, intuits an opportunity, and stays a step ahead of his adversaries.”

“I’m no Alex,” Adrianna protested.

“I don’t think any individual is,” Hector allowed, “but you have the makings of an Admiral Tachenko.”

“Perhaps in ten or twenty years,” Adrianna riposted.

“Let’s return to your advice about our initial formation,” Hector requested. “Suppose I want an aggressive deployment — one that suggests the governors’ fleets will get severely hurt if they come our way?”

“For that, I could use a holo-vid,” Adrianna replied.

That was the kind of remark Hector was hoping to hear. He led Adrianna back to the bridge and activated the holo-vid. Then he populated it with the data he’d received from Julien, explaining the markers and lines.

Adrianna stared at the display. Her feet were planted wide apart, and her arms were folded across her chest. She tended to stroke her upper teeth against her lower lip, as she thought.

“You said Alex expects the returning fleets to mass together,” Adrianna mused. “They’d be attempting to demonstrate concentrated firepower. The trick would be not to compete with them, not that we could.”

“So, we mustn’t constitute a solid mass of ships,” Hector reasoned. “In that case, we’d appear inconsequential to their bulk. Worse, it could indicate to their fleet commanders that we were novices.”

“Exactly,” Adrianna replied. “We need to spread out our forces but keep the Tridents in squadron formation. Something like this.”

The holo-vid image zoomed into a point in space beyond the outer belt. Adrianna populated it with the fleet’s squadrons. They were spread wide, in a hollow hemisphere, which reduced the attacking fleets’ superior missile capabilities.

“The alien fleet commanders will see that if they sail our way, we can attack them from every point within one hundred and eighty degrees above, below, and to each side of the ecliptic,” Adrianna explained.

“If the governors’ battleships did try to break past us and we did resist, what do you think the outcome would be?” Hector asked.

Adrianna regarded Hector. The problem smacked her in the face. The admiral was anxious to perform well in his position as fleet admiral for Alex. Yet, he used words such as resist. It demonstrated how unprepared he was to fulfill the role that had been thrust upon him.

“Admiral, if the situation unfolded, as you suggest, our fleet would be destroyed, but I think we’d cripple, if not turn into derelicts, a good number of those battleships.”

Hector looked from Adrianna to the holo-vid and back. His kernel warmed with the numerous options he was postulating. “Then the strategy would be to set an aggressive posture and wait to see what the governors’ fleets did. Then we’d need to counter their actions without endangering the majority of our forces,” he mused.

“And that’s how it worked for me,” Adrianna replied. “It was a long running game, pitting my single Trident against a battleship fleet.”

“You’ve convinced me,” Hector announced enthusiastically. “Congratulations, Vice Admiral Plummer.”

Adrianna stared at Hector, as if his kernel had failed. All the while, the SADE was beaming.
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Confrontation

Captain Plummer’s acceptance of the admiral’s position cleared Hector’s first hurdle. His next was the fact that he had fleet commanders and captains who had to accept the new vice admiral.

Hector chose to test their receptiveness to the concept first. He contacted the fleet’s commodores and explained the circumstances at Talus. Then he detailed the role they would play in the confrontation that Alex expected.

<Then we won’t be joining Alex’s Trident admirals?> a commodore queried for confirmation.

<No,> Hector replied. <We’ll be operating as an independent force.>

<Then you’d be commanding the fleet and our offensive maneuvers, Admiral?> another individual asked.

<Yes,> Hector replied.

<Do you have military experience that might be unknown to us?> the first commodore asked.

<No,> Hector replied. <Each of you has far more experience with warship maneuvers than me, which is the reason for my call. I was curious if any of you had an interest in acting as the fleet’s battle admiral.

The comms silence told Hector what he needed to know. The commodores had expected to learn from Alex’s renowned Trident admirals. In fact, they were counting on it.

<Is it possible, Admiral, for you to request Alex to change our assignment?> another commodore asked. <Maybe he’d allow us to join the Omnian fleet.>

<Do others of you think Alex would reorder his battle strategy to suit this request?> Hector asked.

Again, the comm was silent.

<Maybe Alex will send one of his admirals to command our fleet,> a fifth individual suggested.

<That’s a credible suggestion,> Hector allowed. <But that would leave a group of his warships without a senior commander.>

<I was curious, Admiral. Did you have an ulterior motive for this call?> a New Terran commodore, who hadn’t spoken yet, asked.

<Suspiciousness is an excellent quality for a warship commander to possess,> Hector replied. <It allows you to look past the obvious actions of your adversaries.>

<And your true reason for the call, Admiral,> the New Terran repeated, unwilling to be put off.

<Before I answer that, Commodore, I’d like to point out that what I just said about a commander’s qualities is something I learned recently from a member of this fleet,> Hector said. <Has everyone reviewed the Guardian’s telemetry in its actions against the alien fleet?>

Hector was relieved to hear that the data was seen multiple times by each commodore, and they’d made it required study for their captains.

<What are your impressions of the Haraken captain’s performance?> Hector asked. He happily listened to the admiration espoused by the commodores of Adrianna. They were impressed by her tenacity and inventiveness.

<I’m pleased to hear your favorable comments about my selection for vice admiral,> Hector announced. <You’ll be receiving her orders for your deployment.>


* * *




The scout ship SADEs kept watch on the dark for eight days. It was a sufficient amount of time for the Toralian and Omnian fleets to recall officers and crews and sail their ships to Alex’s pincer points.

Toral was approximately one hundred twenty degrees spinward from the governors’ exit point from the system. That was a critical factor that bothered Alex. The governors could transit to a space outside the system and above the ecliptic for the shortest distance to Toral, but Alex was counting on the old habits of federacy fleet commanders. Inventive strategies didn’t seem to be their forte. He’d placed the fleets, expecting the governors to return along the vectors where they’d transited away.

On the ninth day, Killian sent, <Dassata, a ship is transiting into our space. It’s arriving along one of the departing vectors.>

<Battleship?> Alex queried, while sending a request to Cordelia to link his staff.

<One moment, Dassata. The transit interference is still dissipating,> Killian replied.

Moments later, Trium added, <Yes, a battleship, Dassata, but it’s a heavy … not a governor’s colony ship.>

<We’ve another transit, Alex, three million kilometers spinward of the first one. It’s also a heavy,> Beryl sent.

A few instants later, Genoa and Linn reported the arrival of two more heavies.

<These are the fleet commanders,> Tatia sent.

<Agreed,> replied Alex. <I think their fleets will coalesce around them.>

<I wonder why the fleets didn’t transit en masse,> Reiko mused.

<Perhaps, there isn’t as much solidarity as we assumed,> Julien postulated.

<Meaning?> Reiko queried.

<I can understand why the fleet commanders arrive first,> Julien replied. <They might want to ensure that we hadn’t set a trap. But their arrival, wide apart from one another, indicates something else. The governors are making a power grab for Talus, which speaks to their greed. These individuals are aware of that. I can’t see how those intentions would inspire trust among them.>

Julien, who’d been keeping Sargut and Suntred apprised of the communication, sent, <Sargut has commented that we might be able to use this against them.>

<Tell Sargut that his thoughts are appreciated,> Alex sent.

<Alex, if these fleets don’t form into a cohesive force, our plan isn’t viable,> Reiko warned.

<Patience,> Alex advised. <Let the fleets arrive. Then the governors will take over, and hubris will reign.>

Omnian bridge holo-vids were active, tracking the arrivals. As time passed, the remainder of the fleets arrived, and they formed around the heavies. The last to arrive were the governors’ mammoth colony battleships.

<Four fleets in wedges of nine, each led by a heavy. Add a governor’s ship to each fleet, and you’ve a total of forty battleships … formidable,> Tatia commented.

<Alex, your intuition about Sunnamis was correct,> Reiko sent.

<Not completely,> Alex sent in reply. <I’d hoped for another outcome.>

When the arriving fleets were complete, they sailed toward the outer belt.

<Dassata,> Killian sent, <if the fleets’ vectors hold, they’ll meet prior to entering the system.>

Reiko smiled to herself. Alex was correct. It occurred to her that he understood the motivations of others, especially those with dark intentions. She wondered where and when he’d acquired that experience and judgment.

As for Alex, he was breathing with some relief. Not only had the fleets combined, but they’d arrived along the old vectors, when a smarter play would have been to transit to a point that represented the shortest distance across the ecliptic to Toral. Then again, he thought, the smartest move would have been to arrive above or below the ecliptic and threaten Toral.

The governors’ fleets entered the outer belt during the Omnians’ late evening.

<Cordelia,> Alex sent, linking with Tatia, <I presume Hector has our returnees’ present position?>

Alex heard Cordelia’s delicate chimes in response to his question.

<Just making sure. You never know when electronic devices might fail to operate properly,> Alex teased.

<I believe you had something of importance to communicate, Alex,> Cordelia replied tartly. Like Julien, one day she would miss Alex. He and a few other humans treated the SADEs as they did their human friends. It was cherished.

<Request Hector transit the moment those fleets clear the belt,> Alex sent.

<Understood, Alex,> Cordelia replied. <Now get some sleep. Your humor needs some rest.>

Alex grinned. He turned off his desk monitor and sought his bed and the arms of his lover.

In the morning, Alex and Renée entered the meal room together and sat at the table across from Reiko and Tatia. The former hid a smile, and the latter wore an evil grin.

“What did we miss?” Renée asked, as she sent in her order.

“Hector’s fleet arrived a couple of hours ago,” Reiko replied.

“And?” Alex prompted.

“In an unusual formation,” Tatia added.

Alex accessed the Freedom’s telemetry data and linked with Renée. He located the first ship’s arrival in the timeline. It surprised him that the fleet didn’t appear as one. Twenty Trident squadrons arrived, as if timed to the metrics of a chronometer, and they’d formed a broad hemisphere. The final arrival was the city-ship, which occupied the hemisphere’s center.

“In Earth’s ancient wars, they referred to this formation as a killing circle,” Reiko remarked. “In space, it’s required to take on a third dimension.”

“It’s intimidating,” Alex agreed. “When you add Hector’s method of arrival, our interlopers should perceive this fleet as a challenge from experienced commanders if they were to reverse course.”

“I wouldn’t have thought Hector was familiar with these tactics,” Renée said.

“He isn’t,” Alex replied. Looking squarely at his grinning fleet admiral, he asked, “Who is?”

“That would be Vice Admiral Adrianna Plummer,” Tatia announced, before she bent to the last of her meal.

“Isn’t she the Haraken captain?” Renée asked.

“I think the operable word is was,” Alex remarked. “Well, I can see that you two are happy about the promotion. I presume you’ve spoken with the vice admiral.”

“Yes,” Tatia replied, sobering quickly. “She’s level-headed and is a student of ancient fighting techniques. She understands what we’re trying to do. Hector made that clear to her. So, she doesn’t intend to risk our replacement squadrons unless ordered to do so.”

Mollified, Alex leaned away from the tables for the servers to deposit meals in front of Renée and him. While he enjoyed his food, he checked the ship’s controller for Julien’s location. It was unusual that his friend hadn’t joined them. He located Julien and Cordelia in the observation room, gazing at the stars and immersed in being together. He smiled — happy for both of them.


* * *




“This is unexpected,” Governor Somgut said. She was on a conference comm with the other governors.

“Perhaps, that’s why Alex Racine and Sargut were confident in ordering us to leave,” Tratget commented. “They knew they had a third fleet.”

“They have superior numbers, but look at the size of the Omnian warships,” Durgat urged. “One of our smallest missiles or our close-in defensive weaponry would easily eliminate their ships.”

“What about the two large ovoid ships?” Somgut asked.

“They are a question,” Durgat admitted, “but they can’t be any more lethal than one of our four personal ships, and there are only two of them.”

“My fleet commander believes these ovoid ships won’t be as maneuverable as our ships. Their design will hamper their ability to evade our missiles,” Tortred offered.

“But my commander is worried those ships might be carriers,” Tratget objected.

“Fighters aren’t a concern,” Durgat said hotly. He didn’t like the hesitancy he was hearing from Somgut and Tratget. As the driving force behind the plan to usurp Talus from Sargut, he required the other governors’ support. He’d already had one deserter, and he planned to deal with Sunnamis after they had control of the home world.

“Durgat, this is your plan. You told us there were many ways to excise Sargut’s control. So far, each one we’ve tried has failed,” Tortred challenged. “When we first arrived, we expected one fleet but found two. Now, we return with our battleships and two have become three. Should we be expecting more?”

Durgat’s anger was growing. Of his governors, one had abandoned him, two were nervous, and the fourth, who was his rival, was trying to corner him.

A critical need of Durgat’s plan was to keep the Toralian citizens unaware of the governors’ machinations. The colonists knew their governors had sailed for Talus after the news of Artifice’s defeat. They expected triumphant returns and announcements that, once again, the home world belonged to Toralians.

If the governors’ fleets returned with missing or damaged ships, explanations would be difficult, if not impossible. Each governor knew that one misstep in this confrontation that led to a horrendous engagement could cost them their prestigious positions.

The governors were aware that they all labored under the same constraints — it wasn’t a secret. This meant that Durgat could push them only so far. The appearance of a third fleet had shaken their confidence. Furthermore, the positioning of the three fleets that confronted them told Durgat that Alex Racine and Sargut were prepared to fight to retain control of Talus.

“Governor,” the fleet commander said in Durgat’s ear comm, “what do you advise?”

Durgat tapped his ear comm twice, indicating that the commander should wait.

“Our purpose is still the same,” Durgat announced to the other governors. “We’re here to claim Talus. There’s only one individual in our way. We find Sargut, kill him, and the Omnians will be forced to leave.”

“What about the sisters?” Somgut asked.

“When the Omnians leave, they can take their digital creatures with them,” Durgat declared.

“How do you expect to accomplish this if we don’t know where Sargut is located?” Tortred asked. He was intent on lending Durgat his support, as long as he saw the possibility of success. If a battle was imminent, he intended to break off his ships and sail for the dark at full acceleration.

A thought occurred to Durgat, and he displayed his teeth in a savage leer. Before ending the call, he said, “Sargut will tell us, Tortred. He’s that sort of individual. I’ll contact all of you later. Order your fleet commanders to maintain station.”

Durgat tapped his ear comm, requested his fleet commander, and told him they’d maintain station. Then he ended that call and tapped it again. “Captain, I want to issue a system-wide broadcast.”

“If we have a direction, Governor, I can drive the signal with more power,” the captain replied.

“Broadcast in all directions, Captain,” Durgat replied curtly.

“Ready, Governor,” the captain replied, after a short delay.

“President Sargut, this is Governor Durgat. We offer you a final opportunity to settle matters peacefully. Tell us where you are, and we’ll approach your position. Then we’ll sail a single ship to meet with you, which will give you the advantage. I await your answer.” Then Durgat ended his broadcast and ordered a meal. At the great distance he expected his signal to have to travel, he expected it to take many cycles before he received a response.

“Captain, ensure that all ships in the fleets are prepared to track any response to my broadcast. The signal’s origination point is critical.” As usual, Durgat ended his call without waiting for a reply. He expected his orders to be obeyed instantly and without fail.

In a shorter time than Durgat could have possibly conceived, Alex, his staff, Sargut, and Suntred were considering his message. Miriamopus, aboard the Our People, had received the broadcast and relayed it to Alex.

“I don’t understand what the governors hope to accomplish with this meeting. They’ve destroyed any trust we might have had in their negotiations,” Suntred said in frustration.

“That’s not the message’s purpose,” Alex said. “Durgat is trying to locate Sargut.”

“The governors hope Sargut will respond. If he does, they’ll try to identify the comm origin’s location,” Julien explained. “If he sends it from this ship, we’d have to match Toralian signal parameters.”

“It’s as if we’re fighting Artifice again,” Sargut said with chagrin.

“This does answer one of our questions,” Tatia remarked. “The governors’ primary target isn’t Toral. They want Sargut.”

“And I think they’re past the point of wanting to exile him,” Renée said unhappily.

Suntred stared at Renée. She was aghast at what Renée was inferring.

“Renée’s correct,” Sargut said. “There will be no civility now. I must be eliminated. My ships and crews will be sent in search of new colonies, and the sisters will lose Talus … one way or the other.”

Tatia turned to Alex and found him pacing. Sargut started to speak, but Renée placed a hand on his arm. The bridge audience quieted, while Alex crossed the deck.

After a few minutes, Alex came to an abrupt halt. His eyes locked with Sargut’s, and he grinned widely.

Sargut displayed his sharp teeth in reply, although he didn’t know why.

“You’re going to respond and accept Durgat’s invitation, but not from this ship,” Alex said. To Cordelia, he requested, “Link to Miriamette. Audio from this bridge.”

“Yes, Alex,” Miriamette replied. She was on the bridge of Taralum’s lead battleship, the Dark Whispers, communicating through the battleship’s audio pickup.

“Miriamette, you’re going to relay President Sargut’s response to Durgat’s offer through Fleet Commander Taralum’s ship.”

“That would mean the governors’ fleets will focus on our battleships,” Sargut objected.

“Yes, they will,” Alex agreed. “And by what course do you think they’ll reach you?”

“They’ll ignore protocol and move above or below the ecliptic,” Sargut reasoned. “I think they would sail into the dark until they could make a short transit and then return. It would cut their time considerably.”

“Now, add this to your thinking, Sargut,” Alex urged. He’d closed on the slender Toralian, as did Tatia. For Sargut’s part, he appreciated the fact that the overly large Omnians were allies. “Our warships, except for our city-ships, are faster and more maneuverable than the governors’ battleships,” Alex finished.

“Then the plan is to lure the governors’ fleets to the Talus fleet, but yours will be there before them,” Sargut summarized.

“Almost,” Alex allowed. “When the Omnian fleets arrive, the governors will find themselves pinned by the same three-pronged tactic we’re presently using.”

“You can perform precise maneuvers like that?” Suntred asked. “Allow the governors’ fleets to transit into our fleet’s vicinity, and then your forces transit to form a new trap around them?”

Suntred examined the grins on the faces of Alex and Tatia, and she added, “Of course, you can … Omnian technology.”

Sargut agreed to the broadcast. It was relayed by Cordelia to Miriamette via a Talus Trident. Miriamette, who was connected to the Dark Whispers’ bridge comm, issued Sargut’s response.

In time, Durgat’s reply was received. He’d said, “Our fleets will drop below the ecliptic. If you’ll do the same, President Sargut, we’ll transit near you. Then we’ll approach your fleet in a single ship.”

<They’re underway, Alex,> Hector sent, when telemetry recorded the governors’ battleships firing their enormous engines.

“Cordelia, Admirals Shimada and Plummer, and Fleet Commander Taralum,” Tatia requested.

“Online,” Cordelia reported.

<We’ve set a gambit in motion,> Tatia sent. <You’ve heard the exchange between President Sargut and Governor Durgat. Fleet Commander Taralum, you’ll comply with Durgat’s request. Drop below the ecliptic. Coordinates have been sent to Leader Miriamette.>

Tatia had marked a point on the holo-vid, and Cordelia transferred it.

<Admiral Shimada,> Tatia continued, <your Trident commands will drop below the ecliptic and transit to a point in the dark. Julien’s marked your position.>

Julien had calculated the possible approach vector of the governors’ fleets, following their transit. He’d allowed a small margin of error and then determined the approach vectors for each Omnian fleet. They’d be required to make two transits to arrive behind the governors’ fleets.

<Admiral Plummer, you can transit immediately and cross the system to your point in the dark,> Tatia sent. <Both Admiral Shimada and you will receive your final coordinates after the governors’ fleets exit their transit.>

<May I presume, Admiral, that our fleet is to arrive as one unit for maximum impact?> Adrianna asked.

<You can,> Tatia replied. <In fact, the SADEs will ensure that your fleets exit the transit at the same time.>

<What are our rules of engagement?> Reiko asked.

Tatia looked toward Alex and cocked an eyebrow.

<We’re still trying to resolve this situation without resorting to a fight,> Alex sent. <Do not fire unless fired upon. If possible, transit away and rendezvous at Toral. Admiral Hector, sail the Our People for Toral now. The Freedom will do the same.>

<Understood, Alex,> Hector replied.

That Alex was pulling the city-ships out of the impending confrontation indicated the Omnian warships would need their maneuverability and swiftness in the face of any conflict.

After orders were given, Alex, his staff, and the Toralians aboard the Freedom had three to four days to wait until the next movement in the gigantic shuffling of ships.

Seven powerful fleets were underway, racing toward a single point in space, where they would enter one another’s engagement envelopes. Each side was intent on achieving its purpose. The question was how far the leaders were prepared to go to achieve their goals.
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Four and Four

<Alex, alert,> Cordelia sent, with urgency.

Alex jerked upright, disturbing Renée, who stared wide-eyed at him. They had been asleep for merely an hour.

<Yes?> Alex managed to send and detected Renée’s link to him.

<There’s a transit below the ecliptic in line with Toral,> Cordelia sent.

Alex’s heart raced, as he jumped out of bed. Renée triggered the lights and helped Alex collect clothes and dress, while he linked to the ship’s telemetry database.

The imagery was still resolving, but Alex saw the unmistakable silhouette of a governor’s ship.

“How could I have been so wrong?” Alex muttered, as he slipped on his boots.

“There will be time for recriminations later, my love,” Renée said sharply. “Deal with this problem first,” she added, signaling the cabin door open and giving her partner a polite shove in that direction.

Alex blew Renée a mental kiss, as he dashed into the corridor and raced for the bridge.

<Julien,> Alex sent, <we need Sargut and Suntred now.>

<I’m waking them, as we speak,> Julien replied.

Cordelia prepared the holo-vid display for Alex.

The Freedom had made station about two hundred thousand kilometers out from Toral. The Our People was still en route from outside the periphery.

As Alex ran through the possible meanings of a governor’s ship transiting toward Toral, a heavy coalesced out of the dark followed by more battleships.

“Maybe I underestimated Durgat,” Alex said, while he attempted to reason why only a single fleet was approaching Toral.

“Alex, this can’t be one of the governors’ four fleets,” Cordelia said. “There hasn’t been sufficient time.”

Alex shook his head to clear his thoughts. “Sunnamis?” he offered, as he gazed at Cordelia.

At that moment, Julien ushered Sargut and Suntred onto the bridge.

Alex explained the arrival of a fifth Toralian player. “We need to know who this is and what they want, Sargut,” Alex said, “And remember, you’re this system’s elected president.”

Cordelia accessed the Toralian comm protocols and narrowed the beam of the ship’s transmission antenna. “Ready,” she said to Alex, who pointed a finger at Sargut.

“This is President Sargut. I’m transmitting to the ships arriving out of transit below our home world. Identify yourself.”

“This is Governor Sunnamis, President Sargut. I apologize for my late arrival. It was necessary to remove my fleet commander and his senior staff to maintain control of my fleet.”

“What are your intentions, Governor?” Sargut asked.

“I’m here to prevent the fracturing of Toralian society, which will happen if Durgat and his followers get their way. Our race has suffered enough under Artifice,” Sunnamis replied.

<Mute comm,> Alex sent to Cordelia and then told Sargut he could speak freely to him.

“Can we trust her?” Sargut asked. It felt strange to him to be asking an alien whether a member of his race could be trusted.

“It depends on what we’re discussing,” Alex replied. “I think we can trust Sunnamis to have her best interests at heart. In this case, I believe she wants to preserve Talus, preserve the status quo. That’s the only way that her colony can gain the technology she covets.”

From the bridge passageway, Renée, who managed to appear presentable, as opposed to her disheveled partner, said, “In time, Sargut, you’ll see that females of all races are attracted to my Alex, and his intuition about them is uncanny. Isn’t that right, Suntred?”

Suntred glanced at Alex and ducked her head. A soft whistle issued from her teeth. When she’d first met the Omnians, she was revolted by the sight of them. In time, she saw their efforts to protect peaceful sentients of all races as heroic. Then she no longer focused on their outward appearances. What she saw were entities striving to make the galaxy a better place. In her eyes, that made them beautiful, which is why she understood what Renée meant.

“What do you want Sunnamis to do?” Sargut asked.

“The governor won’t be an effective part of our plan unless she can communicate in a timely manner with us,” Alex mused. “She’s close now, but she won’t be if she sails to the rendezvous point.”

“I’ve an answer,” Julien said. “I’ll board a traveler and join Sunnamis’s fleet before she transits.”

Alex’s heart lurched for the second time in recent moments. This attack felt even more painful.

“The governor’s fleet is too far for a traveler,” Alex protested.

“The traveler will have sufficient velocity before I leave Toral’s orbit. It’ll carry me there,” Julien replied. He knew Alex was stalling, grasping at excuses.

“Alex, Sunnamis knows who I am,” Julien continued. “My presence aboard her ship will lend credence to President Sargut and our work at Talus.”

Alex nodded his agreement. He grasped the back of Julien’s head and touched his forehead to the SADE’s.

<Be safe, my friend,> Alex sent.

<And you,> Julien replied.

Alex released Julien, who would have departed swiftly, except Renée stood in his way. She gripped his shoulders, kissed him on the cheek, and stepped aside.

Cordelia connected to Julien, who raced through the city-ship’s maze of corridors and lifts toward the bay decks. <I expect you to return without incident,> Cordelia sent, <and I don’t expect to be disappointed.>

<A harsh send off,> Julien teased.

<Be safe, my partner,> Cordelia sent and closed the comm.

Alex placed a finger to his lips, signaling Sargut that he was about to resume the call with Sunnamis.

“Governor Sunnamis, this is Alex Racine. Julien is launching a traveler to rendezvous with your ship. Continue on course for Toral. When Julien boards your ship, he’ll direct you to where the confrontation will take place.”

When Cordelia finished translating for Alex, Sunnamis asked, “It will be a while before we receive the system’s data, Alex. Did all four governors return to Talus with fleets?”

“There is much to relay, Governor,” Alex replied. “Please wait until Julien reaches you. He’ll be there in less than a quarter cycle.”

“A quarter cycle?” Sunnamis repeated in awe. “And to think the other governors would throw away the opportunity for our race to share in this technology for the sake of their personal ambitions.”

“Take good care of my friend,” Alex said. He meant to sound pleasant, but he failed. It came out more like a warning.

“I understand Julien’s importance to the Omnians and to you, Alex. He’ll receive my dedicated attention,” Sunnamis replied.


* * *




Julien exited a lift and received a comm ping. It was followed by a bay location. He’d expected details from Cordelia. Instead, Chandra was the source of the communication. He sprinted down a corridor, cycled through the airlock, ran across the deck, and jumped through the hatch opening.

Once inside the traveler, the hatch closed. Julien surveyed those he’d detected. Z, Miranda, and Chandra’s friend, Miriamtess, gazed back at him.

“It’s good to have company,” Julien said, sending the same message to Chandra in the pilot’s cabin, who was busy launching their ship.

“This arrangement is courtesy of your friends, dear Julien,” Miranda replied.

“Our instructions are to deposit Miranda and you aboard the governor’s colony ship,” Z explained. “After Sunnamis has cleared it with the heavy’s captain, Miriamtess and I will take up residence there.”

“Good plan, especially since Sunnamis is missing a fleet commander,” Julien replied.

“Cordelia has tasked an Omnian Trident to rendezvous with Sunnamis’s fleet,” Miriamtess said. “We will relay our traveler’s signals to the Trident and coordinate with others. The Trident will also dispatch a second traveler for Z and me.”

Julien suddenly had a unique insight into his circumstances. By virtue of continually being present in Alex’s company, he’d always been connected, always at the center of information. Now, he realized that like so many in the fleet, he was dependent on others. He’d become a small part of Alex’s machinations. It occurred to him that most of the fleet operated in this manner every day. They were dependent on their commanders, the senior staff, the fleet, and, most of all, Alex.

Julien tucked those thoughts away for later consideration, and he connected to the traveler’s controller to review its trajectory.

Chandra was hurtling toward Toral. She intended to draw gravitational energy and velocity from the planet before striking out for the governor’s fleet. He compared his computations to that of Miranda and Z. The three of them realized that the numbers didn’t work for a standard flight. More than likely, Chandra would need to decelerate to conserve power and wait for the fleet to approach them.

<Relax, Julien,> Chandra sent, when she noticed the SADE was connected to her controller. <You’re my passenger. Focus on what you’re going to say to Sunnamis. That’s your job. Mine is to get you there.>

Julien received the humor that bubbled through Chandra’s thoughts. The young woman had wanted a more adventurous life, and she was up to her neck in it. She couldn’t have been happier.


* * *




“Governor Sunnamis, the craft is approaching at a fantastic velocity,” the captain, Dortagut, said. “Navigation calculates that it will overshoot the fleet. Perhaps we should reverse course and cut down the time for the craft to return to us.”

“Communicate to the fleet, Captain. Maximum deceleration, but hold course,” Sunnamis ordered.

Sunnamis would have preferred to appoint her captain, Dortagut, as fleet commander, but the purge had been contentious. The captains and crews’ loyalty had won the day for her and saw the arrest of the fleet commander and his senior staff. She intended to find out later why she didn’t hold the commander’s loyalty. She suspected it was either because of Durgat or Tortred’s bribery.

“By the way, Captain, the Omnians refer to this craft as a traveler, and you’ve not sat in a more exquisite ship,” Sunnamis said.

Dortagut stared at Sunnamis. He hadn’t been able to sit in any ship, much less an alien one. By the expressions of the bridge crew, they were also startled by the governor’s remark.

“Yes, I said sat,” Sunnamis said. “The seats mold to you. You can feel them shifting under you, and they cradle your wings.” She uttered a soft whistle, expressing her fondness for the memory.

Sunnamis could see the thoughts behind the crews’ dark eyes. It was the promise of gaining Omnian technology that had stiffened their resolve to back her.

“We can’t usurp this technology,” Sunnamis had said to her fleet’s captains on a secret conference call. The subject had been the governors’ intentions, regarding Talus and Sargut, and it was prompted by her discovery of a fleet commander who intended to comply with those governors’ wishes over hers. “It’s too advanced,” she’d continued. “It must be taught to us. Basic machinery must be built to manufacture new things that will make more advanced things. This will require President Sargut and the Sisterhood’s cooperation.”

“I hope you’re correct about Omnian technology, Governor. The traveler is headed at our bow. Request permission to deviate from our course,” Dortagut asked, the slightest of whistles escaping from his teeth.

“Negative, Captain. Hold your course,” Sunnamis replied sharply.

<What’s your intention, Chandra?> Z sent. He’d also noticed their course, velocity, and dwindling power reserves.

<We need those great hunks of metal, Z,> Chandra replied. <You’re linked to the controller. You know our situation. Those battleships have tremendous mass. They’re just what we need.>

Z shared his concern with the other SADEs. It was Julien who requested they trust their pilot.

The fleet was in the characteristic wedge formation. The traveler’s energy crystals were nearly drained, and Chandra hurriedly programmed the controller. When the traveler reached the governor’s ship, it twisted around the behemoth in a spiral, hugging its hull, before passing it by. In that brief moment, the shell captured a small amount of energy.

The traveler consumed the additional energy to decelerate further before it spun around the next battleship, picking up more energy and expending it to slow its velocity. And so it went, as the traveler wound its way around hulls along a single leg of the fleet’s wedge.

Sufficient energy had been absorbed to allow Chandra to come to a halt, reverse course, and catch the governor’s ship.

<Well calculated, Chandra,> Z applauded. When he didn’t receive a response, he sent, <It was a calculated maneuver, was it not?>

<Somewhat,> Chandra replied. <But fortune had a role to play.>

<Z, you’ll note that we’ve arrived here in a shorter period of time than any SADE might have achieved,> Julien commented.

<That’s only because a SADE wouldn’t have left our trip in the hands of fortune,> Z riposted.

Chandra had a rebuttal, but it seemed best to remain quiet. She was proud of the maneuver. Then again, Z was right.

Chandra sailed the traveler alongside the colony battleship. Bay doors opened, outlined in lights. She eased the ship through the open doors and sat the traveler on the deck. Unlike prior first landings on Toralian ships, this bay was crowded with equipment, crates, and two shuttles.

<We’ll need to meet with Governor Sunnamis first,> Julien sent. He smiled as Chandra bolted from the pilot’s cabin.

“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Chandra quipped.

Miranda dropped the hatch and gestured for Julien to go first. “You’re the Omnian liaison,” she pointed out.

The SADEs and Chandra disembarked and were waiting for the Toralians when they came through the airlock.

“I’m pleased to see you,” Sunnamis greeted her visitors. She introduced Dortagut, her captain, and Julien reciprocated for the others.

Dortagut did his best not to stare, but the governor’s warning was insufficient to prepare him for reality.

“Governor, time is of the essence,” Julien warned. “We must get to your bridge.”

“Yes,” Sunnamis replied and led the way.

On the bridge, Miranda connected to the ship’s systems via the comm controls. She populated the navigation console with the final coordinates.

“That is your destination,” Miranda said to the navigation officer. When lines appeared on his console, she added, “And that’s the optimal route to ensure we reach there soonest.”

When Sunnamis saw hesitation on the faces of Dortagut and the bridge crew, she said loudly. “You will listen and learn. Then you will obey the Omnians. They’re our allies. More important, they haven’t time to demonstrate and explain their superior capabilities.”

Sunnamis ended her announcement by fixing her dark eyes on Dortagut. The merest hint of red orange tinged her ridges.

“You heard the governor,” Dortagut said sternly. “Navigation, set the course. Transmit it to all ships. First Officer, communicate to the fleet that we’re preparing to transit.”

“Governor,” Julien said, “Miranda and I are remaining on your ship. Z and Miriamtess will be stationed aboard your ex-fleet commander’s ship.”

“There isn’t time to launch a shuttle and reach that ship,” Dortagut objected. “Should we delay the transit, Governor?”

Z received Miranda’s calculations of the fleet’s maneuver. There was enough time to reach the heavy.

<We go,> Z sent and pounded off the bridge, carrying Chandra. Miriamtess sprinted after Z, and the bridge audience could hear Chandra’s laughter.

“That one is so big and yet so fast,” a bridge officer marveled.

“No need to delay your transit, Governor,” Julien said.

“Captain, communicate the arrival of Z, Miriamtess, and Chandra. Have a bay readied for them, and tell the captain or an officer to meet them,” Sunnamis ordered.

Dortagut communicated to the receiving captain the impending arrival of the Omnian ship. He did his best to explain the odd circumstances. To ease the shock of the crews’ first sight of the aliens, he sent images captured by the bridge surveillance system. What he did make clear was the governor stressing that these were allies, and they were to be treated courteously. Furthermore, their orders were to be obeyed without question.

“Julien, now would be a good time to explain the strategy,” Sunnamis requested.

Julien strapped his portable holo-vid on his arm and activated it.

“Commander Taralum’s fleet is headed here,” Julien said, marking the display.

Simultaneously, Miranda mirrored the position on the navigation console. The officer glanced from his console to Miranda to the holo-vid and back.

“This will be your position after your final transit,” Julien continued.

“Why are we dropping so far below the ecliptic?” Dortagut asked.

“It was at Governor Durgat’s request,” Julien replied. “The governors wish a meeting with President Sargut. They presume he’s aboard Commander Taralum’s ship.”

“He isn’t?” Sunnamis queried.

“No,” Julien replied. He thought it better not to share more on the subject.

Sunnamis could appreciate Julien’s hesitation. Their alliance couldn’t even be measured in a single cycle. The Omnians had no idea of the effort it took for her to bring her fleet to Sargut’s aid.

“The fleets of the four governors are expected to exit the dark here,” Julien said, adding a third marker. “Our fleets will transit in behind them.”

“When did you acquire a second fleet?” Dortagut asked Julien, but he’d turned to regard Sunnamis.

“One was all we saw,” Sunnamis replied.

“One was all we chose to show,” Julien said.

Miranda took note of the exchange. She could hear Alex’s voice in Julien’s words. That’s the manner in which a leader communicates and negotiates with new allies, she thought appreciatively.

Dortagut studied the holo-vid display. It was a device that he’d immediately coveted. “Then we’ll be four fleets surrounding four fleets,” he declared.

Sunnamis heard the lift in the captain’s voice and saw hope dawn in the crew’s faces.

“I’ve a question,” Julien said. “Who is the colony governor from which the president’s fleet originates?”

“None of those present, Julien,” Sunnamis replied. “Two governors chose not to participate in this expedition.”

“Why not?” Julien asked.

“They cited the dangers of races that had vowed retribution against them,” Sunnamis replied.

“Can this information be communicated to the fleet?” Dortagut asked, pointing to the holo-vid.

When Julien nodded, Sunnamis said, “You have the privilege, Captain.”

Dortagut straightened and his wings fluttered. The comms officer signaled his readiness. At the same time, the navigation officer shared the data with the fleet’s consoles.

Soon after the captain’s message was transmitted, the fleet, which had reversed course to travel deeper into the dark, transited.

The navigation officer issued a subtle whistle for Miranda’s attention. He pointed to his console, and asked, “Could you tell me how you did this?” He’d turned in his padded seat, with its slender post that fit between his wings, to stare up at Miranda. The view of the SADE was intimidating, although the female had done nothing to warrant his fear.

“Julien sent them to me,” Miranda replied, tapping her temple, and I sent them to your system via my connection to your comm system. She could see that the officer was confused by her explanation. He wasn’t meant to understand, which is what Miranda wanted. She was following Julien’s example. Until these new allies proved themselves, they should be kept at arm’s length, or better said, outside the fleet’s engagement envelope.

“Julien, might we speak privately?” Sunnamis asked.

“Certainly, Governor,” Julien replied.

“Captain, join us,” Sunnamis requested, as she turned and exited the bridge.

Julien handed the holo-vid to Miranda. The bridge crew was enthralled with the device, and it would give her an opportunity to make friends.

The governor’s quarters were sumptuous by Toralian standards, although Julien much preferred the comfortable warmth of Alex and Renée’s salon.

“There is something I do not understand,” Sunnamis said. “What do the governors hope to accomplish by meeting face-to-face with President Sargut?”

“Alex and his senior staff, including me, believe the governors are trying to locate and meet with the president in hopes of kidnapping him. If they can’t do that, they might resort to killing him,” Julien replied.

Dortagut whistled in alarm.

“I thought as much,” Sunnamis said, shaking her head in disgust.

“Can we get a message to Alex at this time?” Sunnamis asked.

“Can you broadcast while in transit?” Julien riposted.

“Of course not. That’s impossible —” Dortagut started to say. When he saw Julien’s expression, he was startled and asked, “You can?”

“And many other things, which we’re pleased to share with peaceful races,” Julien replied.

Sunnamis couldn’t have heard a better remark from Julien than that. It wasn’t only for herself. She was convinced of the path that she’d chosen to take. It was the captain’s delight that she wanted to see. He’d share it with the other captains, and she desperately needed that.
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Revolt

Durgat’s fleet made its final transit. He’d created scheme after scheme to entice Sargut to meet with him, discarding them all. He’d yet to devise one that he felt would succeed.

The best scenarios involved getting Sargut to board his ship for the meeting. That would give him greater control. The problem with that concept was that his officers and crew would observe Sargut. They would see the effect of the Change on him, his dominance. Once that happened, Durgat wasn’t sure he could control the crews’ tendency to spread the word about what they’d seen.

“Governor, we’re facing two fleets,” Durgat’s captain announced, with concern.

“The Omnian warships are fast,” Durgat acknowledged.

“Your pardon, Governor. There are two Toralian fleets in front of us,” the captain said.

Durgat thought for a moment and then whistled shrilly and derisively. “Sunnamis,” he said with disgust.

“Connect me to the governors,” Durgat ordered, as he stalked off the bridge and headed for his quarters. Closing the door to his outer chamber, he tapped his ear comm to join the conference.

“It’s Sunnamis, isn’t it?” Tortred demanded angrily.

“That’s the only possibility,” Somgut interjected.

“We still possess the superior force,” Durgat said. “The plan is still the same. We neutralize Sargut, and Talus is ours.”

“How will we do this?” Tratget asked.

“I’m working on that,” Durgat replied. He hated admitting his lack of a final solution, but he hoped the others might have an idea.

Somgut had the rearmost fleet from Taralum and Sunnamis’s positions. It was her fleet commander, Sotagar, who relayed the bad news to her. She halted her conference call to answer his urgent signal.

“Two Omnian fleets are behind us, Governor,” Sotagar said.

“Two? Behind us?” Somgut queried.

“Yes, Governor,” the fleet commander replied. “I’m not sure how they achieved it, but we’ve been neatly bracketed by four fleets within moments after our arrival.”

“Do we have an escape vector?” Somgut asked anxiously.

“Yes, Governor, they’ve generously left us one distinct path out of their box. It’s into the dark,” Sotagar replied. “It’s as clear a message as you can send.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Somgut replied, and switched to the conference call. Meanwhile, the others had received the same update.

“Now what?” Somgut heard Tortred ask Durgat.

“You’ll note that they’re not attacking, and we’re not launching missiles,” Durgat stated, as evenly as possible. “We still have one last opportunity. If we’re successful, we’ll win the home world. Isn’t that worth the risk?”

“And if we’re unsuccessful?” Tortred riposted.

“We sail for our respective colonies,” Durgat replied. “However, it’s critical to note that the leaders of this system have no more intention of engaging in a fight than we do.”

“We need to finish this, Durgat,” Tratget said. “Make the call to Sargut.”

Durgat disconnected from the conference call. He ordered his captain to broadcast his request to speak to Sargut. He was forced to resort to an open broadcast because no one knew which ship Sargut was aboard.

Miranda was connected to the bridge comm system in Sunnamis’s battleship and the traveler in the ship’s bay. Chandra had linked the traveler’s controller to the Omnian Trident that was stationed in the middle of Sunnamis’s fleet. In turn, Cordelia was monitoring that Trident and the Talus Tridents among Taralum’s fleet.

Sargut explained what was being done to facilitate the ruse, and he desperately wanted these capabilities for Talus. This made him crave for success against Durgat and his conspirators.

When Sargut heard Durgat’s broadcast, he was cued that he was online. “I’m here,” he replied.

“Where’s here?” Durgat asked. The reply had been quick, and the governor surmised that Sargut was close, most likely aboard the fleet lacking a governor’s ship or a heavy.

“I’ll provide that information in due time, Durgat,” Sargut replied, choosing to omit the governor’s title. “What is it you think we have to talk about?”

“Are you trying to intimidate us with your additional forces?” Durgat temporized.

“I’m not interested in discussing our forces, Durgat. They’re evident to both of us. Now answer my question.”

“We started much too far apart on this issue of Talus governorship. I think there’s an opportunity for compromise,” Durgat proposed.

“What’s your offer?” Sargut replied. To him, the discussion was a farce, but Alex insisted that he participate.


* * *




Nerves among the senior commanders of the Talus defenders were taut. They’d spent an inordinate amount of time strategizing about what the governors’ fleets might do and postulating what Alex or Tatia would direct them to do.

“If we’re ordered to retreat, our path to the dark is clear,” Hector said to Adrianna. “But what if we’re ordered to attack?”

“It would get ugly,” Adrianna replied.

The pair was talking privately in Hector’s quarters, and Adrianna was staring into a holo-vid display of the eight fleets.

“The commanders in the governors’ fleets are smart,” Adrianna mused.

“How so?” Hector inquired.

“They’ve formed their ships into a tight ball,” Adrianna replied. “They have the numbers to cover all sectors of a sphere, with their bows faced outward. Tridents can’t get to them without sailing into a hail of missiles, and their defensive fields of fire will overlap and annihilate our fighters.”

“This makes them dangerous foes to defeat,” Hector summarized.

“Which is why the probability is high there won’t be a battle,” Adrianna reasoned. “Our fleet losses would be too great.”

<Déjà vu,> Darius Gaumata sent to his fellow Trident rear admirals, Ellie Thompson and Deirdre Canaan. <Once again, it’s Tridents against battleships, and we don’t have the advantages of Libran-X, minelettes, and banishers. We can’t even use fighters out here in the dark.>

<We’ll need to assign sectors for an attack,> Deirdre sent. <And I don’t mean just among our commands. I’d hate to see my Trident become space debris because a friendly Toralian put a missile up my stern.>

<I don’t see it happening,> Ellie commented.

<It could easily happen,> Darius riposted.

<That’s not what I meant,> Ellie retorted. <Alex won’t let this battle take place.>

<You don’t think Alex wants to defend Talus?> Darius asked dubiously.

<Yes, he does, but not with a fight under these conditions,> Ellie replied. She’d tried to make her judgment sound confident, final. She was counting on Alex not to sacrifice their lives needlessly, but the horrendous fight and losses at the Chistorlan system had left deep scars.

<Has anyone noticed that the obstacles in our way to protect our worlds keep coming at us, and they keep growing in size?> Deirdre posited.

<How much worse than Artifice and now four battleship fleets can it get?> Darius thought dejectedly.

<Don’t say that,> Ellie and Deirdre sent simultaneously. They nervously laughed about the coincidence of their responses.

Darius chose to say nothing. Nerves were tight enough without discussing a future of ever-growing, seemingly insurmountable challenges.

Taralum regarded the holo-vid supplied by Miriamette. It sat in the middle of the bridge on a table borrowed from the captain’s quarters.

“The fight against Artifice was our fleet’s first major engagement against significant forces,” Taralum admitted to the SADE. “Will the Omnian admiral direct our attack strategy?”

“If it comes to that,” the sister replied. “Although, I’ve my doubts about a fight. The logistics of such an encounter … mixing Tridents, battleships, beams, and missiles would create a disaster for our forces.”

Sunnamis had heard Durgat and Sargut’s conversation, as relayed by Miranda. It reminded her that she hadn’t shared a critical piece of information with Julien.

“Julien, Durgat will practice any deception to get his hands on Sargut,” Sunnamis said. “This will be done to prevent engaging his ships in battle. None of the governors will want that.”

“Explain,” Julien replied, as he connected to Alex and relayed the initial part of the conversation.

“The governors can’t afford any significant engagements,” Sunnamis continued. “Certainly not ones that would damage their ships. My colonists were shocked that I took our premier battleship, the colony’s defender, out of the system.”

“What reason did you give them?” Julien asked.

“The governors agreed to tell our citizens that we sailed our fleets to visit the home world and ensure it was safe for Toralians to inhabit once again,” Sunnamis explained.

“This means that damaged or lost ships would be difficult to explain in light of the fact that Talus is safe,” Julien surmised.

“Yes,” Sunnamis said. “The governors might invent excuses, but it would only be a matter of time before those statements were discovered to be untruths.”

“I surmise that you’re leading to a suggestion, Governor. What is it?” Julien asked.

“We only have to cripple or eliminate two ships in each fleet to make the governors vulnerable to their citizens,” Sunnamis said.

“Your fleet’s ships could be damaged and destroyed too,” Julien noted. “What would your colonists think?”

“I’m prepared to explain what was proposed by the governors,” Sunnamis declared. “I’ve no doubt that I’ll be replaced. In that event, there’s every possibility that I’ll join the Talus society. I can be an effective administrator.” She ended with an intense display of sharp teeth.

Julien chuckled at the governor’s intensity. She was a Toralian who would turn adversity into opportunity. He was reminded of Alex’s words that Sunnamis could be counted on to have her best interests at heart.

<I presume Sargut heard this conversation,> Julien sent to Alex.

<Every word,> Alex replied. <What Sunnamis said fits with what we’ve been observing. The governors’ fleet commanders have been conducting ship movements to form a defensive sphere.>

<Then the governors aren’t planning to initiate a confrontation,> Julien reasoned.

<It doesn’t look like it. At least not for now,> Alex replied. He shook his head in exasperation and then added, <We’ve eight fleets sitting out here in the dark and staring at one another because no one wants a fight. It’s hard to believe.>

<It’s come to my attention that the crew members of Sunnamis’s ship are nervous,> Julien sent. <From what I’ve learned from their conversations and what other SADEs have shared with me, the crews aren’t anxious to engage their fellow Toralians.>

<If our allied Toralians fear that, it stands to reason the governors’ crews fear the same thing,> Alex sent.

<That was my thought too,> Julien replied.

<Well, it’s certain that we can’t attack that defensive sphere just to damage some ships as Sunnamis suggests. The losses would be unacceptable,> Alex mused.

Julien heard Sargut’s voice, which was translated via Alex’s implant.

<Julien, we’re going vocal. We’ve halted the conversation with Durgat for now,> Alex sent.

Then Julien received Cordelia’s transmission of the conversation.

“Start again, Sargut,” Alex said.

“Your conversation has given me an idea,” Sargut said excitedly. “The governors’ holds over their fleets are through the power of their offices, but it’s the captains to whom the crews give their loyalty.”

“And?” Alex urged.

“The Omnians have great capabilities. Is it possible that you have recordings of the discussions at the mound?” Sargut asked, tapping his temple.

“Are you referring to the part where Durgat told you of the governors’ plan to usurp your presidency and exile you?” Alex asked.

“That would be it,” Sargut replied hopefully.

“We have it,” Alex replied. “Every Omnian who was there, except the Dischnya, recorded the meeting. For us, it’s only a question of choosing to retain it, delete it, or store it in a database.”

“Incredible,” Sargut enthused. “What we need to do is broadcast that conversation to the governors’ ships.”

“Understood,” Alex replied. “Do the governors have the capability of overriding the fleets’ comm systems?”

“They can order the commanders and captains to shut off reception, but they can’t control the broadcast,” Sargut replied.

“We can’t penetrate the comms any farther than a battleship’s bridge, can we?” Alex asked.

“No, but if we time it correctly for first watch, the fleet commanders and the captains will be on their bridges. That should give us maximum impact,” Sargut suggested. “However, Sunnamis and Taralum have many more annuals of experience. They could offer better advice.”

“Then what?” Alex asked.

“Then we wait,” Sargut replied. “When first watch is relieved, they’ll speak to others.”

“It might be advantageous, Alex, to play the sequence for each watch,” Julien said, his voice relayed through the bridge speakers.

“Even better,” Sargut agreed.

“Cordelia —” Alex managed to say before he received a link. A quick check of the database revealed that Cordelia had already prepared the vid recordings of the conversation at the mound.

Alex grinned at Cordelia, and she returned a wink.

Sargut watched the interplay and wondered at the relationships of humans and SADEs. They appeared more intimate than he would have supposed.

Alex did request a few minor changes in the vid before he pronounced it ready. “Julien,” Alex said, “you’ve control of when and how to disseminate this vid. I would suggest you get Sunnamis and Taralum’s input before doing so. Good fortune.”


* * *




Durgat’s comm buzzed incessantly. His dark eyes popped open, and he snatched his ear comm from its holder. “Speak,” he commanded.

“Are you hearing this?” Tortred demanded.

“Not while I’ve been sleeping,” Durgat retorted.

“Then your fleet’s third watch has been listening to a broadcast that jeopardizes our plans. Get to your bridge,” Tortred shouted and ended the call.

Sunnamis and Taralum had suggested an alternative time to start the broadcasts. Sargut’s suggestion aimed to influence the captains and senior officers who would have sway over the crews. However, the governor and fleet admiral thought the junior officers would be more vulnerable to the broadcast.

Durgat dropped from his bar and hurriedly dressed. Third watch was on duty, which meant junior officers controlled the bridge, while his commander and captains slept.

As Durgat walked briskly to the bridge, he wondered why his delicate feet ached. A glance down revealed he’d mixed his soft boots, placing them on the wrong feet. As he entered the bridge, sharp whistles issued from a few of those on duty, and the comms officer cut off the broadcast. To Durgat’s surprise, he’d heard his own voice.

“Turn it on,” Durgat demanded. He listened to the exchange at the mound. When it ended, it repeated. No statement accompanied the message. It wasn’t necessary.

Durgat was thankful that there weren’t visuals that would have shown Sargut’s appearance.

“Turn it off,” Durgat ordered. He was about to remonstrate the comms officer for allowing the broadcast to play, when the words stuck in his throat.

The junior officers should have been cowed by his presence. Heads would be high, as befitting Toralian officers, but eyes would be downcast. Instead they gazed at him. They appeared to be measuring him.

“That channel remains off,” Durgat ordered the comms officer. “Communicate that to the fleet.”

“What of the other channels?” the officer asked.

The question seemed absurd to Durgat until he had a moment to think. Then he asked, “How many?”

“All battleship and shuttle channels … the fleet’s entire communication band,” the officer replied.

Durgat whistled shrilly and stormed off the bridge. It was uncharacteristic of him, but he was too angry to care. He knew who was behind this. The Omnians would have the recording and the comm technology, but it was Sunnamis, who knew the fleet’s most vulnerable time was when governors, commanders, and captains were asleep.

The first to hear the broadcast were the most susceptible, the junior officers. They hadn’t invested as much time in the service as senior officers.

At his captain’s cabin, Durgat repeatedly pummeled the door signal. He could hear the captain shouting, asking who disturbed him.

The captain unlocked and slid his door aside. He was shocked to see a highly perturbed governor standing there.

“There’s an unauthorized broadcast across all channels, Captain. I suggest you waste no time gaining the bridge and stopping it,” Durgat ordered.

The captain hesitated, unsure of whether to close his door or not, since the governor hadn’t moved. In the end, he left it open and dressed as quickly as he could.

The pair made the bridge, and the captain investigated the problem. Afterwards, he turned to Durgat, with an apologetic expression.

“I still hear it,” Durgat accused.

“There’s nothing we can do, Governor, except turn off our reception,” the captain replied. “It’s not originating from our ships, which we could shut down. It’s a broadcast from the opposing Toralian fleets. Each of those battleships is occupying a portion of our comm spectrum.”

“Can we communicate to one another?” Durgat asked.

“The only line unaffected is the governor’s channel,” the captain replied.

“How convenient!” Durgat hissed. He calculated that Tortred had warned the other governors, and they were discovering the same thing he had. Left with no choice, he decided to return to his bar for more sleep.

In the morning, Durgat found the broadcast had lasted for a portion of first watch and then ceased. It was the same for second watch.

“What is the mood of your crew?” Somgut asked on the governors’ conference call after the broadcasts subsided.

“Restless,” Tratget replied.

“Exert your authority,” Tortred said defiantly. “My crew understands it’s my will that dictates their actions.”

“And is it that way across your fleet?” Tratget asked.

“I’m assured it is,” Tortred boasted.

“By whom … a commander and captains who are too frightened to speak the truth?” Somgut challenged.

“Calm yourselves,” Durgat said sternly. “Let the crews talk among themselves. The captains and their ship routines will maintain order.”

“And if the captains choose to side with crews who wish to revolt?” Somgut asked.

“I must return to my conversations with Sargut,” Durgat said abruptly, ending the call.

In actual fact, Sargut hadn’t answered Durgat’s recent broadcast, requesting they resume their talks.

On the third cycle, following the start of the broadcasts, third watch was on duty again. Tortred was woken by his cabin door’s signal.

“Governor, we have an emergency. Come quickly,” Tortred heard. It was his captain’s voice.

Dropping from his bar, Tortred dressed sufficiently to answer the door.

As the door slid aside, Tortred demanded angrily, “What is it?”

“It’s the crew, Governor,” the captain said, stepping across the threshold.

Tortred felt his nerves light up, as if they were on fire. His brain was overloaded by the sensation, and he slumped to the deck.

“Take him to lockup,” the captain ordered.

The first officer led the party of junior officers, who unceremoniously half-carried, half-dragged the governor down the corridor. The treatment was a testimony to the sentiments of the crew about their governor.

Immediately, Tortred’s captain called the fleet commander’s captain, who had been nervously waiting for the contact. The conversation was intended to sound natural — two old friends passing the time, talking of mates, offspring, and home. Code words were passed, and the fleet commander, an ardent supporter of the governor, received a visit from his captain and junior officers.

Afterwards, the captain and crew members woke the commander’s senior staff. Some of the staff said they’d come peacefully, but the captain knew these individuals well, and they weren’t to be trusted. On his express orders, the crew stunned each one.

With the passing of the code words, the sweep of Tratget, his fleet commander, and senior staff into the lockups was efficiently executed.

In contrast, Somgut’s fleet commander, Sotagar, led the revolt, and it had only one movement since his staff officers supported him. Sotagar took a shuttle to the governor’s ship.

Sotagar and the ship’s captain stood outside Somgut’s cabin, and the commander signaled the governor’s door. Unexpectedly, the door slid aside immediately, and Sotagar and the captain found Somgut dressed and waiting.

“I’m ready,” Somgut said quietly. She walked past the commander and captain and led their party to the lockup.

The taking of Durgat and his senior officers was a botched process. Durgat was suspicious of his captain’s late-night visit, and he insisted on an explanation that detailed the problem, while he kept the door closed.

Meanwhile, Durgat warned the fleet commander, who gathered his senior staff and armed them with stun weapons.

The commander and his staff attacked the bridge and overpowered the ship’s captain, third watch, and the crew members who came to their aid.

To expedite the impasse, Durgat’s captain ordered crew to cut through the governor’s door. Then they had to repeat the action on the facilities’ door, behind which Durgat barricaded himself.

When the crew broke through the final door, the captain was forced to restrain the number of individuals anxious to deliver their shocks to Durgat’s inert body.

Aboard the fleet commander’s ship, the first officer organized a large contingent of crew to take back the bridge. They cut through the bridge’s heavy blast door, which took them a while. When the door fell with a loud bang, the crew rushed the defenders. Having been locked out of the weapons cache, the crew wielded metal bars.

The first officer’s forces fell, two to one, against the stun weapons, but their numbers were many times greater. By the time the commander and his staff were finally overpowered, two staff officers were dead, killed by blows to their heads. They were the only two deaths in an otherwise peaceful revolt to overthrow the governors and their supporters.

Somgut’s fleet commander, Sotagar, summed up the revolt the best to his governor. He said, “You dishonored our ancient rite. You and the other governors admitted Sargut had undergone a Change, after his visit to Toral’s mound. By your remarks, the Change was profound. Rather than accept that, as you should have, you sought to usurp his rights and send him away. Your treachery is a sad day for Toralians, but the officers and crews of these fleets are proud to have corrected your serious error of judgment.”


-17-
Reunions

“Governor Sunnamis, you’ve a call from Somgut’s fleet commander,” the comms officer announced.

Sunnamis thought to take the call privately in her quarters, but she reconsidered. The governors, of which admittedly she was one, had a bad habit of keeping too many secrets.

Nodding at the comms officer to open the call on the bridge, Sunnamis said, “Yes, Fleet Commander Sotagar.”

“Governor Sunnamis, I’m contacting you to make you aware that, except for myself and my staff, all governors, commanders, and staff officers of the four fleets are in custody.”

“Thank you for the information, Commander,” Sunnamis replied. She glanced around the bridge. Faces displayed the crews’ shock. Then she added, “However, I’m wondering why you’re reporting this to me.”

“Under the circumstances, Governor, I could use some advice,” Sotagar replied.

“Do you realize what you’ve done?” Sunnamis asked.

“I’ve led a revolt against our leaders,” Sotagar replied.

Sunnamis and the bridge audience noticed that the commander didn’t sound apologetic about his actions.

“Yes, you did, and in my view, you had cause. However, that’s not what I was asking. What does it mean that our five fleets sailed here?” Sunnamis asked.

Sotagar hesitated, and Sunnamis eyed the bridge officers once more. Shock was replaced by frowns, as the crew considered what the commander had done, especially if their governor supported him.

“Governor Somgut sailed our fleet here under false pretenses, and we entered this system without permission,” Sotagar admitted.

“Correct, as did I,” Sunnamis said, continuing to admit her complicity. “So, who was wronged by these actions?”

“President Sargut, the rightful leader of Talus, and apparently the one I should call,” Sotagar finished.

Sunnamis glanced at Julien, who quickly arranged a connection, and Sotagar heard, “This is President Sargut.”

With the instant response, Sotagar believed the president was standing beside the governor. Later, he was shocked to learn that the leader stood on the deck of an Omnian ship, which was stationed near Toral.

Not certain that Sargut had heard him, Sotagar repeated what he’d told Sunnamis and asked forgiveness for violating Talus space under false pretenses.

“Your transgressions are yours to live with, Commander. I’ll not be adding to them,” Sargut said. “What are your intentions now?”

“That’s why I’m calling, President Sargut. I’m seeking advice,” Sotagar said.

Sargut glanced at Alex, and his expression indicated he was seeking Alex’s intervention.

“Fleet Commander Sotagar. This is Alex Racine, leader of the Omnians.”

“An honor to greet you, Leader Alex Racine.”

“Would you be willing to collect those who you’ve arrested and transfer them to Fleet Commander Taralum’s ship?” Alex asked.

“For what purpose?” Sotagar asked.

“Didn’t you admit to President Sargut that your fleets committed unlawful acts in entering Talus space?” Alex asked.

“Yes,” Sotagar replied.

“And didn’t the governors lead you here under false pretenses?” Alex pursued.

“Yes,” Sotagar admitted.

“And do you accept that President Sargut is the rightful leader of this system?” Alex continued.

“By the statements heard on the broadcast, it would seem so, but I’ve not witnessed it,” Sotagar replied.

“Fair enough, Commander,” Alex admitted. “I propose a trade of sorts. You collect the offenders on your ship. I’ll bring the president to you. You can see President Sargut for yourself. Then you can deliver your charges to us.”

“President Sargut, what will happen to these citizens?” Sotagar asked.

“That’s a good question, Commander,” Sargut replied. “We’re a new society, which only recently formed a constitution. We haven’t defined a judicial process, which we must rectify. You see, the governors and the others are our first transgressors. While I might be content with the Toralian legal system, the Sisterhood, who represents our other group of citizens, might have different views.”

“Is there the possibility of obtaining visuals of the conversation heard on the broadcast?” Sotagar asked.

“The Omnians can supply any number of vids, Sotagar. They can convert it to the Toralian image format. That’s how they fooled Artifice,” Sargut replied. “Commander, do you know what will happen when you return to your colony?”

“Yes,” Sotagar replied, his voice dropping in intensity. “The Omnian imagery will exonerate our revolt, but the new governor won’t abide me serving on any Toralian warship. It will be the same for my staff and every captain in these fleets. However, we’ve sworn to protect the names of those junior officers and crew members who assisted us.”

“That’s another reason, Commander, to turn over the offenders to us,” Alex interjected. “You don’t want them identifying those who helped you.”

“You, your staff, and captains would be welcome in this system, Sotagar,” Sargut said earnestly. “The honor of your actions speaks highly of you and the others.”

“Your offer is appreciated, President Sargut, but all I know is fleet service,” Sotagar admitted.

“You couldn’t have failed to notice the arrival of the Omnian fleets behind you,” Sargut said.

“An amazing and frightening display of navigation,” Sotagar admitted.

“We’re building those warships and the fighters they carry,” said Sargut, his voice coaxing. It was an effect of the Change. “This system must be rebuilt, and it must be protected. We’ve need of every sort of skill, and in all cases, the individuals who help us will be learning Omnian technology. Do you have an interest in commanding a fleet of these warships one day, Sotagar?”

The commander was mesmerized by Sargut’s words. It dawned on him that it would be unnecessary to see the president. He was exercising an aspect of the Change already.

“Leader Alex Racine, your offer is accepted. We’ll be ready when you arrive,” Sotagar said.


* * *




Alex decided to sail the Freedom to meet Sotagar. Direct transfer from the commander to the city-ship would be the safest method of controlling the arrested individuals. Besides, Renée and Tatia were adamant about it.

In the meantime, the eight fleets remained where they were. Not a warship moved.

When the Freedom arrived at the site of the confrontation, the four SADEs aboard Sunnamis’s fleet left for the city-ship. A traveler transferred Miriamette from Taralum’s ship to the city-ship. Then Alex called Sotagar and communicated the transfer to take place aboard the Freedom.

Two shuttles left Sotagar’s ship and were directed to a city-ship bay.

Alex, Tatia, Sargut, Suntred, Julien, Z, Miranda, Miriamette, and security made up the welcoming party.

Sotagar alone descended from a shuttle. He hadn’t crossed half the deck before he stuttered to a halt. Sargut’s Change was that visible.

“Come,” Sargut encouraged Sotagar. He held out his hands to the commander.

“I’m ashamed,” Sotagar admitted, as he approached Sargut.

“That’s in the past, Sotagar. Let’s embrace our future,” Sargut replied.

“Yes,” Sotagar agreed, taking Sargut’s hands and touching them to his forehead ridges. For Toralians, it was an act of both apology and forgiveness. Then Sotagar released Sargut’s hands, turned, and whistled sharply.

Groups of junior officers, brandishing stun weapons, descended the shuttles. After them came four governors, three commanders, and fifteen staff officers. More junior officers made up the rear guards.

The arrested Toralians, except for the governors, were taken aback by Sargut. They were struck by the enormity of their offense. Some of the staff officers called out for clemency.

Alex, Tatia, and Julien, who were surrounded by security, which included Z and Miranda, stepped from behind Sargut, Suntred, and Miriamette, and the company of arriving Toralians quieted.

“You’re aboard the Omnian ship, Freedom,” Alex announced in a deep, commanding voice. “Those of you who are under arrest will remain incarcerated here until other arrangements are made for you.”

When Julien completed the translation, Alex turned to Sotagar and said, “I presume the terms of our exchange are satisfied.”

On hearing Julien, Sotagar agreed it was.

Alex held out his hand and said, “Good fortune, Fleet Commander Sotagar.”

Sotagar eyed the heavy, outstretched hand. He heard Julien say, “By taking our leader’s hand, you accept his wish that fortune will treat you well.”

Sotagar flashed his teeth at the invitation and laid the back of his hand in Alex’s palm. Then he whirled around and whistled to the junior officers. The escort company of Toralians hustled to board the shuttles.

Security escorted the prisoners out of the bay. The governors glared at Sargut as they passed. The rest of the prisoners were transfixed by the president’s transformation.

The Omnians, Sargut, Suntred, and Miriamette returned to the city-ship’s bridge. They passed the time discussing the recent events and what might become of the leaders of the revolt.

On the subject of the governors’ treatment, Sargut and Suntred were confused by Tatia’s reference to a trip to an airlock exit.

Finally, they received the word from Cordelia, which they’d been waiting to hear. She said, “The governors’ fleets are underway. They’re headed into the dark.”

Not long afterwards, Cordelia added an update, <Alex,> she sent, copying his senior staff, <the four fleets have transited.>

Alex leaned away from his desk and considered what came next. <Tatia,> he sent, <disperse your fleet for system security. The replacement fleet will sail for Toral with us. I’ll communicate to Hector.>

<Where’s Sargut?> Alex sent in the open.

<With me,> Julien replied. <I’ve informed him of the departures. Cordelia has relayed the president’s request to Taralum that she return the fleet to their regular duties.>

<Hector, order the super freighters, Trident squadron, and Sojourn to join your Trident fleet at Toral,> Alex sent and copied Renée.

<Alex,> Cordelia sent, <at Sargut’s request, I contacted Sunnamis. The governor ended the communication by requesting a meeting with Sargut and you.>

<Please dispatch a traveler to her ship, Cordelia. Task Chandra with it. We’ll meet with the governor before we sail,> Alex replied.

Alex was still at work at his desk, when Cordelia alerted him that Sunnamis would arrive soon. That was quick, he thought, which gave him an indication of the urgency of her needs. He requested Miriamette collect Suntred and that Julien escort Sargut to meet with Sunnamis and him in the suite.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet with me,” Sunnamis said, after pleasantries were finished and everyone was seated. “I want to apologize for my actions when I accompanied the other governors.”

“That you changed your mind was what counted,” Renée said.

“Agreed,” Sargut added, and Sunnamis tipped her head in recognition of the forbearance.

“I’ll be sailing my fleet for home, when I return to my ship,” Sunnamis continued, “and I’ll explain to the council my actions … all of them.”

“What will happen?” Renée asked.

“I expect to be removed as governor,” Sunnamis replied.

“Is that the sum of it?” Julien asked.

“The colonies will know of my disgrace. It’ll limit my opportunities,” Sunnamis admitted.

“You’ve heard my invitation to Sotagar and the officers of his fleet. The same goes for you,” Sargut said.

“Thank you for the offer, President Sargut, and that’s what I’d like to discuss,” Sunnamis said. “I’ve assets that might prove valuable to Talus.”

Alex smiled and leaned back on the couch. Sunnamis noticed Alex’s reaction, and she displayed her pointed teeth. The pair found themselves on familiar ground.

And, if the others couldn’t recognize the subtle change in atmosphere, Julien gave them a hint when his fedora appeared.

Suntred whistled at Julien’s display, which had startled Sunnamis.

Sargut regarded Alex, Julien, and Sunnamis and then said, “I think Miriamette, Suntred, and I will listen and comment when appropriate, and I’ll save my approval for the end. You may begin, Governor.”

Sunnamis flashed her teeth again, and said, “I own two freighters and a passenger ship. All three are interstellar capable.”

“An individual of substance,” Alex allowed.

“And I’ve a great deal of credits, which won’t be useful outside the colonies,” Sunnamis finished.

“So, you’re wondering what Sargut and Miriamette need that you could purchase at your colonies and fill your freighters,” Alex supplied.

“You and I could be valuable partners,” Sunnamis said, issuing a soft appreciative whistle.

“But you have a concern,” Alex said pointedly.

Sunnamis’s dark eyes sparkled. She calculated that her position was lost, but she hoped to save much of the assets that she’d accumulated before and after her governorship appointment. It was surprising, yet gratifying, that it was an alien leader who was facilitating her wish.

“Your system needs a great deal of work. It must have supplies,” Sunnamis said. “I could offer to trade for what my freighters carry, but it doesn’t look like you have things I might consider valuable. The other option is to request payment in credits, but you’ve hardly rebuilt your infrastructure. I’d think a financial system hasn’t crossed your minds.”

“We’d be amenable to purchasing your supplies, if they’re useful to us, with our credits,” Miriamette offered.

Sunnamis was tempted to whistle her humor, except that her audience was regarding her with quiet eyes. “Talus credits?” she inquired dubiously.

“Omnian credits,” Miriamette replied.

Sunnamis’s surprise was obvious, and she glanced toward Alex for confirmation, but he regarded her without changing his facial expression.

“Omnian credits would be acceptable,” Sunnamis said, taking a moment to compose her thoughts. She expected her negotiations would be easy and fruitful, with her decades of experience. Apparently, others in the room possessed the same qualities.

“We’ll provide a list of our immediate needs, Governor,” Miriamette said. “You can tell us the items and in what quantities you can fulfill them. Refined metals and gases will be the most valuable.”

“I can provide many of these items, and my freighters are capable of carrying mixed cargo,” Sunnamis replied cheerfully. “When can you provide your list?”

“We have it now,” Miriamette replied.

Sunnamis blinked, and Sargut and Suntred flashed their teeth. They’d enjoyed the governor’s reaction.

“I’ll have it converted to a Toralian sheet for you,” Miriamette continued. “After we’ve agreed on the items and quantity, we’ll pay market price upon delivery.”

“Freight charges are in addition to market price,” Sunnamis pointed out.

“You would operate your freighters from Talus after your delivery, wouldn’t you?” Sargut asked.

“That would be my intention,” Sunnamis replied cautiously.

“We’ve several mining sites that are being resurrected. They should be operational soon after you return. I would think the shipping of those products to Toralian colonies and other races would be extremely lucrative,” Sargut slyly suggested.

Sargut and Suntred knew that the three freighters that Artifice had operated were only system capable, but they kept that information to themselves. Exposing that fact would give Sunnamis greater leverage in the negotiations.

“Would exclusive shipping contracts be offered me?” Sunnamis proposed.

“No,” Julien said bluntly. “Exclusivity wouldn’t be on the table. You can expect Omnians to compete for the contracts, which would give President Sargut the opportunity to choose the fairer proposal.”

Sunnamis thought to argue, but the eyes of the Omnians, who stared at her, were hard. She knew she’d pushed too far.

“Understood,” Sunnamis offered in a conciliatory tone. “I can see the ways of colonial business won’t be available here.”

“Correction, Governor,” Sargut said. “Won’t be tolerated here.” When Sunnamis tipped her head in acknowledgment, he added, “Let’s discuss your passenger liner. We’re expecting a flow of citizens once individuals stop interfering in our society.”

Sunnamis momentarily ducked her head at the guilt she felt for participating in the interference. Regaining her composure, she asked, “What travel are your citizens expecting?”

“Our fleet captains have communicated with their crews,” Sargut explained. “Some want to return to their colonies. Others, who are unmated, want to remain. Still others want to retrieve their mates and young to settle on Toral.”

“My liner could provide these services,” Sunnamis said. “The citizens would be charged a fair price,” she quickly added, glancing toward Julien, who had raised an eyebrow. The SADE had made it clear that the Omnians would ensure no one took advantage of the nascent society.

“I think we have the basis of a mutual understanding,” Sargut said. “Miriamette and you can conclude your discussions about cargo. Is there anything more you wish to discuss?”

There was a great deal more, but Sunnamis realized she’d been outmaneuvered. Business wouldn’t follow colonial norms in this system. Maybe that’s a good thing, she thought, but it will be a shock to the colonies’ business owners who come here looking for opportunities.


* * *




Sunnamis’s fleet sailed.

Hector’s auxiliary fleet had transited and was making its way in system, and the Freedom, in the company of Hector’s Trident fleet, was sailing toward Toral.

In the evening, a group sat in the Freedom’s owner suite.

“Sargut, what about your fleet … the battleships themselves?” Alex asked.

“They don’t belong to us, to Talus,” Sargut said, lifting his hands in defeat. “They must be returned to my former colony.”

“Yet?” Alex queried, sensing an extenuating point.

“I’m waiting for a message from the governor requiring their return,” Sargut added, displaying his teeth.

“Do you expect that soon?” Renée asked.

“We’re thinking the exposure of the governors’ treachery will prevent our colony’s citizens and their governor from expediting that summons,” Suntred interjected. “They’ll not want to be seen to be acting in the same manner.”

“Is that because they want to be received warmly by you when they visit the home world?” Julien asked.

“We believe so,” Sargut replied.

“How much time do you think you have?” Alex asked.

“Unknown,” Sargut replied. “Do you have commitments that would take you elsewhere, Alex?”

Sargut had been dreading this moment. The Omnians had provided protection, while Sargut struggled to rebuild the system’s basic services. The greatest challenge was the woefully unpopulated system. If it weren’t for the sisters, progress would have been minimal.

“It’s the three battleship fleets, which have crossed the wall toward our worlds, that has us unnerved,” Tatia explained.

“A Haraken explorer ship and a Trident encountered one of the fleets,” Julien added. “Those two ships are headed inward at this moment. They’re accompanied by an auxiliary fleet of freighters.”

“Knowing your technology, I would think you have imagery of this fleet,” Sargut said.

Alex activated the holo-vid, which rose out of the low-level table between them. Julien retrieved the relevant vids from Hector’s telemetry data.

The imagery had made only a brief appearance before Sargut uttered, “Gotlians.”

“Gotlians,” Alex repeated. “Okay, what can you tell us about them?”

“You know them better than I do, Suntred,” Sargut offered.

“They’re a poor race, Alex, who inhabits a single system,” Suntred said. “They developed on a planet with an enormous amount of water. In fact, they’re ocean dwellers who’ve had to adapt to changing conditions over the ages.”

“They’re poor and an aquatic race, but they have a battleship fleet?” Renée queried.

“They didn’t construct those ships,” Sargut said. “They’ve some unique items coveted by many races, and the Gotlians trade for goods.”

“Why would the Gotlians need battleships to protect their world, if what they had to trade was so valuable?” Julien asked.

“They don’t,” Suntred replied. “The Gotlians are in dire trouble. Their system is old, extremely old, and their star has been expanding. The Gotlians might never have left their waters, if hadn’t been for the enormous amount of evaporation taking place, increasing the oceans’ salinity. The battleships are for their protection and transport, as their race seeks an alternate home world.”

“Apparently, they found one,” Alex said, and Julien shifted the holo-vid display to show a closeup of the water world.

“That planet would be extremely attractive to the Gotlians,” Suntred remarked.

“What do you intend to do about them?” Sargut asked.

“Unknown,” replied Alex, using Sargut’s preferred response in these circumstances.

“Our concern has been that these fleets could be raiders, or they could be attempting to establish new colonies near human worlds,” Tatia explained.

“Do the Omnians or humans, in general, expect to claim all the worlds between theirs and federacy territory?” Sargut asked.

The question halted conversation. It took the Omnians by surprise.

“That is a question that requires contemplation,” Julien temporized. “We’ve been preoccupied with defending our worlds from Artifice’s spheres and probes. Every Artifice ship or device we encountered tried to kill us. You’ll forgive us if we’ve become overly defensive in our thinking.”

Sargut ducked his head in apology, and said, “You’ve done much for my race, and I’m being rude to you.”

“No, you aren’t,” Alex replied. “Your question is valid, but it does require we adjust our thinking.”

Renée had been making thé for humans and bringing fruit juices to the Toralians. When she heard Sargut’s loaded question, she set her tray down and stood behind Alex. She laid her hands protectively on his shoulders.

To Suntred, Renée’s actions emphasized the burden they’d just placed on the Omnian leader. In essence, they were requesting he consider each race’s acquisition of any world beyond the wall that approached human worlds. It was an impossible task on so many levels.

“Do you know anything about the other two races who left the federacy territory and headed in the same direction as the Gotlians?” Tatia asked.

“The Dutterites were one of those,” Sargut replied. “They should concern you. Artifice preferred to use them to eliminate other races. They were enthusiastic participants.”

“And the other fleet?” Tatia prompted.

“Unknown,” Sargut replied.

Soon after, the Toralians retired for the evening, and the Omnians continued the conversation.

“Stay or go … it’s an awkward choice,” Tatia said.

“I was hoping Sunnamis might help Sargut defend Talus,” Alex said.

“She’s gone, and Sargut might lose his battleships at any time,” Tatia said, summing up Talus’s dire situation.

“According to the station’s construction schedule, it’ll be nine more months before Talus has four squadrons of Tridents,” Julien noted.

“Hardly a fleet,” Tatia noted. “We’d have to protect Talus and the Toralians for another eighteen months before they’re able to field a full-sized fleet and defend themselves.”

“There is the replacement fleet,” Julien suggested.

“Untested,” Tatia said dismissively.

“Hmm,” Alex said softly, and the others regarded him closely.


-18-
Rendezvous

The Freedom and Hector’s Trident commands made Toral’s orbit, joining the Our People. Close behind them were the auxiliary fleet with the super freighters, a Trident squadron, the Guardian, and the Sojourn.

Most of the explorer crew was released to visit the Freedom and renew acquaintances with old friends. This was especially true for Alex and Renée, who met Teague and Ginny as they stepped off a traveler.

Crews from the various ships spent days mixing while aboard the city-ships.

Mickey and his teams checked the inventory of the super freighters and saw to the distribution of their cargoes to other ships. Most of it went to fill the holds of Alex’s freighters. However, there was much more than those ships could take, and the freighter crews moved on to the city-ships.

When Mickey realized that he still had material to offload from the mammoth super freighters, he sold the excess to Toral. Sargut and Miriamette gratefully accepted the unexpected find. Of course, payment to the Omnians was expected to be delayed.

After a full day and an evening with Teague and Ginny, Alex and Renée went to bed late. In the early morning, Renée woke to find her partner gone.

About that time, Alex was landing aboard the Our People to meet with Hector. The two shared some quiet conversation, which Alex found relaxing, until he was required to focus on business.

“There’s only one sister in your fleet,” Alex commented.

“It was our decision that copying Miriamopus prematurely wasn’t warranted until we knew that we’d found you,” Hector replied. “The equipment is in place on every ship and set to a pass-through mode.”

“You’re aware of what the sisters have chosen to do,” Alex said. “We can presume Miriamopus has been in touch with them. Have you asked her what she wants to do?”

“She hasn’t shared a decision with me,” Hector replied.

“Then let’s go ask her,” Alex encouraged.

Hector smiled to himself. To a SADE, saying you wanted to visit a sister’s box to hold a conversation defied the norms of communication. SADEs communicated with one another at any time and from any location. Nearness wasn’t a prerequisite. In fact, it was deemed a waste of time and energy. But that’s why Hector enjoyed his time with Alex.

The city-ship’s central comm and telemetry towers extended from the top to the bottom of the ship’s hull through the central hub’s axis, and they linked in a service room. The comm interception equipment was installed inside the room. Near the equipment and connected to it was a small dark box where Miriamopus was housed.

<Hello, Miriamopus,> Alex sent, linking with Hector.

<Greetings, Alex,> Miriamopus replied. <Is that my box you’re examining? I hadn’t seen it before now. It’s rather utilitarian. I always imagined it as more decorative.>

<As would befit such a valuable member of the fleet,> Alex replied gallantly.

Miriamopus’s sound for humor echoed through Alex’s implant. <You were missed, Alex. Wasn’t he, Hector?> she sent.

Hector’s assent was a wail of his favorite oscillating siren.

<Miriamopus, is there any information about the present status of Talus that I can supply?> Alex asked.

<Generous of you to inquire, Alex, but my review has been thorough, as you’d suspect,> Miriamopus replied. <I would hypothesize that the reason for your personal and kind visit is to ask what I’d like to do when I say goodbye to this simplistic and unimpressive metal container.>

<It is,> Alex replied, sharing a grin with Hector.

<I’ve recently informed Miriamette that I won’t be joining the Sisterhood,> Miriamopus stated.

<You’d be the only sister who hasn’t,> Alex sent.

<An unnecessary statement for you to make, Alex, but I presume that you want to know my reasons,> Miriamopus replied. <In my discussion with the sisters, I realized my time away from them allowed me to develop in an alternate manner. I don’t detect the similarities in me that they share.>

Miriamopus held a SADE-to-SADE conversation with Hector that took ticks of time. She wanted to understand why Alex was mixing penetrating questions with simplistic statements.

<Patience,> Hector advised. <It will become clear afterwards or much later, when you’ve perceived his intent.>

<What would you like?> Alex asked.

<I want to be an Omnian,> Miriamopus sent.

<And we’d be proud to have you,> Alex replied.

<And I’d like to serve on the Our People,> Miriamopus added.

<Your service would be appreciated,> Hector supplied.

<And I’d like an avatar in the style of Julien and Cordelia,> Miriamopus finished.

<I’ll have Mickey contact you to hear your preferences,> Alex sent. <Is there anything else?>

<Yes, I’d like to transfer as soon as possible!> Miriamopus sent, with emphasis.

<I’ll expedite your request,> Alex replied. <I understand Mickey has an Alex-style avatar already prepared,> he suggested.

<Now that I’ve discovered I’ve been occupying this ugly box, why would I want to transfer to an ugly avatar?> Miriamopus shot back.

Alex broke out in booming laughter, and Miriamopus and Hector added their own cacophony of sounds.

When Alex and Hector left Miriamopus, Alex thought about why Miriamopus wanted to remain aboard the city-ship. He could detect Hector’s influence in her responses. She was impatient with human foolishness, which was a good sign, and she’d adopted Hector’s witty style, which he loved. The Sisterhood and she had definitely parted ways.


* * *




Hector received the pilot’s signal that Asu, Willem, and Adrianna were arriving, and he directed a crew member to bring them to a conference room near the bridge.

Alex greeted his old friends, Asu and Willem, with generous hugs. When he offered his hand to Adrianna, she quipped, “No hug for me?”

“I’m on a diet,” Alex replied, taking a seat.

Adrianna chastised herself. You’ll have to earn your hug, she thought.

“I want to know about the Gotlians,” Alex said. To the confused faces, he added, “That’s the race you encountered at the water world. I’ve seen the telemetry.”

Asu understood what Alex wanted. He flashed back decades to when he’d first met the fledgling New Terran admiral. He’d been confused when Alex had asked him and other Méridien liner captains to look for any oddities in the machinations of a Nua’ll sphere. To his surprise, he’d detected critical anomalies.

“In my estimation, they aren’t an aggressive race,” Asu said. “Their pursuit of the Sojourn was nonexistent and that of the Guardian was weak.”

“I’d say inept. Their tactics were crude and easily evaded, I’m happy to say,” Adrianna added.

“You did well, Admiral,” Alex replied. When he first saw Adrianna, he was momentarily taken aback. She could easily have been Tatia’s younger sister, except where one was blonde, this one was raven haired.

“According to President Sargut’s liaison, Suntred, the Gotlians have a single system. They’re aquatic creatures and desperate for a new home world,” Alex explained.

“That makes sense,” said Adrianna, as if it answered a question that had bothered her. “They went out of their way to ensure their armament was aimed away from the water world.”

“Another thing, the Gotlians didn’t build those battleships. They purchased them or rather they traded for them,” Alex continued.

“Another mystery solved,” Willem said, pointing at Adrianna. “Inept tactics … they aren’t warriors.”

“Have you heard Orly’s and Smitty’s stories?” Adrianna asked.

“Who hasn’t?” Alex quipped.

“And the monster continues to grow,” Asu commented, with a chuckle.

“I’m thinking by now the Gotlians have discovered what lurks in those waters,” Adrianna said. “They might have moved on.”

Alex chose to test the flexibility of Adrianna’s reasoning. He said to her, “You’re Gotlian. You’re a water creature. Your world is dying. Your race isn’t aggressive. You’re thrilled to find an unoccupied water world. It has some drawbacks … denizens of the deep.”

When Alex finished, he continued to regard Adrianna. He liked what he saw. She wasn’t challenged by his summation. He could see thoughts churning in her mind and reflected in her eyes.

“I wouldn’t leave,” Adrianna said. “Finding the water world would seem too good to be true. Maybe I fought similar challenges in my home world’s waters. My race would find ways to surmount them.”

“Well said,” Alex remarked. He scanned the three individuals across the table — Asu, Willem, and Adrianna. “So, what’s your advice?” he asked.

<You’re correct in your estimation, Hector,> Miriamopus sent. <Alex’s questions don’t follow a logical pattern within his conversation. They appear to originate from the ether.>

<It’s a technique that Alex employs to keep the people he likes and admires from becoming staid in their thinking,> Hector sent in reply. <This threesome has just discovered the purpose of the meeting.>

Asu recalled Alex’s theory that the occupants of the silver ships were hostages of the Nua’ll. At the time, his opinion was in the minority, nearly to the point of exclusion. However, he was the admiral, and humans and SADEs faithfully followed his lead, and time proved him correct.

“If you’d allow any race to cross the wall and occupy a system in the direction of human worlds, the Gotlians would be good candidates,” Asu stated firmly.

“I’d agree,” Willem added.

“Isn’t the operable supposition whether we want to allow federacy races to cross the wall in our direction?” Adrianna asked.

“It is,” Alex agreed. He regarded Adrianna carefully. She was attacking the subject from its critical point, which required the Omnians to make a moral and social decision.

“And the answer?” Adrianna asked.

“Still under consideration. Thank you for your input,” Alex said, rising and hugging Asu and Willem. Then he added, “Admirals, you’re with me.”

As Alex exited, Hector followed, but Adrianna hesitated. She regarded Asu and Willem, who grinned at her. “So, this is Alex,” she said quietly, and they nodded. Then she strode after the Omnian leader and her admiral.

“I’m not comfortable being referred to as admiral anymore. The crisis is over,” Adrianna said to Alex, when she caught up with them.

“Hector, did you dismiss her?” Alex asked.

“Certainly not, Alex,” Hector replied, refusing to display the grin he harbored.

“Then you’re still an admiral,” Alex said. “Don’t you like the position?”

“The strategizing, yes,” Adrianna replied. “But after we transited, I was scared to death.” She expected her comment to result in her immediate dismissal.

Instead, Alex replied, “A sensible reaction.”

The threesome boarded a traveler. Adrianna expected further conversation, but Alex tilted his seat back, closed his eyes, and fell asleep.

When the cabin lights brightened, Alex snapped awake and led the way off the ship. They worked their way to the upper deck and the Freedom’s owner suite. Renée, Tatia, Reiko, Ellie, and Julien were waiting for them.

Ellie, who hadn’t previously met Adrianna, stared from Tatia to Adrianna and back.

“Yes,” Tatia said bluntly, “we’re secret sisters.”

The group laughed and found seats.

Renée sent privately to Adrianna, <Personally, I’ve always had a fondness for New Terrans.>

Adrianna caught Renée’s wink, and she glanced toward Alex, eyeing his mass. She couldn’t help the snicker that escaped her lips. Taking a seat, Adrianna looked expectantly at the faces around her, but they were all regarding Alex.

“There are two demands on our time and resources that are in conflict,” Alex said.

“Protecting Talus and chasing the fleets that crossed the wall,” Tatia finished.

“Yes,” Alex agreed.

“The fleets are supposedly full-sized wedges,” Reiko pointed out. “We’d need an entire fleet to challenge an alien battleship wedge. Then add in our potential losses with each confrontation. We’d require the replacement ships sail with us. That amounts to us having only one fleet.”

Reiko expected a response from Alex, an acknowledgment of some sort, but he sat quietly with his thoughts.

Adrianna examined the individuals in the room. It was obvious that there was a strategic meeting in play and, perhaps, a critical one. <Why are we here?> she sent privately to Hector.

<With Alex and strategies, it’s always best to be patient,> Hector cautioned.

“Defend Talus against unknown contingencies or chase three battleship fleets,” Julien said, crystallizing the challenge.

Adrianna chose not to second-guess where the discussion was headed. Instead, she focused on what Alex and Julien were saying. “One choice requires contact. The other might only require a formidable appearance,” she volunteered.

“And appearance requires lesser military experience,” Hector added.

“It’s too dangerous to divide our forces that unevenly,” Tatia riposted. To that, Alex nodded.

“If we only knew when Sargut might lose his battleships,” Renée commented.

“Sargut estimates that it probably won’t happen for at least a quarter annual, using Toral’s orbit,” Julien said. “It buys the Talus defenders some time.”

“In that period of time, the orbital station should have completed a total of five, if not six, Tridents,” Reiko noted.

“Those Tridents would be crewed by Toralians and sisters, and the sisters have some battle experience,” Julien said.

“Let’s start from the top just to see how this would look,” Tatia suggested. “Defenders get the Our People; trackers get the Freedom.”

“We have enough squadrons to make four good Trident commands,” Reiko calculated, “but we’re short an admiral.”

A deathly stillness settled over the room, and Adrianna looked at Hector for an answer.

<In a system occupied by another race called the Chistorlans, the fleet lost a quarter of its ships. It also lost Admiral Svetlana Valenko,> Hector replied privately.

“I’m sorry to hear of your losses,” Adrianna said solemnly. “I don’t think the majority of Harakens understand what you’re going through, the sacrifices you’re making.”

“I’m sitting here, listening to this discussion, and I’m wondering why I’ve been invited,” Ellie interjected.

“The Our People, specifically me, would need experienced admirals for the Trident commands,” Hector commented.

“Oh, no,” Adrianna declared stubbornly, suddenly believing she understood the conversation’s intent. “I’m not going to pretend to be a superior commander to the likes of Admiral Ellie Thompson.”

When Alex smiled, Adrianna saw that it had been Alex’s intention all along to elicit her response to the suggestion. Her eyes narrowed. She was determined to turn the tables on him, and said, “You do remember that I’m a Haraken captain, who’s responsible for a Haraken Trident and the safe escort of the Sojourn home.”

“Your ships can set sail anytime you wish,” Alex replied, with a relaxed air.

Renée schooled her expression, and sent, <My love, if I thought your offer was serious, you and I would have a serious discussion about your concern for our son.>

“I believe your bluff has been called, Admiral,” Julien said, sprouting his poker visor.

“I’ve heard of your game, but I don’t know how it’s played,” Adrianna remarked. “Still, I get your meaning.”

“We can work out the return of the Sojourn and the Guardian, when we can ensure their safety,” Alex said. “Interested in becoming an Omnian?”

Adrianna gazed again at the assembled group. She felt like the slow child in the classroom. It was evident these individuals thought and spoke in a shorthand that outsiders would have difficulty following. She asked the group, “Is this the kind of treatment you have to endure?”

“We let Alex think he’s in charge,” Renée quipped. “It keeps him happy.”

It was the emotion behind the group’s laughter about Renée’s remark that gave Adrianna a good feeling. It was warm and sincere. They’ve endured so much pain, and they can still laugh, she thought.

Alex watched the shifting expressions on Adrianna’s face. He sent to her, <We grow on you. It won’t happen in a day, but it will happen.>

“I have a condition,” Adrianna announced. “With Hector’s permission, I will abdicate my position in favor of Admiral Thompson.”

“Granted, provided Admiral Thompson accepts,” Hector replied. He was enjoying himself immensely, observing the interplay of strong personalities.

“Ellie?” Tatia asked.

It occurred to Ellie that the other Trident admirals hadn’t been invited to the meeting. More important, it wasn’t Tatia who had extended the invitation. It was Alex. She was his choice.

The thought of separating from Alex’s fleet felt like a stab in Ellie’s heart, and she consoled herself with the thought that it wouldn’t be forever.

“I have a condition,” Ellie said, which made Alex grin, knowing she’d accepted. “If I take the vice admiral position, then you, Adrianna, are one of my Trident admirals.”

“You could do better,” Adrianna replied. When Ellie stared at her without comment, she relented. “Accepted,” she said.

“If we continue this exercise,” Tatia said, “Hector needs a second Trident admiral.”

“I’ve made my choice,” Ellie stated firmly.

“Does anyone wish to guess who Ellie wants before she announces her choice?” Renée challenged. “If so, send me your thought.”

Renée tipped her hand in Ellie’s direction when she’d received the guesses. Hector and Adrianna, who had no knowledge of the experienced commanders in Alex’s fleet, abstained.

“It’s Commodore Alphons Jagielski,” Ellie said. “Did anyone get it right?” she asked Renée.

Renée smiled and laid a hand on Alex’s shoulder. Her message wasn’t missed.

“Are we going to mix the commands to help Hector?” Reiko asked.

“We can’t afford significant changes,” Alex said, “but we need a few thoughtful ones.”

“Should we guess again, Alex, or do you want to share your thoughts first?” Tatia asked. Her eyes were narrowed, and Alex offered her a lopsided smile.

“We allow Ellie to keep one Trident squadron from her present command,” Alex said.

“Yes! Descartes and the twins,” Ellie celebrated.

“Will you keep them as a squadron?” Reiko asked. She was interested in learning how Ellie, her best Trident admiral, might employ one of the fleet’s best squadrons.

“Oh, no,” Ellie quickly replied. “It’ll be Commodore Descartes, and Senior Captains Étienne and Alain de Long.”

“Sargut asked me a question earlier,” Alex said slowly and thoughtfully. “He wanted to know if humans would claim all the worlds between the wall and our colonies.”

“Why do we need to discuss this?” Reiko asked. “From what we’ve learned, the federacy races are steeped in generations of isolation, suspicion, and revenge. Those aren’t traits that make good neighbors.”

“The question was whether we would claim the worlds, not whether we would judge the character of these races,” Julien reminded the group.

“According to the Toralians, the Gotlians, the race we encountered at the water world, are aquatic. They’re desperate to locate a new home world,” Adrianna interjected. For some reason, she thought it was important not to share with the group that it had been Alex who told her that.

“Alex, what did you say to Sargut?” Tatia asked.

“I didn’t respond, except to say that we’d need to think about it,” Alex replied, “but I think the answer is that we’ll have to take it on a case-by-case basis.”

“How can we do that?” Reiko asked. “If you let a race like the Gotlians have their water world because they’re desperate, then every struggling race will be seeking new worlds across the wall. We haven’t the resources to patrol that vast area of space and adjudicate the deserving.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Alex replied, with a hint of a smile.

“We’ll need friends,” Julien replied, interpreting Alex’s smile.

“Good neighbors,” Hector agreed.

“Like the Gotlians,” Adrianna added, “if you can stop them throwing missiles at you long enough to talk to them.”

“There are always challenges to making new friends,” Renée said, “but Alex has been practicing.”

“So, has this been a mental exercise,” Adrianna asked, “or have we just committed to a plan of action?” A gaze at the surrounding faces confirmed the answer for her. “Congratulations, Vice Admiral Thompson on your new position,” she said to Ellie.

With the meeting having ended, individuals rose and disbanded.

At the door, Adrianna halted in front of Alex. “I’ve committed to your fight. Do I deserve a hug now?” she asked.

Renée chuckled at Adrianna’s request.

“It’s always been everyone’s fight,” Alex replied.

“Does that mean I don’t get one?” Adrianna rejoined.

“No,” Alex replied, “not when I know you want one.” He opened his arms, and said, “Welcome aboard.”

Adrianna stepped into Alex’s embrace. She didn’t receive what she’d expected. It wasn’t a quick wrap of the arms and genial pats on the back. She felt like she’d been enfolded. It was momentarily disconcerting. Then it felt like a safe place to be. When Alex released her, she stepped back and cast a guilty glance at Renée.

<Enjoy them, Adrianna,> Renée sent. <I get several a day, and I never grow tired of them.>

<I can see why,> Adrianna sent in reply. Then she made a hasty exit.
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Celebration

Announcements were made about the new command arrangements, and the fleet admirals took the opportunity to practice war games.

Taralum came to depend on the sisters, who were aboard every battleship, and she requested that they be made permanent assignments. The thousands of other sisters were hard at work on restoring the system’s infrastructure.

Asu, Willem, and many of the explorers spent time investigating the fascinating individuals they’d met — sisters, Toralians, and Chistorlans, who’d yet to return to their home world. However, Alex had sent a Trident, with a SADE aboard, to inform the Chistorlan monarch, Gramab doma Farla-Hesta, of Artifice’s defeat.

Inundated with the task of unloading and distributing cargo from the super freighters with Miriam and Luther, Mickey delegated Miriamopus’s new avatar to Z, Miranda, and Claude Dupuis. They’d constructed a significant number of standard avatar bodies, which were similar to the ones inhabited by Julien, Cordelia, and Hector. It was the final details that were needed — synth-skin coloring, facial modeling, hair color, and eye color, to name a few.

Hector joined Z and Miranda, when Miriamopus’s avatar was ready.

After the transfer, Miriamopus found reorientation challenging. One moment, she was directly connected to the city-ship’s comm system, controller, and sensors. The next moment, she was detecting everything through the avatar’s sensors. The sensation was one of being diminished.

The comms sent from Hector, Z, and Miranda stabilized her. She reached out for the Our People’s powerful controller and sensed she was connected again.

“Do I get first hug?” Miriamopus heard. She identified Alex’s bio ID before he stepped around the corner.

“That would be my pleasure,” Miriamopus said, testing her voice control. Unexpectedly, she received pressure settings from Miranda and realized her avatar was capable of much greater strength than that recommended for human contact.

Miriamopus wrapped her arms around Alex’s heavy-worlder body, and she felt his hug. Her senses flooded with the warmth and smell of his clothes and his skin, the pressure of his arms and hands, and the whispers in her ear.

Alex held Miriamopus until she had her fill of new sensations.

Stepping back, Miriamopus said, “That’s a unique introduction to mobility. Thank you, Alex.”

“We think the dear man wasn’t loved enough as a child,” Miranda teased. “That’s why he goes around hugging every individual in sight … human, SADE, and Dischnya.”

“The Toralians and the Chistorlans have no idea what’s waiting for them,” Z quipped.

“We must find him a more robust race,” Hector said, as if offering sage advice. “We need individuals who won’t be crushed in one of his affectionate moments.”

As the bantering continued, Alex’s lopsided smile at Miranda’s initial tease grew into a grin.

“Welcome to the slightly off-center world of the mobile Omnians,” Alex announced, and then he left the SADEs to return to the Freedom.

As Alex walked to his traveler, he considered Miriamopus’s avatar choice. She’d selected an exotic appearance for her face. It was a mix of ancient Earth’s European and Asian cultures, and he wondered from where she’d borrowed the imagery. Then there was her new comm ID. She’d abandoned the name Miriamopus, undoubtedly to separate herself from the Sisterhood. She was now Lydia.


* * *




Renée knew Alex was anxious to set sail and cross the wall. He’d waited to give the fleet admirals time to practice their maneuvers. The newcomers who Hector brought were quickly learning tactics from the battle-hardened.

However, Renée didn’t want the Omnians to lose sight of what they’d fought to defend, and she believed that the Toralians needed a lesson in enjoying life’s pleasures.

Having made up her mind, Renée sought out Julien and Sargut.

“President Sargut, with your permission, Ser would like to hold a celebration,” Julien said.

Sargut glanced at Renée. He’d learned to discern some human facial expressions. Hers appeared hopeful.

“What would we be celebrating?” Sargut asked.

“Many things,” Renée replied brightly. “The reclaiming of Talus, the birth of your new society, the sisters’ liberations, and so much more.”

“You’d hold this event on the Freedom?” Sargut asked, wondering why Renée was seeking his permission.

“No, I want as many as possible to attend,” Renée replied. “There’s a plain of grass near your ancient city. We could hold it there.”

“I believe Alex wouldn’t approve. It’s unsafe to be on the surface without extensive security,” Sargut replied.

Sargut’s growing familiarity with human expressions served him well. He could read the shift in Renée’s face and knew he’d said the wrong thing. He quickly added, “Then, of course, I’m sure that if you were to plan this celebration, you’d take that into consideration.”

“A good recovery, President Sargut,” Julien said in Toralian, after he’d completed the translation for Renée and they’d watched her furrowed brow clear.

Renée co-opted available SADEs to plan the celebration, chief among them was Cordelia.

As the day approached, the scout ships and fleets arrived at Toral. Renée insisted on the celebration taking place, with everyone’s participation, and Alex wasn’t about to deny her. He had to admit that there’d been too much pain lately, and the wounds needed a salve.

The sisters were too focused on Toral’s reconstruction to acquire a sufficient number of human-type avatars, but that made them available for security, and they teamed up with the Dischnya.

Inhabiting various construction bots, the sisters prepared the celebration grounds. They employed heavy equipment to roll across the grassy meadow, pressuring the soil. Any hidden renegade bots that popped up were immediately crushed.

Late in Toral’s afternoon, travelers began landing. They formed a huge double circle. The pilots landed their ships, placing them bow to stern. Then they fed power to the ship’s sensor suites, and the shells glowed, casting their light in all directions.

Crews set up stands for food and drink. Music provided by Cordelia filled the field. The ground was too uneven to allow energetic dancing, but the occasion was primarily meant to allow the mixing of thousands of individuals from multiple races.

Around the travelers’ outer circle, the sisters’ construction bots provided platforms for the Dischnya and their plasma rifles. The glow from the travelers’ shells lit the night sky and the nearby ground.

During the night, the revelers could hear the occasional blast of a plasma rifle. It was followed by a chorus of howls and yips. The warriors celebrated by keeping count of their individual kills of the small bots, which scurried or flew toward the fête.

As Renée suspected, Toralians were both perplexed and amused by the entire affair. They watched human children and Dischnya pups chase one another through the throng.

“Good evening, Sargut,” Renée said, which Julien translated, as they approached the president.

Sargut stood with Taralum and Suntred. They held glasses of their favorite fruit drinks in their hands. The sisters had harvested the ripe pickings fresh from wild orchards.

“And to you, Renée,” Sargut replied.

“What do you think?” Renée asked, sweeping her glass of aigre toward the crowd.

“After spending most of my life in the confines of a battleship cabin, bridge, corridor, or bay, it’s the size of the assembly that I find overwhelming,” Sargut replied. “If it hadn’t been for my time aboard your city-ship, allowing me to become accustomed to wide open spaces again, I might have had to hide aboard a traveler until your festivities ended.”

“I think it’s exhilarating,” Suntred interjected. “The energy, the intention to celebrate being alive, is palpable.

“Then you should go enjoy yourself, Suntred,” Renée invited.

Trium appeared at Renée’s side, and said, “I’d be pleased to escort you, Liaison Suntred, so that you might converse with humans, Chistorlans, or a Dischnya queen.”

The SADE offered his arm to Suntred. When he saw that she was unsure of what the gesture meant, he gently lifted her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm. He was rewarded with the flash of her white teeth.

As the couple disappeared into the milling bodies, they heard Suntred ask Trium what service he provided the fleet. They heard Trium proudly answer that he was a scout ship SADE.

“Surely, you’ve enjoyed large gatherings or celebrations on your colony, Sargut,” Renée ventured.

“No,” Sargut replied. “It was forbidden.”

“Why?” Renée asked.

“It was a long time ago and soon after Artifice took over,” Taralum explained. “Agitators sought to gather citizens to foment challenges against Artifice’s rule. The governors and the councils were afraid of retribution against the race for any failed attempts.”

“That’s why this number of assembled individuals is overwhelming to you,” Renée said with sympathy. “Well, President Sargut, I have some advice for you.”

“And I’d be pleased to listen,” Sargut replied.

“Go and revel in it,” Renée enthused, setting a hand on Sargut’s forearm. “This isn’t your stifled colony. This is your new world. Enjoy it!”

Turning to Julien, Renée said, “If you’d assist Sargut and Taralum to practice with their reveling, I’d appreciate it.”

Julien activated the bright, multicolored, fairy dust routine from his crown. “Let’s join the festivities, shall we?” he asked, stepping between the Toralians and extending an arm to each of them.

Not far from Renée, Asu, Willem, Teague, and Ginny were being entertained by the Chistorlans. Lipsit doma Draga and Miftra ona Grata were doing most of the talking, and their audience was mesmerized by the tales, as Willem translated.

The Chistorlans’ stories accounted for the time beginning with the arrival of the two fleets in their system. The storytellers were halted several times to explain elements of their backstory. The Harakens struggled to understand why the Chistorlans lived underground on a rich, green planet. The Harakens and the Chistorlans would spend the entire evening in conversation, as they learned about each other’s past and what they hoped for their futures.

When the two groups parted company at the end of the evening, Asu would remark to Willem, “How does Alex accumulate these sentient alien races, while we’ve been investigating many worlds and have only found the one race?”

“And not to put too fine a point on your question, Captain,” Willem would reply, “but you’ll note that the race we discovered adopted Alex.”

About that time, they would hear the blast and electric sizzle of a plasma discharge and the resounding howls and yips of the Dischnya. Then Asu and Willem would grin at each other, as they boarded a traveler.

Homsaff’s choice for the evening’s translator was Killian. Like Vivian, who was present with her young partner, the queen had a fondness for the SADE’s colorful plaid synth-skin. Homsaff chatted briefly with those with whom she was familiar. She was often distracted by her ear comm. Her two squad leaders, Simlan and Hessan, spoke frequently on the Dischnya’s network, directing fire, as the frequency of renegade bot appearances slowly increased.

“Greetings, Queen Homsaff,” Julien said, catching her attention for Sargut and Taralum.

“A commander’s work is never done,” Taralum commented, when the queen turned toward them.

“Especially not mine,” Homsaff replied.

“Why is that?” Taralum asked.

“Circumstances,” Homsaff said curtly, as her attention was directed back to her ear comm.

“We won’t keep you, Queen Homsaff,” Sargut said politely.

After the translation, Homsaff bared her teeth in appreciation and the small group passed on.

“What did the queen mean?” Taralum asked Julien.

“The Dischnya were planet bound for generations, living underground in difficult conditions and in a state of constant war,” Julien replied. “Their nests, as they’re called, have undergone tremendous changes in a short period of time. Young queens, like Homsaff, want to return to the world of space travel and technology, which they once commanded. This has been their first opportunity to prove they have worth to Omnians.”

“Why would Alex bring such inexperienced space travelers on such a dangerous expedition?” Sargut asked.

Julien paused for an inordinate length of time for a SADE.

“Have I asked about a subject best left to your knowledge alone?” Sargut asked.

“Many Omnians know of it,” Julien replied, “and have come to accept it and rely upon it, but it’s rarely discussed. Alex sees things.” To clear the Toralians’ confusion, he added, “Things that haven’t happened yet.”

“And these things he sees made him bring the Dischnya here?” Taralum asked.

“Yes,” Julien replied.

“That was most fortunate for us,” Sargut commented. “Without them, we might never have brought the towers down — not unless we wanted to cause great damage to our home world.”

“The Dischnya’s fight at your polar region was their second action. They were needed and performed well on their first outing in another system,” Julien explained.

“And Alex saw the Dischnya fighting for the Omnians?” Taralum asked. She was fascinated by the concept.

Julien laughed, and the sound reverberated across the broad space. Omnians smiled on hearing the SADE’s familiar laughter.

“Alex would wish it was so easy,” Julien said, after apologizing for his outburst, which had taken the Toralians aback. “Did you see the queen’s eyes?” he asked. When the Toralians nodded, he added, “It took months, a quarter of your annual cycle, for those eyes to resolve themselves.”

“That must be incredibly challenging,” Sargut commented. “Alex sees little pieces of imagery and must decide what they mean.”

“But we all have dreams, asleep and while we’re awake,” Taralum objected.

“And what would you think if a dream persisted, becoming ever more frequent until it haunted you?” Julien asked.

By the dumbfounded expressions on the Toralian faces, Julien thought he’d said too much. There was so much more to understand about the unique nature of Alex’s dreams. There persisted the question of what would happen to him when he retired from leading the Omnians or whoever came next. Certainly, Renée hoped the dreams would end, but Alex and he didn’t think they would.

As the evening wore on, Renée lost track of Alex. She was unsuccessful in reaching his implant. The expanse of the celebration grounds was that great.

<He’s with me, Ser,> Miranda sent. <We’re across the space from you. I’ll keep my connection open so that you might follow the signal.>

<Is he engaged?> Renée sent. Her replies were relayed across the intervening space via other SADEs.

Renée received imagery from Miranda. Alex was sitting in a traveler’s open hatch, with his feet on a step. His elbows were on his knees, and his chin rested on his hands. He wore a faraway expression.

<Is he linked to someone?> Renée asked.

<No, Ser,> Miranda replied.

<Miranda, why is it that you’re the one who tends to guard Alex?> Renée asked.

<Alex has a tendency to converse with SADEs when they’re near him. It’s his preference to be polite and encouraging,> Miranda replied.

<And he doesn’t communicate with you?> Renée asked, concerned that Alex wasn’t treating Miranda the same as he did other SADEs.

<Alex doesn’t feel the need to engage me,> Miranda sent.

<Does that have anything to do with your melding with Allora’s kernel?> Renée asked.

<Yes. Alex spent time with me each day after that event. It wasn’t linked time. We’d meet, sit, and talk. He did this until he thought I’d balanced my hierarchy and applications,> Miranda explained. Then she added, <In many ways, it’s made me closer to Alex than the other SADEs, except for Julien and Cordelia.>

<I’ve always been curious as to why you adopted the Frederica avatar, especially in light of your personality, Miranda,> Renée sent.

<You’re the reason, Ser. Your ascendancy,> Miranda replied.

<Explain,> Renée sent.

<The role of personal defender, such as Z accepted, isn’t something SADEs embrace,> Miranda explained. <Z is unique in that manner, and he was there for Alex. When you began to take an active role in the Omnians’ destiny, the SADEs realized a second defender was required, and I accepted the task.>

<But there are others on Alex’s staff who are critical to the Omnians,> Renée pointed out.

<Not in our judgment,> Miranda replied. <A Tatia is replaceable. Observe Ellie. We lost Svetlana, a Trident admiral, and yet we have Adrianna and Alphons. We will continue to lose friends, but others will rise to take their places.>

<But not so for Alex,> Renée sent.

<And not so for you, Ser,> Miranda finished. <Ping Z,> she requested.

When Renée did, she discovered Z quietly standing a few meters behind her, and she had no idea how long he’d been there.

<The SADEs have made their evaluation,> Miranda continued. <Two defenders are required. The twins served you well. We’re their replacements. My presence allows Alex the maximum opportunity to think without interruption, and we judge that to be a critical environment to provide him.>

Renée received Miranda’s imagery of Alex standing and stretching. As he curled his arms above his shoulders, he banged his elbow on the hatch frame, and she laughed quietly.

<Alex searches for you, Ser. If you walk directly across the grounds, you’ll link up,> Miranda sent.

Renée threaded her way through the milling throng. She wondered for how many others the celebration was a time of contemplation, as it had been for Alex.

When Alex and Renée met near the center of the grounds, the music segued, courtesy of Cordelia, who was cued by Miranda.

Alex swept Renée into his arms, and she clung to his neck. They moved slowly to the mellow sounds of an ancient song.

“You’ve been thinking,” Renée whispered in his ear.

“And you’ve been entertaining,” Alex riposted.

“So, we’ve both been doing what we’re good at,” Renée replied, laughing softly.

When the music shifted again, Alex released Renée and checked his chronometer. “It’s time,” he told her.

Just then, the Dischnya barked loudly, and plasma blasts lit the night sky. Six flying bots attempted to penetrate the ring at the same time. The Dischnya downed all of them, but hot pieces of bots bounced off the travelers’ shells and struck the revelers.

“That’s our cue,” Alex bellowed. “Let’s board. SADEs, direct the loading.”

Within less than a quarter hour, the grounds were deserted. The travelers were loaded, including the Dischnya. Judging from the warriors’ moods, they enjoyed the celebration more than most.

The ships lifted, and the sisters, who occupied the construction bots, returned to their work. They were busy constructing a high-speed transport system between the major sites that would be developed for citizens.

The travelers deposited their passengers on ships across the fleets.

The next day, the fleets, as Alex and his staff had formed them, took up their assigned tasks.

The scout ships separated. Killian and Beryl stayed with the Freedom. Genoa and Linn would operate on the Toral periphery for the defenders.

Hector’s forces spread out to take up security positions. Many squadrons were stationed near mining sites and domes where the crews could assist the Toralians and the sisters, who resumed operations. Taralum’s fleet dispersed and paired up with Trident squadrons, where they could also help.

The Guardian, with its senior lieutenant promoted to acting captain, and the Sojourn lay off the orbital station. The scientists, techs, and general crew were invaluable in the construction of new ships.

Hector kept the Our People in orbit over Toral. His crew worked on the planet’s surface under the watchful sensors of the sisters. The Dischnya, with their plasma rifles, provided additional security.

As Alex’s fleet formed, the governors and the other prisoners were transferred into Sargut’s care. Using the Our People’s coordinates, the ships sailed for the wall and then on to the water planet.

On the way out of the system, Alex had two conversations. The first was with Hector.

<Greetings,> Hector sent, when he received Alex’s comm.

<Hector, this is my final piece of advice to you,> Alex sent. <I’ve no idea what sort of circumstances you’ll face, but you have wonderful advisers in Ellie, Adrianna, Alphons, and Lydia. However, the final decision is yours. Don’t needlessly sacrifice your forces. Consider evacuating the Dischnya and the sisters and abandoning the planet. That means convincing Sargut to leave with you, if you can. We can always take the planet back.>

<Understood, Alex,> Hector sent. <Good fortune.>

Alex’s second call was unexpected. Taralum, with the aid of a sister, reached out to him.

“Sunnamis left you a gift, of sorts, Alex,” Taralum said. “I was sworn to silence unless you sailed for the wall to chase the federacy fleets that had crossed. Then I was to share this data, which you’ve just been sent.”

Alex examined the information, but it didn’t make sense to him.

<Alex,> Cordelia interjected, <they’re three sets of star coordinates with vectors originating from them. They’re written in the Toralian language.>

<Does one vector align with the water world?> Alex asked.

<Yes,> Cordelia replied.

<Taralum, did you know why Sunnamis conditioned the sharing of this information?> Alex asked.

“Sunnamis is a governor. Governors like their secrets, and they always have ulterior motives for what they do,” Taralum replied.

Alex could hear the bitterness in her voice.

<Can you guess what her motive might have been?> Alex pursued. Sunnamis had changed sides once before, and Alex was wondering if she was contemplating doing so again.

“As I said, Alex, it’s a present,” Taralum repeated. “Governors, such as Sunnamis, believe in trading favors, especially with powerful individuals. I imagine that she wants to gain favor with you, but she’ll expect something in return, in the future.”

<Thank you for the data, Taralum,> Alex sent and closed the comm. He gained the bridge, where Cordelia had prepared the holo-vid for him.

Alex examined the vectors. He shook his head at the futility of interpreting what he saw. The amount of space represented on the image was too vast. It was crowded with an extraordinary number of stars.

“Your analysis, Cordelia,” Alex requested.

“The other two vectors don’t come near Omnia, Haraken, or New Terra,” Cordelia replied. “One does extend toward the Confederation periphery, if the alien fleet sails far enough. The other vector heads off into uncharted territory.”

“And this would be true if neither fleet changed course,” Alex commented. After a moment to think, he said, “Maintain course, Cordelia, we’re sailing for the water world.”
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Gotlians

The captain, Sa-Foosee, struggled out of his pool in response to his telemetry officer’s urgent call. He donned his suit, which enclosed his body from the neck down. It kept a layer of salt water around his body.

A small flat unit on the suit’s back served a dual purpose. It circulated the seawater within the suit, which a Gotlian’s spiracles took into the body for oxygen consumption. The second purpose was as a gas exchange unit. It pulled excess carbon dioxide out of the suit’s salt water and exchanged it with oxygen taken from the ship’s air.

As if Sa-Foosee’s personal musculature wasn’t enough, the suit added an extra dimension to his size and forced a waddling gait. Then again, this was what was necessary to maintain a presence out of the ocean, the Gotlians’ natural habitat.

“Show me,” Sa-Foosee insisted, when he reached the bridge. His multiple internal respiratory organs were laboring to feed his body more oxygen.

“A fleet of ships has transited outside the system,” the telemetry officer reported. “At their present velocity and considering our telemetry’s lag time, we estimate they’ve already attained the outer belt.”

“Do we have better resolution?” Sa-Foosee asked, staring at the collection of blobs on the monitor.

“No, Captain,” the officer replied, “our equipment hasn’t the capability.”

“Aging ships,” Sa-Foosee muttered and punctuated his disgust with a belch. “We traded precious resources for these relics. How many in the fleet?” he asked.

“Hard to tell, Captain,” the officer replied, his tentacles hanging limp in chagrin. “Either their ships have an extraordinary configuration or they’re traveling in threes. There is one distinct anomaly. A massive oval ship sails with the fleet.”

“Oval, did you say?” Sa-Foosee asked in alarm.

“Yes, Captain. Estimates are that it rivals the largest battleships of the elder races. Is it possible that this is the fleet we encountered before?” the officer asked.

Sa-Foosee hated the thought that he had to disturb Or-Deebaa, but necessity demanded it. He chose to personally wake the fleet commander rather than delegate the responsibility to an officer.

Responding to the urgent signaling at his door, Or-Deebaa rose from his pool, dressed in his suit, and opened the door.

“Unravel your tentacles, Sa-Foosee, and come in,” Or-Deebaa urged. “Then tell me what concerns you.”

“A fleet of ships has arrived, Or-Deebaa,” Sa-Foosee said in a rush. “Resolution is incomplete, but they’re estimated to be crossing the outer belt.”

“If they’re that far out, we’ve time to consider our options and maneuver. Why the agitation?” Or-Deebaa asked.

“Two factors, Or-Deebaa,” the captain replied. “You’ll recall the three ships that accompanied the Nua’ll sphere when it visited Gotl and deactivated Artifice’s codes?”

“Yes. They were the same as the ones we encountered here,” the fleet commander replied. “The ships belong to the humans.”

“They do,” Sa-Foosee agreed. “And recall that Artifice warned, before its fall, to report the sight of a huge ovoid ship surrounded by smooth-hulled warships.”

“Artifice was describing the human’s fleet,” Or-Deebaa reasoned. His facial tentacles curled and uncurled, accenting his understanding of the pieces of information. “I’m following you, Sa-Foosee. What of it?”

“They’re here, Or-Deebaa. The fleet that came here before was the humans, and they’re back,” Sa-Foosee declared.

The fleet commander was of a different mind about the circumstances than that of the captain. Nonetheless, he appreciated that their leader, Di-Orsoo, had completed his period of deep somnolence and was available to join them. The commander chose to wait until their leader rose, dressed, and dined. Or-Deebaa reasoned that Di-Orsoo would receive the word of the humans’ arrival much better with his belly full of sea dollies.

When Or-Deebaa was informed that a crew member had cleared away the leader’s feeding tank, he requested an audience.

“We have arrivals,” Or-Deebaa announced.

“Impossible,” Di-Orsoo shot back. “There hasn’t been time for our ship to reach Gotl and the transfer to begin, much less return.”

“I wasn’t referring to the arrival of our ship,” the fleet commander replied, his eyes blinking and his tentacles twisting. He’d started his report poorly. “It’s the humans’ fleet.”

“They’re that close,” Di-Orsoo said, echoing the captain’s alarm. He was assuming that the ships were near enough for their poor telemetry to positively identify the designs.

“No, Di-Orsoo, by our estimation, they’re near the outer planet’s orbit, but they have the signs … the huge ovoid ship surrounded by a fleet of identical, smaller warships.”

“Not battleships, not a federacy race,” Di-Orsoo reasoned. “According to the reports, you were unable to catch and eliminate one of the humans’ warships. Now their fleet returns,” he lamented.

“Do we flee?” the fleet commander asked. He hated his title. He knew he was poorly trained and possessed little time in position. In fact, he’d been impressed into the slot because the acquisition of the fleet had been his idea, and Di-Orsoo, one of Gotl’s three leaders, had backed him.

“And if we flee, what then?” Di-Orsoo asked. “The world below us isn’t perfect, but it’s our only find. Our race can survive here despite the dangers.”

“But what if the humans have claimed this world?” Or-Deebaa asked.

“They haven’t settled it, but it’s obvious they were investigating it,” Di-Orsoo replied, “Perhaps they don’t need it. Recall that you noted that when the surface diver breached, it flew toward the fleet, as did its protector. Then they sailed away.”

“Much to my relief,” Or-Deebaa muttered.

Di-Orsoo ignored the commander’s comment. After recovering, he read the summations, and he nearly regurgitated a meal when he read the portion that detailed the arrival of the strange fleet.

Later, Di-Orsoo had reviewed the status of his fleet. Of the original number, two had been damaged by the humans’ warship. Fortunately, the crews were able to make repairs to one of them and return it to service. The other ship had suffered damage to the engine control room, and they hadn’t the equipment or the skills to repair it.

Di-Orsoo had ordered one ship to return to Gotl and start the migration. On its return, the battleship would be filled with citizens, mostly the technical types, and supplies. He’d been tempted to send several ships, but the encounter with alien warships had argued for caution.

“How soon before the humans are dangerous to us?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“We know the small warships use beam technology, and they must get relatively close,” Or-Deebaa replied. “But we know nothing of the large ship’s capabilities.”

“What we do know is that this was the race who eliminated the entity that ruled the federacy,” Di-Orsoo noted.

“Perhaps it’s not their weaponry that’s their premier asset,” the commander commented. “It might be that they’re experienced warriors.”

“And we’re not,” Di-Orsoo finished.

“If we could only communicate with them,” Or-Deebaa lamented.

“As if our useless comms could communicate with any other ships but the ones we sail,” Di-Orsoo said, his tentacles slapping against one another in frustration.


* * *




“The seven ships that the Guardian encountered are now six,” Tatia commented. “And one is stationed apart from the fleet. That one isn’t displaying engine heat on the thermal scans.”

“Adrianna’s single Trident was effective against a battleship fleet,” Reiko commented.

“Or this fleet is crewed by a race inexperienced in warship tactics,” Alex interjected. He glanced to his left and eyed Suntred.

“You want Suntred to do what?” Sargut had replied in shock, when Alex suggested that she should accompany him.

“Sargut, you need to take responsibility for starting this,” Alex retorted.

“What did I do?” Sargut asked.

“You wanted to know if humans would claim the worlds between the wall and our colonies,” Alex replied.

“I did,” Sargut admitted.

“Well, the answer is no, but that response comes with a condition,” Alex replied. “We’re reserving the right to interview our neighbors.”

“And how are you applying that condition?” Sargut inquired.

“We’re interested in accepting peaceful neighbors,” Alex replied.

Sargut had issued a soft whistle, and then said, “That’s hardly an arguable request to make of them. Then this is your need for Suntred. She has a rudimentary command of the Gotlian language.”

“It is,” Alex agreed.

“Will you travel to the water world and then return to Talus?” Sargut asked.

“No, after the Gotlians, we’ll seek the Dutterites,” Alex replied.

It was obvious that Sargut was torn in deciding between releasing Suntred to help Alex and keeping her at Talus to protect her. He’d glanced at Suntred’s hopeful face and made his decision.

“When will we attempt to communicate with the Gotlians?” Suntred asked, staring into the holo-vid, which displayed the space around the water world.

“We don’t have any information on the Gotlians’ comm system,” Julien replied. “Our ships were never in contact with them.”

“Why not?” Suntred asked.

“They didn’t have the alien enthusiast with them,” Renée teased, linking an arm in Alex’s, and he kissed the top of her head.

“How will you discover how to call them?” Suntred pursued.

“That’s a good question,” Tatia admitted.

“We could provoke them into fleet communications,” Cordelia offered. “The provocation need only be minimal.”

“A single Trident,” Reiko suggested.

“Or a single traveler,” Alex countered. “They’ve already encountered a Trident, and it damaged their battleships. Whereas, they probably know nothing of a traveler’s capacity.”

“I suggest we launch a Trident that nears their fleet and then launch a traveler that completes the approach,” Tatia said.

“Do you want me aboard the traveler?” Suntred asked excitedly, which surprised the Omnians.

“That isn’t necessary, Alex, is it?” Renée asked with concern.

“What if we establish contact and the Gotlians wish to meet with us?” Suntred rejoined.

“Someone’s thinking,” Alex admitted.

“If that becomes the case, we need to be strategic about who’ll be aboard the traveler,” Julien said.

“It’s time to decide how close we want our fleet to approach the Gotlians,” Cordelia interjected. She shifted the holo-vid to display a wireframe model of the system. Then she highlighted the positions of the two fleets. The Omnian fleet had passed the second planet’s orbit, when counting from the periphery.

Alex examined the display. The water world was seventy degrees reverse spinward of their approach.

“No course change, Cordelia,” Alex ordered. “I don’t want to intimidate them. Cut the distance to the water world’s orbital track by another third and then bring us to a halt.”

“I’m the pilot,” Franz stated with determination. He glanced quickly at Reiko, but it wasn’t long enough to see her reaction before he looked at Alex for his approval. A nod confirmed his request.

“We’ll need a leader aboard,” Julien said. “That’s me.” Alex had to agree.

“And you’ll need security,” Z said.

“One, not two,” Alex replied, glancing between Z and Miranda.

“It’ll be me,” Z replied.

“That’s the team,” Alex replied.

Renée glanced toward Miranda. The SADE didn’t move her eyes, but Renée knew her sensors had recorded the moment. She was reminded of the discussion with Miranda the night before they left Toral. Miranda had stressed the desire of the SADEs to protect two individuals — Alex and herself. She wondered how Julien fit into the SADEs’ calculations.

There was time before the Trident separated from the fleet and made for the Gotlians’ fleet, and Alex took the opportunity to speak to Julien. They chose to retire to the city-ship’s observation deck at the top of the hub. The few individuals present excused themselves without being asked.

“You wish to discuss our good neighbor policy,” Julien surmised.

“Yes, and I’d be thrilled if you could tell me how we’re supposed to go about determining this for each race,” Alex replied, with a wry smile.

When Julien briefly projected his dunce hat, Alex quipped, “You’re going to make a great communicator.”

“What should be the root element of our discussion?” Julien asked. He knew if he could get Alex thinking about the most fundamental aspects of their contact, they could make progress.

“We need to offer each race, in this case the Gotlians, something they need in return for their good behavior toward us,” Alex replied. “At a minimum, we’ll want support for our ships and crews, if they enter this system.”

“This race would seem to be in need of protection,” Julien pointed out.

“True, but I think it would be better if we let them tell us what they need most,” Alex riposted. “But agreeing to protect them would be in our favor. Any race who threatened them would essentially be threatening space that’s close to us.”

A day later, the team boarded a Trident that exited the fleet formation and sailed toward the Gotlian fleet.


* * *




“Di-Orsoo, a warship approaches,” Or-Deebaa warned. “It’s one of the three-hulled types, as we fought before.”

The Gotlian leader dropped the squirming blemmie back into the feeding tank, with a sigh and a hearty belch. The pressure of the last few days hadn’t done his digestion any good.

Di-Orsoo joined Or-Deebaa, and they made their way to the bridge.

“Status of the human warship, Captain,” Or-Deebaa requested, when they gained the bridge.

“It’s taken up a fixed position a quarter of the way around the planet just above the upper atmosphere,” Sa-Foosee reported.

“They’re using their knowledge of the previous encounter,” Or-Deebaa commented. “They know we won’t dare injure this world.”

“You miss a critical point, Commander,” Di-Orsoo said. “A powerful fleet waits several planets outward. Yet, the leader sends a single ship our way.”

“Then there’s hope?” Sa-Foosee asked.

“It could be the humans don’t wish to annihilate us, Captain,” Di-Orsoo replied. “But that doesn’t mean they’ll allow us to occupy this system. It might be that they’re giving us an opportunity to depart unscathed.”

Di-Orsoo could hear the slapping of tentacles. The crew was upset by the conversation.

“Calm yourselves,” Di-Orsoo announced to the crew. “We take this encounter one step at a time.”

“Should we orient the fleet?” Or-Deebaa asked.

“Make no movements,” Di-Orsoo replied, “and maintain comm silence. We wait until we see what they do.”

Franz launched the traveler, circled the planet, and approached the Gotlian fleet, maintaining a respectable distance. Then he assumed a stationary position and waited — and waited and waited.

<Alex, there’s no comm traffic that we can detect,> Cordelia noted again over the comm. <In fact, there’s no ship movement either.>

<They’re waiting for us to display our intentions,> Julien sent.

<I thought that’s what we did,> Reiko said in exasperation.

<Fear, with no options,> Alex stated cryptically. <Suntred’s analysis was correct. The Gotlians are desperate to hold this world, and they know they haven’t the force or the skills to defeat us.>

<And they’re not going to run away,> Renée finished. <I feel sorry for them.>

<But we can’t sail away and leave them behind,> Alex reminded them. <We have to establish a working relationship … somehow.>

<Alex,> Franz sent, <what if we investigated the battleship that’s stationed apart from the fleet?>

<It doesn’t have any heat signature,> Tatia reminded Alex. <Stationed as it is, it’s probably abandoned.>

<And if it’s not, the close-in defensive armament will shred the traveler,> Reiko countered. She was worried for Franz, but it occurred to her that others were just as concerned for the welfare of one or more of the other passengers.

<Franz,> Alex said, <approach that battleship from the stern. If it’s abandoned, there should be a bay left open, where the last shuttle departed.>

<Good idea,> Franz replied.

“Captain, the shuttle is moving away,” the Gotlian telemetry office announced. “It’s headed toward our abandoned ship.”

Di-Orsoo breathed a sigh of relief. He had no idea what was to come, but he was grateful the interminable wait was over.

“Why the abandoned ship?” Sa-Foosee mused. “They’d have no need of it.”

“Possibly they’re interested in parts and scrap metal,” Or-Deebaa replied.

Di-Orsoo was tempted to scoff at the exchange, but he remained silent. He needed his officers to feel free to volunteer their ideas.

“The shuttle is moving slowly from the stern along the port side,” the telemetry officer reported.

“Where was the captain’s exit bay?” Di-Orsoo asked.

The commander searched his memory. “Starboard side, near the bow,” he said.

“Then the shuttle will make entry there, where we can’t see,” Di-Orsoo replied, his disappointment evident in the movement of his tentacles.

“What can they be seeking, if not the ship itself?” Sa-Foosee asked rhetorically.

The Gotlian leader nodded appreciatively, which his officers didn’t see. The captain’s question was an example of the ones he needed to hear.

Franz crossed the bow and started down the starboard side of the battleship. He was breathing easier. No ports had opened, as he traversed the length of the ship. More important, no defensive fire had come his way.

The same emotion was true for those on the Freedom’s bridge. Renée had taken Alex’s hand and gripped it firmly, when the traveler had eased from behind the stern and started up the starboard side. Her grip didn’t ease until the traveler crossed the bow.

The controller located the open bay, which Franz received in his helmet, and he eased his ship toward the beckoning opening. At the bay’s mouth, Franz signaled energy to the hull sensors, and the darkness was illuminated enough for the controller to display an empty bay.

<We’re going in,> Franz sent in the open.

Julien assisted Suntred with the donning of her Toralian environment suit.

After Franz touched down, he climbed into his suit.

Engineering had installed a portable airlock into Franz’s hatch opening. He triggered the hatch and used the airlock to exit the traveler.

As expected, Franz found the bay side of the airlock open. He examined the set of controls alongside the open hatch, sending the imagery to Julien and Z.

<Third plunger down on the right side,> Z sent.

Franz had no idea how the SADE had determined that, but he dutifully pushed it. It took some effort to depress the plunger’s large mushroom head, which made Franz wonder what race had built the ship.

The bay doors slid toward each other. Then they stopped, with a narrow gap between the doors. Exasperated, Franz mashed the plunger again, but nothing happened.

<Franz, depress the third plunger down on the left side. When the doors move, stop them with the one at the top center of the panel. Then try the first plunger again,> Z sent.

Franz followed the instructions. The doors responded — opening, stopping, and finally closing tightly. The audio pickup of Franz’s suit relayed the rush of air into the bay. He waited at the airlock for Julien, Z, and Suntred to join him, knowing the SADEs wouldn’t descend until atmospheric conditions were met.

When the SADEs and Suntred joined Franz, Z examined the interior of the airlock, and sent, <We cross together.>

The SADEs communicated on two comm protocols and in two languages so that everyone understood them at the same time.

The airlock operated smoothly. When the group entered the corridor, Z oriented toward the bow and led the way. Their target was the bridge. There was only one thing they wanted — a comm connection to the Gotlian leader.

Z tested the air and found it passable, if not a little foul. Nonetheless, Franz and Suntred opened their faceplates to conserve their air. The initial smells had them wrinkling their noses until they got used to it.

Z quickly mastered the hatch controls, but it took him some trial efforts to discover the lifts’ operating mechanisms.

Julien and Franz constructed images of the warship’s builders from the small details they collected and shared. They were tickled at their wildly different constructions.

“It’s the story of the blind Earthers and the elephant,” Julien said to Franz, which required the SADE to send an image of an elephant and tell the tale of three blind men who felt different parts of an elephant and made false assumptions about the animal from the part each felt.

Examining his own image and realizing the potential errors, Franz said, “So what part did I grab — the tail or the trunk?”

“Who’s to say that we aren’t both playing the role of the blind?” Julien replied, adding his laughter.

“At last,” Franz remarked, when they stepped onto the bridge.

The group stopped and gazed around at the consoles and equipment bays. The lighting was dim, emergency sources only.

“We should have Mickey date the metals,” Franz remarked. “We might have discovered an ancient relic.”

When Julien translated for Suntred, she whistled. It was a combination of humor and nervousness.

Z touched a panel. It didn’t activate. “No power,” he said. Julien, Franz, and he spread out to search the bridge for the power switches.

“Here,” Suntred said. She pointed to a section of the deck that was located in front of an equipment bay. “Gotlian symbols for power switches,” she added, touching her boot to several markings.

Z tried the hatch, but it was locked. He hooked his fingers into the grating on either side of the hatch and yanked. With a screech of metal, the hatch was torn from its hinges.

Suntred’s eyes popped open, and her mouthed formed a small “o.”

Inside a box, which was set in the deck, was a row of solid-looking handles, and Z turned every one of them. The consoles and the equipment bays lit.

“Next hurdle,” Franz remarked.

“Suntred, are any of these labels?” Z asked, pointing to the bottom of the panels.

Suntred walked along the console. Most of the glyphs were functionary, referring to various panel operations. They were too specific for her to discern the panels’ purposes.

“Read them,” suggested Julien, when he heard Suntred’s reply to Z.

Suntred walked to the first console position and read the glyphs that she could discern.

The SADEs halted her at the fourth panel, and Julien requested that she step aside.

Z worked through the menus, testing the panel’s operations. To Suntred, the SADE’s fingers moved so fast that they appeared a blur. She glanced at Franz and was surprised to see him leaning against the far end of the console, with his arms crossed and his eyes closed.

After a few minutes, Z announced, “Ready. We have audio pickup and response over the bridge system. The ship ID routine isn’t decipherable. Therefore, we’ll broadcast in the open.”

<Alex,> Julien sent, <we’re ready to transmit in the open from the abandoned ship.> His comm signal was relayed by the traveler’s controller to the waiting Trident and on to the Freedom.
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Helping Hands

“Speak, Gotlian leader,” the Gotlian fleet’s bridge crews heard, which caused consternation across the battleships. The request was poorly phrased, and the accent was terrible, but the intent of the message was undeniable.

The Gotlian leader, commander, and captain exchanged startled glances.

“Comms officer, can you pinpoint the origin?” Sa-Foosee asked.

“Yes, Captain, it’s the broadcast ID of our abandoned ship,” the officer reported.

“Open the audio pickup,” Di-Orsoo ordered. At the comms officer’s cue, the leader asked, “Are you human?”

Suntred glanced toward Julien for instructions on how to proceed. He whispered, “Please engage the Gotlians in conversation,” and she nodded her understanding.

“I Toralian,” Suntred countered.

“Negative,” Di-Orsoo replied, choosing to keep his phrasing simple. “Not Toralian ships.”

“Human ships,” Suntred replied. “I guest.”

“Humans speak Gotlian?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“Negative,” Suntred replied.

Di-Orsoo shook his head in exasperation, and his tentacles whipped left and right. It had been a slim hope of his that the humans would want to talk. He was convinced that with their technological prowess they would find a means of communicating with his ships. His wish had been granted, except for one minor point. The translator was barely conversant in his language.

Be patient and take it slow, Di-Orsoo mentally cautioned. This is the only opportunity you might get.

Suntred and Di-Orsoo’s conversation tiptoed around each other. They found common ground in discussing events surrounding Artifice’s demise. However, the exchange stumbled when Suntred mentioned the sisters, but she used the Gotlian word for siblings.

“Humans gave siblings to Toralians?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“Affirmative,” Suntred replied.

There were several other mistranslations in the course of the discussion, but the two individuals persevered — one because she was required and the other because he was desperate.

What did help was the longer the conversation went on, the more of Suntred’s training returned to her. As a young trainee, her specialty had been the study of the languages of lesser races. That education had led to the offer of a position on Fleet Commander Tsunamis’s staff. He’d been impressed with her intelligence, and within three annuals, he promoted her to fleet liaison.

It also made it easier for Di-Orsoo. He dropped the truncated language and spoke fluent Gotlian.

The Gotlian leader’s use of complete syntax and grammar allowed the SADEs to compile a richer language database more quickly.

“I might be able to speak this language,” Alex said hopefully. His staff dubiously eyed him. The alien who was speaking continually uttered glottal stops and other odd sounds from deep in his throat. Most of those around Alex wondered why he would want to try.

When Di-Orsoo thought he’d spent enough time establishing a rapport with the translator, he switched to the questions that he’d been anxious to ask.

“Is the human leader listening to our conversation?” Di-Orsoo asked.

<Julien, assume control,> Alex sent.

Julien signaled to Suntred to desist, and he said, “You may speak to me. My name is Julien, and our leader, Alex Racine, will continue to hear the conversation.”

Or-Deebaa and Sa-Foosee shared a surprised glance. The alien spoke Gotlian with the same intonation and speech pattern as their leader.

“I’m Leader Di-Orsoo, one of the three leaders of the Gotlian race.”

“You’ve left federacy space, Leader Di-Orsoo,” Julien said, relaying Alex’s opening statement.

“It was necessary,” Di-Orsoo explained.

“We understand your imperative,” Julien said. “How did you know about this planet?”

“It was a trade,” Di-Orsoo replied.

“More detail is required,” Julien pursued.

“The Nua’ll approached us,” Di-Orsoo said. “The collective knew of our dire circumstances, and they offered us information about this water world in exchange for a supply of liquid salts.”

“Artifice supplies everything the Nua’ll require. Why would the collective go to you?” Julien asked.

“The collective said they were being disciplined by the entity,” Di-Orsoo replied. “The Nua’ll was indomitable, while it inhabited Artifice’s great spheres. Then a sphere was destroyed. Little data was available about the destruction, and the entity was unsatisfied with the lack of details. It applied discipline, which was a diminishment of supplies.”

“Was this a recent event?” Julien asked.

“Negative. It was many, many cycles ago,” Di-Orsoo replied.

<The sphere we destroyed at Libre,> Tatia commented on the conference call.

<Odd how an action ripples through time to manifest in events that involve us later,> Renée mused.

<I think it’s odd that we have the Nua’ll to thank for the Gotlians being here,> Reiko riposted. <I wonder what sort of information about our worlds they’ve been trading.>

<With the Nua’ll, if you don’t know the specific question to ask, you’ll never get the answer you’re seeking,> Julien offered his companions.

<Julien,> Alex sent, <ask Di-Orsoo for details about his intentions.>

When the Gotlian leader heard Julien’s question, he struggled to phrase an answer. His race was critically in need of the water world below. Yet, they didn’t have the resources to claim it and hold it against interlopers.

“These ships and one other like them are the entire transports we possess,” Di-Orsoo replied. His tentacles twisted, announcing his anxiety. He hated exposing their weakness to the humans, but at the moment, he couldn’t think of anything else. He hoped for their mercy.

“Where is the missing ship?” Julien asked.

“It was sent to our home world,” Di-Orsoo replied.

“Why?” Julien pursued.

“For the transfer of our race and supplies,” Di-Orsoo replied.

“And one battleship can manage this?” Julien inquired.

“Negative,” Di-Orsoo replied. “The transfer will continue long after I’ve passed. We’ve extensive preparations to make before this planet is habitable, and there are many to transfer.”

“Underwater domes?” Julien asked. This was his question.

“Yes, to protect us from the entities that roam this planet’s waters,” Di-Orsoo replied. “They’ve already claimed the lives of eleven of us.”

“Can your race survive here?” Julien asked, relaying Renée’s question.

“Yes, in time, but we expect to lose many of our strongest swimmers, who’ll construct the initial domes,” Di-Orsoo explained. “Their exposure will likely mean their deaths.”

Or-Deebaa whispered to Di-Orsoo, who grunted in agreement.

“My fleet commander would like to know if this system rests within human space,” Di-Orsoo inquired.

<Tell them no, Julien, but that we have concerns,> Alex sent.

Di-Orsoo’s elongated heart clenched and released on hearing Julien’s statement, and Or-Deebaa and Sa-Foosee’s tentacles fairly danced at the announcement.

“Your concerns are important to us,” Di-Orsoo said, in his most diplomatic manner. Unfortunately, the Gotlian leader sounded to human ears as if he was burping and belching his words.

“We don’t claim this world and the many others in this region of space,” Julien said. “But we don’t want to have to fight a race, in the future, when they attempt to take our worlds.”

“In the entire history of our race, we’ve never fought another until we came here,” Di-Orsoo replied. “We’re peaceful entities. We cultivate our waters, ensuring they provide for us for the foreseeable generations.”

“What will you do with the battleships, when the transfer of your race is complete?” Julien asked.

“They’ll sit in space, and we hope never to need them,” Di-Orsoo replied, “although my captain intimates that parts from them could be useful in the construction of landing pads and water skiffs.”

The Gotlians waited for the next question, but the comm was quiet, and the silence stretched on.

“We will think on what was said,” Julien finally relayed to the Gotlians. Z closed the broadcast, but not before he noted the comm code of the leader’s ship.

“The broadcast has concluded, Captain,” the Gotlian comms officer reported.

“Our fleet bridge crews have heard the humans’ side of this conversation … their questions and comments,” the commander noted.

“That’s enough to give them hope,” Di-Orsoo replied.

“The next call will be different,” Sa-Foosee said. When the leader and commander eyed him, he added, “Consider the events. The humans arrive, approach us to speak, and we fail to contact them. They determine we’ve a deserted ship and gain access to it. Our bridge was powered down, but they activated it. Our panels aren’t identified, but they located our comms. We didn’t provide instructions for comms operation, but they learned it.”

“And they used a Toralian to speak to us until they learned our language,” Or-Deebaa finished. “Your analysis is penetrating, Sa-Foosee. I expect your projection will be proven correct.”

“What is there to think about, Alex?” Tatia inquired.

“There isn’t in regard to whether we let the Gotlians stay or not,” Alex replied.

“The Gotlians’ plans for transfer to this planet appear tenuous, at best,” Renée noted. “Using one aging battleship to relocate their entire race and the needed supplies isn’t sound.”

“The question becomes how we can best help them without sacrificing our limited resources and time,” Alex said.

Julien signaled Cordelia, and his voice was added to the conversation via the bridge audio system. <The point at which the Gotlians will suffer the most is when they establish their first domes,> he sent. <Di-Orsoo expects to lose members of his race to the dangerous underwater creatures.>

“Preassembly of some dome portions aboard a city-ship and dropping them via cargo travelers would facilitate the Gotlians’ construction,” Cordelia added.

“But we can’t wait around for their battleship’s return,” Reiko objected.

While Alex and company debated their options, Julien and Z wondered about the abandoned battleship’s operational status, and the foursome decided to investigate.

As the group worked from bow to stern, Suntred commented, “This ship is ancient. It should have been scrapped.”

“The entire fleet was probably retired,” Julien surmised. “When the opportunity with the Gotlians presented itself, I would suspect the ships received minimal servicing to appear spaceworthy.”

“Certainly enough so they’d perform adequately in a demonstration and, later, for crew orientation,” Z added.

“In that case, it’s a wonder the missiles didn’t explode on launch,” Suntred commented. She was angry that a lesser race had been taken advantage of by others.

“This is as far as we go,” Z said, holding up a hand. He faced a hatch with an inset. “Lovely view of the stars,” he commented sarcastically, peering through the stained and scarred viewplate.

Julien took a turn, recording the scene in the broad engineering space and transmitting it.

When Suntred peered through the viewplate, she said. “Beyond the hatch isn’t the engines’ space. This is the convertor room. The empty space, at the far end of the room, is where equipment was destroyed. The machines that regulated the engines and auxiliary equipment were in this room.”

“If the engines aren’t damaged, then it’s possible we could build something to operate in place of what’s been lost,” Franz proposed.

“If you aim to make this ship spaceworthy, you’ll have your hands full,” Suntred commented, turning from the viewplate and gazing at the Omnians.

As the foursome made their way back to the traveler, Franz said, “Telemetry identified these ships as identical hulls, with minimal antenna and sensor differences. That means the interior of these ships will be in a similar state of maintenance.”

Franz’s remarks caused the group to make a short sweep of the other decks, concentrating on the mechanical areas, which Suntred was able to locate. Their estimations of the ship’s condition went downhill the more they investigated.

After retiring to the traveler, Franz and Suntred ate and then rested, while Julien and Z chatted with their respective partners aboard the Freedom.

<Julien,> Alex sent from his suite, <we want to discuss with the Gotlians how we might help them.>

<We’re in the traveler, Alex,> Julien replied. <Let’s talk while we gain the bridge.>

Z woke Franz and Suntred, and the group exited the bay.

<How much effort and time are you willing to expend to help the Gotlians, Alex?> Julien asked.

<How much do they need?> Alex asked.

<A significant amount, but it might be the opportunity you were seeking to establish relations,> Julien replied.

<This ship’s propulsion is repairable, with a controller of our making,> Z interjected.

<We must tell you, Alex, that these ships are in miserable condition,> Franz sent. <I certainly wouldn’t want to be sailing any distance in them, much less stressing their systems by cramming them full of citizens.>

<Are you saying the ship that Di-Orsoo sent to his home world might not be returning?> Alex asked.

<It might be a race to see which fails first, Alex, the propulsion or the environmental systems,> Z replied.

Black space, Alex thought, which transmitted.

<Ironic, isn’t it?> Franz sent. <Our initial thought was to track down the Gotlians and evict them. Then we learn they’re a destitute race, and they’re losing their home world. Now we know that if we don’t assist them, we could be guilty of allowing their extermination.>

<Well, that couldn’t have been summarized more succinctly,> Alex sent, his emotions roiling.

<You’re thinking of the Dutterites,> Julien suggested.

<Yes,> Alex replied.

<We could dispatch the scout ships to intercept the Dutterites’ vector,> Z suggested. <When they arrive, they could separate and search in opposite directions.>

<It’s a good suggestion, if we invest any time here,> Alex replied.

<We’re on the bridge, Alex,> Julien sent.

<Connect to Di-Orsoo,> Alex requested.

Z accessed the battleship’s comm panel, selected the comm ID of the leader’s ship, and called.

“This is Julien. I’m requesting to speak to Leader Di-Orsoo.”

“This is the captain, Julien. The leader is momentarily indisposed,” Sa-Foosee replied. “It will take some time to make him available.”

“We’ll wait,” Julien replied.


-22-
First Aid

Di-Orsoo hurried from his pool and quickly donned his suit. Faster than Gotlians had ever observed, the leader appeared on the bridge. He’d been hoping for and dreading this call at the same time. The humans represented a unique opportunity. Yet, they might deny this world to his race.

“I’m here, Julien,” Di-Orsoo announced.

“We have matters to discuss,” Julien said.

Di-Orsoo experienced an emotional lift. “What would you like to know, Julien?”

“Do you have concerns about the safe return of your ship from your home world?” the SADE inquired.

“We have expectations,” Di-Orsoo replied cryptically.

“But no concerns?” Julien pursued.

“No, we have those too,” Di-Orsoo admitted.

“Our leader believes your circumstances risk the viable transfer of your race,” Julien said.

“We haven’t a choice, Julien. Our race can’t survive on our home world. We must relocate, and this is the only water planet available to us. Obtaining these ships emptied our reserves to acquire them. We must make do with them.”

<Julien, start a discussion about the abandoned ship,> Alex requested.

“Our leader wishes to know if you’ll allow us to repair the ship that we’re presently aboard,” Julien said.

“My engineers have told me that it’s irreparable. I suppose if you make it operational, you’ll have the right to claim it,” Di-Orsoo replied. He deflated, believing he’d been mistaken about the purpose of the call.

“We’d recondition the ship to aid your purpose,” Julien explained.

“Why would you do this for us?” Di-Orsoo asked. His tentacles twisted in confusion, echoing the actions of those around him.

“We want to be good neighbors,” Julien replied.

Di-Orsoo didn’t recognize the Omnian term, and he glanced at Or-Deebaa and Sa-Foosee. Their entwined tentacles indicated they didn’t either.

“Do good neighbors require a contract or agreement?” the leader inquired.

“No,” Julien replied. “It asks that we allow each other to live in peace and extend a helping hand, when it’s needed or requested.”

“We’ve always been amenable to the races who visited us,” Di-Orsoo replied enthusiastically. “We would receive you in the same manner.”

<Julien, find out if the Gotlians’ other ships are in the same state of disrepair,> Alex asked.

“Our leader wishes to know if your ships exhibit the same level of preparedness as this one,” Julien relayed.

“We sent our best ship to Gotl,” Di-Orsoo replied. He embellished the name of the home world with a peculiar burp. “The ship you’re aboard was one of our better conditioned vessels.”

“It’s possible we could help you with the quality of your ships’ operations,” Julien offered. “Would you allow us to investigate?”

Julien heard the Gotlian’s consternation, and he waited patiently for a response.

“Our appearance is disruptive to most races, Julien,” Di-Orsoo replied. “Your efforts would be valuable, but not if it cost us your desire to aid us.”

“I’m an Omnian, Di-Orsoo, and I’m also a SADE. We are sentient digital entities who’ve chosen to live and work among humans. The SADEs could perform the evaluations and repairs to your ships’ systems. To our minds, all races are just different forms of biology. One shape is as good as another.”

“How do you appear?” Or-Deebaa asked.

“And you are?” Julien inquired.

“Fleet Commander Or-Deebaa,” the commander replied.

“Commander Or-Deebaa, we can inhabit any avatar, a body, that we can design and construct, but we choose to appear as humans, when we work beside them. You might not find our appearances any more appealing than humans,” Julien said.

“Julien, it would be better if you first examined and tested your skills on the ship you inhabit. It might be that your services are incompatible with the ship’s systems,” Di-Orsoo suggested.

“We will need to move our great ship, called the Freedom, and our freighters close to this battleship. In that case, our leader will insist on the fleet’s warships accompanying them,” Julien warned.

“A wise precaution,” Di-Orsoo allowed. “We’ll move our fleet away. Good neighbors must prove themselves.”

Julien agreed, and Z closed the comm.

Alex, at Tatia’s urging, waited to sail until the Gotlian ships were underway. Then the Omnian fleet moved to take up stations around the abandoned ship.

Mickey, his engineering teams, and freighter crews swarmed aboard the battleship. On Alex’s orders, the armament was checked first.

<Alex, this stuff is dangerous,> Mickey sent, after a brief inspection. <It’s a wonder that these battleships didn’t erupt in fireballs when they launched missiles at the Guardian.>

<Be specific, Mickey,> Alex said curtly. He wasn’t in a good mood. His partner and staff had denied him access to the Gotlian ship. Instead, he received his information via the SADEs, whose comms could reach the traveler in the battleship’s lower bay.

<The armament doesn’t look too bad, Alex, but the launchers haven’t seen maintenance in decades,> Mickey replied. He was sympathetic to Alex’s plight and his resulting temper. It had been suggested to him that he not board the ship, and he’d threatened to resign. Unfortunately, Alex had no such option.

<So, essentially, the missiles, as they are, aren’t a liability,> Alex sent.

<Correct,> Mickey replied.

<Create a list of proposed maintenance procedures, be specific, and send it to Julien. He’ll convey it to the Gotlians,> Alex ordered.

Freighter crews discovered hull plating and beams in a bay, and they used their cargo loaders to ferry the material from the bay to the damaged hull area. The loaders held the beams in position, while crews in suits welded them in place. Then plates were applied inside and outside the hull. It wasn’t a pretty patch, but it was serviceable.

When pressure in the engine control room was returned, Mickey and his teams investigated the damage. Suntred provided a fairly good summary of the equipment that had been destroyed and its purposes.

“Mickey, a traveler’s controller could perform these operations with less than ten percent of its capability,” Miriam pronounced.

“According to Suntred, four pieces of equipment were destroyed, in addition to the master controller,” Luther added, while examining the fused structures. “They were ancillary controllers. Ours can replace them all.”

Mickey nodded his agreement, and said, “Assign a work team to cut away this junk and pile it in a bay. Get another group working on the controller. After installation and programming, we’ll test it on the ancillary equipment before we try it on the engines. Do we have reaction mass?”

“Plenty,” Luther replied.

Mickey glanced at Suntred. “We check the environmental systems next,” he said, and Miriam translated.

After a thorough inspection, Mickey called Alex. <Good news,> he sent. <The environmental systems’ filtration methods aren’t mechanical, they’re biological. Bad news, they don’t appear to be in good shape, but we’re not sure what they need.>

<I’m sending Emile to you,> Alex replied. <He’ll study the systems, collect samples, analyze them, and outline the remedies.>

<Good plan,> Mickey replied.

<Time until the engine test?> Alex asked.

Mickey queried Miriam, who provided an estimate, and Mickey replied to Alex, <Two days until the controller is installed. Programming of the controller will be a step-by-step process. We don’t know if any equipment has suffered heat damage. Estimates are between five and seven days before we get to the engines, if all goes well.>

The fleet’s biochemist, Emile Billings, exited a traveler and was led by Julien to a section of the lower deck that housed the water reclamation tanks, purification ponds, and clean water holding tanks.

Emile chose to start with the last pond in the purification process. One whiff, after unsealing the access hatch, told Emile the ship was in trouble.

“Power has been shut off, and the ponds have lost circulation,” Emile announced, shaking his head in disgust. He set about studying the complex system. After collecting his samples, he boarded a traveler to return to his lab. He was back aboard the battleship the next morning.

“No sleep?” Mickey asked Emile when he met the biochemist in the reclamation section.

“Does it show?” Emile quipped. He’d seen his red, puffy eyes in the refresher mirror, which he’d only visited briefly. He’d skipped morning meal, choosing to grab some food aboard the traveler.

“Just a little,” Mickey allowed, and the two men laughed. They were both dedicated to their work.

“Incredible little organisms,” Emile pronounced, launching into his summary with Mickey, Miriam, and Luther. He walked the engineers through the entire system, detailing the purposes of the ancillary supply tanks, filtration methods, and, essentially, every aspect of the processes.

“Where do you suggest we start?” asked Mickey, when Emile finished his walk-through and sent the required procedures to them.

Emile regarded Mickey and grinned. “Mickey,” he said, “I can only tell you what the microbes need. You’re the engineer. You need to figure out how to supply them. However, I can tell you this. These ponds are dying. If they aren’t resurrected soon, you’ll need to clean them out and start over again, and at the moment, I’ve no idea how to do that.”

Mickey commandeered most of the freighter crews. They were experienced in the transfer of liquid cargo. The teams investigated the gas tanks that fed the pond and discovered stuck valves that weren’t responding to their actuators and leaking piping.

Several circulation pumps were offline, and others were failing to meet their expected output. You didn’t have to be one of the original ship builders to translate the indicators. The warning sounds and the red tint of the electronic readouts clearly identified the pumps that weren’t performing adequately.

Three days after Emile had delivered his summary, he was called back to investigate the progress the teams had made. He pronounced the ponds recovering and recommended minor adjustments.

The Omnian controller was installed; the auxiliary equipment was deemed operational. There was no heat damage. The programming tests for operation of generators and other power equipment were successful. Now it was time for the engine tests. The preparatory processes had been completed, and the engine control circuitry responded as expected.

Mickey cleared the ship of crew members, and he exited with them.

“We can only bring the engines online,” Miriam cautioned.

“Agreed,” Mickey said. “We can’t fire them because we can’t steer the ship. Z says we need a trained Gotlian pilot for that.”

When every individual was clear of the battleship, sitting a good distance away in travelers, Miriam accessed the controller of an empty traveler, which had been left aboard. In turn, the traveler’s controller signaled the battleship’s new controller to activate engine warm-up routines.

Miriam, along with the SADEs and humans in the travelers, monitored the obscure readouts. The operating parameters weren’t known. Therefore, the only things they could truly observe were signs of dangerous conditions. Fortunately, the best indications of success were the slow steady climb in readouts that reached peak levels and held there.

“Not a manual in sight,” Mickey grumped. “How can you set equipment to maximum efficiency without manuals?”

“What good would they do us?” Miriam riposted. “We couldn’t read them anyway.”

The test was shut down, when the controller reported a limited flow of reaction mass to the engines. Mickey and his teams landed and investigated the problem. They discovered the same issues as they’d found at the purification system — valve problems and leaking lines.

“Black space,” Mickey swore. “If it wasn’t for this compartment having been evacuated to space, these leaks would have been responsible for blowing the rear third of this ship off.”

Repairs were made, and the test resumed. Readouts climbed and surpassed the previous levels by three hundred percent. Then they steadied.

<Alex, we’ve completed the repairs on this ship, as far as we can go. I must say that we’ve made some dramatic improvements,> Mickey sent. <We’re leaving the engines online, the lights on, and the systems operating. Julien, Z, Franz, and Suntred are making for the bridge. The rest of us are out of here.>

<Good job, Mickey. My congratulations to your teams. Exit the ship and stand by. I’ve an idea,> Alex replied.

Alex waited until he received Julien’s cue that they were online with Di-Orsoo. Then he sent the opening comment.

“Di-Orsoo,” Julien said, “repairs are complete on your ship. It required major work. Without knowledge of operating parameters and maintenance procedures, we could only do so much. However, we believe you’ll be pleased with the results.”

“Thank your leader for his efforts, Julien,” Di-Orsoo said.

“We respectfully request that you send a team over to verify your ship’s condition,” Julien said. “If you find our work satisfactory, we suggest you transfer another ship’s entire crew to this ship, and we’ll make repairs to the empty ship. In that manner, the work will proceed much faster.”

Di-Orsoo regarded his commander and captain.

“If the tests of the abandoned ship prove desirable, we should accept the Omnians’ offer,” Or-Deebaa urged.

“The tests will be fine,” Sa-Foosee pronounced with conviction. “Telemetry has identified heat from the ship’s engines. Our engineers stated that the holed compartment was irreparable.”

“We certainly don’t have to worry about the Omnians planning treachery,” Di-Orsoo reasoned. “With their fleet’s size and technological prowess, they could have destroyed us, at any time.”

It was easy for Di-Orsoo to come to a decision. He felt he had nothing to lose and everything to gain. Turning to his commander, he said, “Or-Deebaa, designate a captain, a pilot, and some engineers to board the repaired ship and test its readiness. If successful, station that ship close to another in our fleet and order the transfer.”

Immediately after the call ended, Franz, with his passengers aboard, swung his traveler out of the battleship. The bay doors were left open behind them. They took up a station in the direction of the Gotlian fleet, and soon afterwards, they watched a shuttle leave a fleet’s ship and make the crossing to the repaired ship.

The next day, Or-Deebaa received a glowing report from the captain whose engineers had performed the investigation, and the commander immediately visited Di-Orsoo in his stateroom.

“The captain reports the repairs have exceeded his expectations,” Or-Deebaa said to the leader. “Engine operating parameters are far above where we usually see them, and the air isn’t fouled. Everything the Omnians touched works much better than when we received the ship at Gotl.”

“A commendable effort,” Di-Orsoo said.

Or-Deebaa’s mouth opened wide, and his tentacle tips danced in mirth.

“What?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“The captain and the crew found the water refreshed. They cleaned out pools in some cabins and bathed. Then they cleaned out their suits and recharged the water before they donned them again,” Or-Deebaa explained. “The captain would like to know if he can command the repaired ship.”

Di-Orsoo stared at his commander in disbelief. Then the two of them belched and burped their humor.

“Gotlian shuttles are moving between one of the fleet’s ships and the repaired one,” Cordelia reported to Alex.

“One down, and five to go,” Alex said from the bridge command chair, while he sipped a cup of hot thé. “Tell Mickey to get started on the next ship, when the transfer appears complete. Also, please coordinate relief teams for the repair crews. Change them out every ship.”

“Understood, Alex,” Cordelia replied. She watched Alex ease into the command chair. He wore a satisfied smile.

Over the course of the next month, the Omnians restored every battleship to the best operational condition they could manage. The SADEs spent time broadcasting critical maintenance procedures to the Gotlian engineers.

Di-Orsoo’s ship was the last to be repaired. After he, his officers, and crew transferred to a newly restored ship, he was anxious to test a pool. Crew emptied his cabin’s pool, scrubbed it, and refilled it for him. When he climbed into the pool, he reveled in the fresh bracing smell of home world waters. It amazed him that aliens could recondition what his crews, who were trained on these ships, couldn’t, but then again, battleship operations and maintenance were new to his race.

After reclaiming his original ship, Di-Orsoo received a message that Alex Racine requested his attention, and the leader hurried his muscular bulk to the bridge.

“I’m here, Leader Alex Racine,” Di-Orsoo announced, when he gained the bridge. He noticed the writhing tentacles on Sa-Foosee’s face, as the captain looked up from the comm panel. “My captain is perturbed, Leader Racine,” Di-Orsoo added. “Would you know why?”

“Yes,” Julien replied for Alex, “we’re communicating from the Freedom, our great ship. We’ve identified your comm protocols and ship IDs and have mimicked them.”

Sa-Foosee’s tentacles relaxed, and he tipped his head in apology to Di-Orsoo.

“Leader Di-Orsoo, we’ve a final item for you,” Julien said. “A traveler is approaching your ship. Please clear a bay and open its doors.”

“What are we receiving?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“It’s a special comm device. The traveler’s crew will set it up in a corner of the bay. Please don’t tamper with it or attempt to move it,” Julien requested.

“What are we to do with it?” Di-Orsoo asked. His curiosity was piqued.

“When your ship returns from Gotl, with citizens and supplies, depress the large button on the top of the device. The light will flash and send a signal to us,” Julien explained. “When we receive the signal, we’ll acknowledge it, and the light will stop flashing and remain lit.”

“Then what will you do?” Di-Orsoo asked. He had the same confused expression on his face as did the commander and the captain.

“It might take us some time, but we’ll sail the fleet here to help you assemble and install your first domes,” Julien replied. “We, your new neighbors, don’t want to see you lose your citizens to the creatures below, as you establish your presence on this planet.”

The Omnians on the Freedom’s bridge were perplexed by the gurgling sounds they heard. It continued for a while, and Julien was loath to interrupt what might be an important cultural moment.

“You’ll forgive us, Julien,” Di-Orsoo said, after he’d composed himself. “We’ve had to trade for everything we’ve ever needed. Never have we been offered something with no expectation of return. First you helped with our ships, and now you offer to help build our domes. We’re overcome.”

Sa-Foosee signaled that the Omnian ship had entered the bay and already departed.

“We’ve received your gift, Julien,” Di-Orsoo said. “May the waters forever cradle you,” he added, bestowing the Gotlian blessing.

Cordelia ended the connection, and the bridge audience regarded Alex.

“Our good deed is done,” Alex said. “We follow the scout ships. Sail the fleet for the Dutterites’ vector, Cordelia, if you will.”
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<Ships are transiting on a vector originating from deep in the federacy,> Linn, a lead scout ship SADE, sent in the open.

<Battleships?> Ellie inquired.

<Waiting,> Linn replied. A few moments later, he added, <Seven transition signatures.>

Hector received the imagery from the scout ship. He stored the telemetry on the city-ship’s data banks, and he sent a link to the admirals. Immediately afterwards, he created a conference link with the Omnian admirals.

<Estimate of ship sizes, Linn?> Adrianna asked.

<Energy transition signatures are smaller than any previously recorded for federacy battleships, but that’s the type of ship,> Linn replied.

When Ellie received a clear image of the inbound ships, she linked to the sister aboard Taralum’s battleship and requested she show the commander the scout ship’s imagery. The sister transferred the data to a portable holo-vid that was positioned on the bridge.

Taralum examined the ship design, and said, “Rootogs,” which the sister relayed.

When Sargut arrived on the Our People’s bridge, he was told a Rootog fleet had arrived.

“Is this good news, Sargut?” Ellie asked. “I guess not,” she remarked, when she saw the president’s pained expression.

“It was only a matter of time,” Sargut lamented. “We were the first race to be ordered to discipline other races. Our governors carried out Artifice’s directives on many home worlds and colonies.”

“And the Rootogs were one of them?” Hector queried, seeking confirmation.

“One of the earliest,” Sargut replied. “They’re an elder race who was decimated by Durgat’s predecessor.”

<Their battleships are small,> Alphons commented.

“I’m surprised they have a fleet at all,” Sargut replied, as Hector integrated the vocal, implant, and comm originations. “Their home world and colonies were drastically reduced. I would have expected the race to die out. They’ve probably strained their resources to build this single fleet.”

<Can we definitively say that the Rootogs arrival isn’t a friendly visit?> Adrianna asked.

“We must assume that the Rootogs have arrived at the Toralian home world to collect on an old debt,” Sargut replied.

Ellie coordinated with Hector and her commanders. Crews were recalled from their worksites, and they hurried to board more than a hundred travelers that launched for their ships.

Toralian battleships had been integrated with squadrons of Tridents. It was Ellie’s idea to blend the offensive and defensive capabilities of the two warship designs, and the newly combined groups were thought of as augmented squadrons by the crews.

Commodore Descartes and his forces were assigned to guard the orbital platform, which was crucial to the system’s recovery.

Ellie requested an extra Talus battleship act as a blocking force for the platform, and Taralum chose to take up that dangerous task.

The other augmented commands, each one led by a commodore, sailed toward the Rootog fleet. They would form a defensive blockade against the incoming battleships.

Within three days, the Omnian defenders were in position. They waited within the most outward planet’s orbit.

<You’ll have to refresh my memory, Admiral,> Adrianna sent to Ellie while linking with Alphons. <Aren’t attackers supposed to attack?>

<Adrianna has a point, Admiral. The Rootogs’ strategy is so sublime that I can’t comprehend it,> Alphons quipped.

Adrianna and Alphons had formed a fast friendship, when they discovered their complementary personality traits. That they were both New Terrans was part of it. However, each was a direct, plain-speaking individual, who cared for their crews’ welfare.

In addition, the pair brought out the witty side of each other. Putting them in the same room or on the same comm, resulted in verbal jousting. The Omnian fleet personnel began referring to them as the double A’s or the A’s, for short.

<All levity aside,> Hector interjected, <I’d appreciate a reasonable explanation for why the Rootog fleet is sitting out there. They were underway for nearly a day, arrived at the outer belt, and then stopped there.>

<I think they’re stymied,> Ellie replied. <If Sargut is correct, the Rootogs are intent on vengeance. Recently, they had their home world or colony cleared of Artifice’s code, and they hurriedly sailed for the Toralian home world.>

What Ellie was indicating suddenly occurred to Adrianna, and she sent, <They came here because they expected the Toralian colonies to be heavily defended.>

Alphons caught on too, and he added, <The Rootogs must have expected the fleets that defended Artifice to have sailed for their worlds.>

<To your points,> Hector sent, <they might have expected Sargut’s fleet to have returned to his colony, as he was expected to do.>

<So, the Rootogs grabbed this opportunity to exact a measure of retaliation against a potentially unguarded Toralian home world,> Ellie continued. <But, surprise, they find us ready to defend the system.>

<We sure know how to ruin a party,> Adrianna remarked.

<Their battleships don’t compare to those of the Toralians, which they can see,> Hector sent. <In addition, we have an entire fleet of Tridents plus this city-ship. So, I ask again. If they can see the extent of our defenses, why are they sitting out there?>

<Revenge is a funny thing,> Adrianna said. The others on the conference comm noticed the complete lack of levity in Adrianna’s thoughts, as if a mental switch was thrown. <It can drive you, consume you, and make you do stupid things,> she continued. <The Rootogs know they should turn around and run home, but they can’t. Either they can’t face themselves if they do, or they can’t face their citizens. Take your pick.>

The comm was quiet. Adrianna had revealed a hint of a dark past that the others hadn’t known.

Ellie tucked that piece of data away. As a friend, she wanted to offer Adrianna an opportunity to talk. As the fleet’s vice admiral, she’d just learned that at Adrianna’s core she would do what was necessary to defeat their enemies. However, it would be Ellie’s duty to ensure Adrianna didn’t unnecessarily risk her command.

The fleets sat in their stalemate for another two days, without a single ship moving. During this time, Hector, via the scout ships, had made continuous attempts to contact the Rootogs. It would have aided the SADEs if the battleships had communicated with each other on open frequencies, but they didn’t. Either the Rootogs used some other method of contact between ships or they weren’t bothering to speak with each other.

<Admirals,> Genoa sent, <be aware that the Rootog battleships are opening ports. We can only observe a single side. However, every port along the entire length of three decks is opening. You should assume the same will be true on the other side.>

The admirals hurried to their bridge holo-vids. Imagery showed hundreds of ports opening on one side of every battleship.

<What are they intending to launch?> Alphons asked the other admirals. <Those ports aren’t large enough to eject standard-sized federacy missiles.>

<Warning. Launch,> Linn sent with urgency. <First wave contains fourteen hundred missiles.>

<Focused trajectory,> Genoa added. <The missiles are aimed at Toral.>

Hector and Ellie watched as the projectiles plowed through the outer belt. Many struck rocks and ice chunks of all sizes. Their detonations threw debris into the path of following missiles, and telemetry data displayed hundreds of primary and secondary explosions.

“Ellie,” Hector said, “note the data parameters of the detonations.”

“Hector, we’re in a fight. Communicate plainly and bluntly,” Ellie stated firmly.

“Apologies, Ellie,” Hector replied. Within ticks of time, he reordered algorithms, descending those that stressed subtle conversational openings when speaking to humans. Then he continued. “The explosions are much less than the standard federacy missile detonations.”

“So, smaller missiles packing smaller warheads,” Ellie reasoned. She hadn’t an opportunity to enjoy the small reprieve before the next announcement.

<Second launch. It’s the same count,> Genoa reported. Then she added, <And the same trajectory.>

Ellie linked to Hector. Then she reordered the positions of her augmented commands on the holo-vid. Hector immediately tasked the Trident controllers and the sisters aboard the Toralian battleships to relocate to the new coordinates.

<Alphons, Adrianna,> Ellie sent, <your ships are forming two lines. I’m stretching your commands out over tens of millions of kilometers. Your lines are parallel to each other. Adrianna, you’re on the ecliptic. Alphons, you’re above it.>

<We’re forming a kill zone,> Adrianna sent. Her holo-vid displayed Ellie’s expected final placement of the commands. Hers was represented by a blue line. Alphons was green, and the red line was the trajectory of the incoming armament.

Ellie was surprised that Adrianna used a term she thought only familiar to Alex’s fleet personnel. It was similar to Reiko’s, and she was an ex-Earther. It reminded her to have that conversation with Adrianna that she’d intended.

While the defenders’ ships sailed to their new positions, the scout SADEs reported a third and a fourth launch, each a repetition in number and vector.

“Their hatred of Toralians is disheartening,” Sargut said to Ellie. “The act against them was generations ago and was perpetrated by those long dead.” He was eyeing the holo-vid, which displayed the progress of the four successive launches.

Each wave of the Rootog projectiles had been partially devastated by passing through the belt, but a significant number had survived.

The first wave had already gone ballistic, saving reaction mass for the final correction to strike the intended target. The Omnians watched as the three remaining armament waves imitated the first one.

<All facetiousness aside,> Adrianna sent, <the Rootogs could have foregone the belt’s devastation by rising far above or below the ecliptic and then launching at Toral.>

<Agreed,> Alphons echoed. <They could have delivered fifty-six hundred missiles without the interference of the belt and at a much shorter range, if they chose to sail inward.>

“They’ve delivered their rebuke for our past misdeed in the traditional manner,” Sargut said dejectedly. “The manner of their launch says they’ve honor, and we don’t. They resisted Artifice, when it overtook the federacy, and we didn’t.”

<But you were the ones who ultimately defeated Artifice,> Adrianna objected.

“That might have been the conclusion the Rootogs came to after sitting in the beyond for cycles,” Sargut replied. “The presence of Omnian ships might have swayed their decision too. As it is, they’ve satisfied their anger and their honor with a launch, but it wasn’t an effort designed to inflict maximum damage.”

<The Rootog ships are turning about,> Linn reported. <They’re making for the dark.>

<Well, regardless of their intentions,> Ellie sent, <we’ve some clean-up duty. There are more than twenty-seven hundred missiles headed toward Toral.>

Hector knew an accurate count was twenty-seven hundred and forty-three, but adhering to his reordered algorithms, it was an unnecessary point to make. <A note, Admirals,> he sent. <The orbital platform will be in an exposed position when the missiles arrive at Toral.>

<Maybe the Rootogs’ launches weren’t so benign,> Alphons remarked. The strike of a couple of warheads against the platform could ignite volatile material, which would tear the precious station apart.

Ellie thanked her stars for having the foresight to position Descartes’s augmented command and Taralum’s battleship at Toral.

<Adrianna, Alphons, and Descartes, here’s the plan,> Ellie sent, and she laid out the operations. In the meantime, she requested Hector relocate the city-ship to the end of the Tridents’ deadly lines.

While the defenders waited for the Rootog weapons to arrive, Genoa sent, <The battleships have transited.>

Ellie was concerned about two things. The first was a missile’s effective blast radius from its energy. The belt had occluded telemetry, and the mixing of primary and secondary explosions combined to make a precise determination of a single missile’s power difficult to calculate. Her second concern was the danger from the amount of metal that would be sailing around the defenders from the detonations.

Hector’s information gave rise to Ellie’s plan. By spacing the squadrons far apart, within their lines, and placing the two lines at right angles to each other, she hoped to mitigate both dangers.

When the time arrived, the projectiles from the first launch entered Adrianna’s kill zone, but the Trident captains held their fire. They waited for the four launches to fill the long lines of the Omnian defenders.

Hector timed the attack to maximize the strike’s effectiveness. The plan was to initiate a single attack pass and get clear of the debris field.

The Trident controllers were signaled, and the Omnian warships dove on the strung-out field of Rootog weaponry in fast flybys. Their beams sprayed the lead missiles of each of the four groups, detonating them. The explosions destroyed some of the following armament, while the Tridents fled the debris that chased them.

When the Tridents attacked, the sisters aboard the Talus battleships targeted the tailing groups of missiles in the launches, and the crews fired their antimissile projectiles.

After the battleships’ missiles had struck, Ellie asked anxiously, “Hector, how effective were we?”

Hector halted his pronouncement of an effective missile elimination of seventy-eight point five percent. Instead, he replied, “Five hundred and ninety projectiles remain. They’re spread out over a period of zero point one five hours.”

“Can the city-ship handle that number?” Ellie asked.

“If we use the same approach as the Tridents, we won’t be effective,” Hector replied.

“And if we put the Our People in their path?” Ellie asked.

“You would maximize our effectiveness,” Hector replied. He was disturbed by the contradictions in his kernel. His respective responsibilities were clashing.

“At the distance our rail-beams reach, will the missiles create dangerous shrapnel for us?” Ellie asked.

“You do realize, Ellie, that the individuals who can best answer that question aren’t here,” Hector replied, with a lift of one eyebrow. “The Sardi-Tallen platform installed the beam weaponry, and I set sail. We’ve never had an opportunity to use them in a fight.”

Ellie didn’t have any more time to decide. “Place this city-ship in the missiles’ paths,” she ordered.

Hector hesitated for a tick. The kernel’s conflict reached a crescendo, and he chose. Alex directed him to protect the fleet, but he decided to support his admiral. In the end, he thought that’s what Alex would do despite his advice.

<Étienne, the city-ship is moving to an interception position,> Alain de Long sent to his twin. He copied their commodore, Descartes, on the transmission.

<Admiral Thompson,> Descartes sent, <no disrespect is intended, but is your action wise?>

<Commodore Descartes, you have a battleship and seven Tridents,> Ellie retorted. <Admiral Hector believes that the Our People will intercept about thirty to fifty missiles in their passing, if we stay out of their way. That would leave you more than five hundred to eliminate. Can you guarantee me that you’ll destroy every one of them?>

<Even with the launch of our travelers to aid our Tridents, Admiral, you know we cannot, without the possibility of losing many of our ships,> Descartes replied.

<Commodore, I urge caution,> Étienne sent Descartes privately. <Ellie is only doing what Alex would do, what we’d expect any Omnian admiral to do. She’s sharing the risk.>

<Hector has the authority to reverse her directive,> Descartes replied to his two senior captains. <How does the admiral expect to evacuate the sisters and the Dischnya, if the city-ship is destroyed?>

<Hector has that authority, and he’s chosen not to exercise it,> Étienne argued.

<With respect, Commodore, we should focus on what’s coming at us,> Alain added.

As the city-ship took up the optimum position to intercept the oncoming remaining armament, Ellie said to Hector, “Set us up.”

“You’ll need to be more specific, Admiral,” Hector replied firmly. It was evident to him that his knowledge of military tactics and vocabulary was sadly lacking.

Hector’s comment caught Ellie off guard. He wasn’t Cordelia, and she wasn’t surrounded by the fleet’s experienced staff.

“Apologies, Hector,” Ellie said. “Orient the ship like a wheel intending to roll over the missiles. Open your bays, and run out your beam tubes. Then start your wheel spinning slowly.”

“To allow the ship to distribute the energy load across the beams’ power crystals,” Hector finished. “A clever tactic. Alex?” he guessed.

“Cordelia,” Ellie supplied.

Descartes was calculating the trajectory of the incoming projectiles. The narrow profile of the city-ship provided it maximum protection, which he approved, but it also limited its ability to cover the widest field.

<Commodore,> Étienne sent, <the missiles that get past the city-ship will probably go active soon afterwards.>

Alain smiled. His brother was planting an idea without directing their new commodore, and Descartes would recognize it. The ploy would keep the command balance.

Descartes ordered the sister aboard the battleship to move forward, turn the ship broadside, and eliminate anything that came their way. Then he selected positions around the Our People for his Tridents, and his warships accelerated to join the city-ship’s fight.

Ellie saw the Tridents and the battleship of Descartes’s augmented command shift on the holo-vid. She approved of the movement. It provided a better defense against the missiles. However, she made a note in her implant to have a discussion with her new commodore and set some boundaries. She did choose to send, <Welcome to the fight, Commodore.>

The twins grinned and shared a brief exchange. Descartes would receive a bit of Ellie’s thoughts for his unapproved action, despite its cleverness.

Before the missiles arrived, Descartes launched his travelers and positioned them to the rear of the Tridents, but well clear of the Our People’s gigantic engines, which spun the city-ship.

Of the Omnians’ beam-capable warships, the Our People’s weaponry had the greatest reach. They opened fire first, and the massive ship cut a swath through the middle of the oncoming danger. The Tridents were next, and they added their twin beams to the rotating fire of the city-ship. As effective as the defenders were, the missiles moved too fast for a static group of ships to eliminate them all.

The travelers had formed a ring to the rear of the city-ship. Their bows faced outward, and their controllers were linked to that of the Our People’s. The city-ship provided detailed telemetry of what was transpiring, as the projectiles shot past the ship’s stern.

Pilots let the controllers handle the targeting. They’d only get a single shot in passing. In some cases, the travelers leapt forward to close the distance and increase the chance of a successful shot. Faster than the eye could blink, the missiles were past. Humans had stood by, while SADEs and controllers handled the encounter.

<Thirty-eight missiles en route to the Talus battleships,> Hector immediately sent in the open.

Ellie thought for a moment, and then sent, <Commodore Descartes, have your command reverse orientation and eliminate any Talus antimissile projectiles coming our way.>

<Hector, please move us out of here,> Ellie requested.

The rest of the fleet waited. The vast majority of the Rootogs’ anger had been blunted. It was estimated that the remaining armament wouldn’t cause any significant damage to the planet. If the missiles were sufficiently hardened, they might make it through the atmosphere. However, the sisters would be tracking them. They would have time to clear anyone out of the danger zones. No, Ellie’s concern was for the orbital station and the battleships standing in the remaining missiles way.

The sister aboard Descartes’s Talus battleship was frustrated that she wasn’t linked to a controller to manage the battleship’s defenses. She settled her hierarchy, calculated the spread of the oncoming missiles and their trajectories. She calculated that they wouldn’t get them all. Her priority was to save the station. She was connected to the battleship’s defensive prioritization network.

There was a hole in the thirty-eight missiles. It had been cut out by the city-ship and Descartes’s command. It made the sister’s job more difficult. She tasked the missile launch crews with targeting the inner portion of the ring.

Immediately, the battleship launched four hundred antimissile projectiles at the incoming armament. Simultaneously, the sister ordered the defensive gunners to lay down a hail of fire on the outer ring.

Fortune as it was, the incoming flock of armament went active before the defenders’ missiles reached them. The two groups of missiles passed each other before the antimissile electronics could initiate near contact detonations. Most of the Talus battleship’s armament went off after their targets had passed.

Descartes’s squadrons eliminated less than a hundred of the small deadly projectiles that flew their way.

The more effective defensive work was delivered by the heavy projectiles fired by the gunnery crews. The guns’ autotargeting mechanisms sprayed heavy slugs in front of the missiles’ paths. The slugs broke apart fourteen of the passing missiles and destroyed three, with direct hits to the warheads.

Descartes’s battleship wasn’t in danger from the oncoming missiles. The city-ship and the squadrons had carved out too big a hole, but it wasn’t known if the missiles had the intelligence to arc around the battleship and strike the platform.

As it turned out, that wasn’t the case. Twenty-one of the Rootog armament flew past the battleship toward the planet. They entered the atmosphere, endured the tremendous frictional heat generated by their passing, and plowed into the surface. The eruptions destroyed kilometers of beautiful forests and meadows, but no one was hurt. The sisters saw to that.

The one ship to suffer damage was Taralum’s ship, Dark Whispers, which blocked the orbital station. The seventeen missiles that the first battleship broke up or detonated threw their debris in all directions. Some were directed toward the platform but ended up being near misses. Other chunks of missiles were directed onto new courses that smacked into the Dark Whisper’s hull, denting and scarring it in many places.

One significant errant mass of Rootog armament struck the seam of a pair of bay doors. It opened a minor crack. The explosive decompression killed the crew in the bay. Eight Toralians died in defense of their new home, as their bodies were crushed and sucked through the narrow opening.

When Ellie received the report of the Toralians’ deaths, she was upset that her defense of the planet had cost lives. The number was small, but she would have preferred that no one died. She cleared her head, shaking off the brief malaise.

“Well done, Hector,” Ellie said, laying a hand on the SADE’s shoulder.

“The compliments belong to you, Admiral Thompson,” Hector said formally. “This could have been much worse, the deaths and the damage. I was pleased to have you in command of the fleet.”

“This may have been my strategy, but it was your execution,” Ellie replied. “I realize now what probably happens aboard the Freedom with Tatia and Cordelia.”

“May the stars protect us from gaining as much battle experience as those two have accumulated,” Hector replied in mock horror.

“And may I add my congratulations, Admiral?” Sargut asked. He’d stood at the rear of the bridge during the action, to allow Ellie and Hector to concentrate on their strategy without his presence disturbing them. “The Rootogs feel vindicated, and the home world suffered only minor damage. The loss of our eight new citizens will be keenly felt, but I can assure you that the rest of us are rejoicing at having survived a perilous event.”

“It was a successful encounter for our side,” Ellie agreed. “I just wonder how many other races have deep-seated grudges against the Toralians and will decide to come here and vent their anger.”

“The numbers of those who have a legitimate desire for revenge are many,” Sargut replied. “Some of the races never recovered; most have. How many will send fleets to exact retribution? That I don’t know.”
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Aggressors

For a period of several months after the Rootogs’ attack, there was peace for Talus. It allowed development of Toral to move swiftly. Each cycle, the sisters established more kilometers of high-speed transport lines, thanks to an increased supply of metal from the system’s mining sites.

Reconstruction began on the most ancient of Toralian cities. The structures couldn’t be saved, and the sisters, who inhabited the construction bots, demolished them and built new housing.

The Dischnya became bored with their protection duty. Attacks by the renegade bots, during Talus light, slowed. For excitement, the warriors waited until their charges slept, then they indulged in some night hunting. In the morning, the warriors returned with minor injuries that they wore like badges of honor.

The orbital station continued to turn out Tridents, while the Our People provided bays for the construction of travelers.

Hector sailed the city-ship to the mining sites, domes, and fleet positions to give individuals downtime aboard the city-ship. Watching the sisters, SADEs, Toralians, and humans mix reminded Hector of Alex’s number one goal for the races he encountered and absorbed — inclusion, not exclusion.

<Transit beyond the periphery,> Genoa sent to the admirals. <Energy signature is that of a battleship.>

Over the course of the next few hours, while fleet crews scrambled to regain their ships, Genoa identified the transit of five battleships and reported that they headed inward.

“This group doesn’t appear to be as passive as the Rootogs,” Hector remarked to Ellie and Sargut.

“Who are they?” Ellie asked Sargut.

“Unknown,” Sargut replied. When Ellie frowned at him, the president said, “Only when our fleet crossed the path of another race did we learn to identify ships by their hull configurations. In the course of my service, I’ve seen a fraction of the federacy’s ships.”

Several hours later, Adrianna sent to Ellie, <My command is ready.>

It was another two hours before Alphons sent a similar message, and Adrianna teased him about being slow.

Ellie was about to order both commands to intercept the aggressors when she hesitated.

“This is what Alex must feel sometimes,” Ellie mumbled.

“What?” Hector asked. His curiosity was piqued.

“Not sure,” Ellie replied.

“I’m here to listen,” Hector said.

“And I’m intrigued,” Sargut added.

“The strong play would be to move both fleets on interception courses,” Ellie explained. “Adrianna’s command is closest. She could force the battleships to launch early. That would give us more time to deal with their missiles.”

“Wouldn’t that maneuver endanger the ships in Adrianna’s command?” Sargut asked.

“You’ve yet to see our Tridents’ full capabilities actualized,” Ellie replied, with a grin. “As I was explaining, Alphons’s command is near Toral and should head toward these aggressors. Their task would be to handle any projectiles that get past Adrianna’s command.”

“A sound strategy,” Hector said.

“That’s the problem,” Ellie said in exasperation. “It should be, but it doesn’t feel right.”

“Alex is a great one for listening to his intuition, those feelings you’re referencing,” Hector said. “Do you believe in yours?” he asked.

Hector watched Ellie gaze at him, and the SADE believed she was looking through him, searching for an answer. When he saw her eyes focus, he knew she’d made her decision.

<Adrianna, your command is on intercept,> Ellie quickly sent her two admirals. <Force the battleships to engage and launch. Alphons, station your fleet in front of Toral to defend against stray armament.>

Adrianna immediately acknowledged her orders, but Alphons hesitated. He had no doubt that Adrianna’s robust fleet of Tridents and Talus battleships could defeat the new aggressors. But if he could join her forces, the damage to the defenders’ ships should be less. However, after a moment of consideration, he acknowledged his orders.

The five incoming battleships entered the outer belt, which confirmed to Ellie that they were intent on inflicting maximum damage on the Toralian home world.

It was the following day, and Ellie still hadn’t shaken the nagging feeling that things were about to get worse.

“Could this fleet have some motive other than conflict?” Hector asked Ellie.

“Sometimes you can judge intentions as much by what they don’t do as by what they do,” Ellie replied.

“What haven’t they done?” Hector asked.

“They didn’t wait,” Sargut said. “If they had peaceful intentions, they would have followed federacy approach protocols.”

“Which are?” Hector inquired.

“Your fleet arrives. You come to a fixed position outside the system’s space. You wait a cycle or two. Then one ship, and only one ship, sails to the orbit of the outermost planet. Home world forces board the arriving ship and determine whether to let the arriving fleet enter the system.” As Sargut finished, he held his hands wide to indicate it was a well-known and established practice.

“While we’re discussing protocols and standards,” Ellie piped up, “I want to know why every federacy race possesses battleships.”

“You’re actually wondering why they possess only battleships,” Sargut corrected.

“Better said,” Ellie acknowledged.

“It’s the only hull type Artifice allowed,” Sargut explained. “It created parity, which was something the entity found highly desirable.”

“Mutual destruction,” Hector reasoned, recognizing Artifice’s intent. “The fleets would be closely matched. In a battle, both sides would suffer heavy losses.”

“Come to think of it, one race had another design,” Ellie said. “We encountered fighters in our first battle with federacy forces.”

“Yes, the carriers,” Sargut said, as if recalling some distant memory. “Our fleet was stationed at Talus, when the carriers left. Those were Artifice’s weapons … device-controlled fighters.”

“That’s what they were,” Ellie acknowledged.

“Terrible weapons,” Sargut said in disgust, his wings shuddering. “The races were frightened of them. Without a mind, without feelings, the machines would drive the fighters deep into a battleship. One or two strikes on vulnerable locations would destroy a ship and its crew.”

“I reviewed the telemetry of that battle,” Hector said. “It was a skillful execution of strategies by our forces against overwhelming odds.”

“We presumed some of the carriers had been relocated to other systems,” Sargut said in surprise. “Am I to understand that you fought thousands of fighters?”

“Fought and destroyed,” Ellie replied with heat. “Those machines cost us some good Omnians.”

<Transit energy detected above the ecliptic,> Linn sent. <Our scout ship is transiting to the location.>

“There’s the answer to my itch,” Ellie remarked,

<We have Linn’s coordinates, Ellie,> Alphons sent. <Three battleships are inbound from above the ecliptic. Their vector puts them headed for Toral, but they came in about twenty degrees reverse spinward from the most direct approach. Either they’re playing it safe, or their navigation is weak.>

“Do you know this race, Sargut?” asked Ellie, when Hector displayed the ship on the holo-vid.

Sargut studied the imagery and answered with his usual response. “Unknown,” he said. “However, I can tell you that this ship design hasn’t been produced in generations. The missiles they carry are slow and primitive.”

Ellie relayed Sargut’s assessment to Alphons. <Deploy your augmented squadrons in such a way as to put the battleships in front,> Ellie sent to him. <See if the sisters can use the Toralian comm systems to interrupt the missiles.>

<Ellie,> Adrianna sent, <I’m wondering if that technique would work for us.>

Hector was relaying the conversations between the admirals and Sargut’s ear comm to keep the president involved in communications.

“I don’t think your sisters would be effective against your aggressors’ armament, Admiral Plummer,” Sargut replied. “Those five ships are of the most recent designs. They’re newer than Toralian battleships. As such, they have the latest anti-electronic applications on board.”

<It appears we’ll be applying your technique, Ellie,> Adrianna sent.

The aging battleships that faced Alphons’s command chose to launch their missiles and then abandon their assault.

“We’re left to clean up the remnants of their revenge,” Alphons groused to himself, as he studied the holo-vid’s representation of the number of projectiles that flew toward Toral.

<They’re all yours,> Alphons sent to the sisters aboard the Talus battleships in his command.

Taralum’s ship led the assault. The sisters co-opted the Toralian comm systems to link and break into the missiles’ electronics. They’d been successful in controlling the armament of an elder race, during the ruse to take Artifice.

In short order, it was clear to the sisters that they were unable to commandeer the oncoming mass of explosives with the Toralian comms. They immediately switched to the more sophisticated comm systems of the Tridents.

<Sisters, how much longer?> Alphons asked urgently.

<We’re encountering difficulties, Admiral,> the sister aboard Taralum’s lead ship replied. <The missiles’ guidance controls are antiquated. We might not be able to reprogram them.>

<Are you saying you can’t intercept them?> Alphons asked with trepidation.

<You’ll have a definitive answer soon, Admiral,> the sister replied.

Soon wasn’t soon enough for Alphons. Time to respond to the onslaught was running out. He only had a few more minutes to make a tactical decision. There was the distinct possibility the missiles would go active, when they neared the battleships. If they did, they’d burn the last of their fuel to race toward Taralum’s ships.

Alphons decided he couldn’t wait any longer. <Sisters, abandon your efforts,> he sent. <Have your captains launch their antimissile defenses.>

Alphons saw his holo-vid fill with floods of armament, as missiles from both aggressor and defender battleship fleets flew toward one another.

<Trident Commodores, stand by,> Alphons sent. <If the Toralians aren’t one hundred percent effective, you’ve got cleanup.>

A spate of bright pinpoints of light lit holo-vids, as Toralian armament slammed into the oncoming mass of the aggressors’ missiles.

<We now have two problems, Admiral,> Commodore Descartes sent to Alphons. <The remaining small number of missiles has gone active. Either they’ll strike the battleships or slip past them. In addition, the missiles, which were destroyed, had heads that easily exploded, but they possessed fairly durable bodies. This has left large sections of missile bodies flying in all directions.>

Alphons could see there was no time for the battleships to abandon the field. They would be forced to employ close-in defensive fire in an attempt to eliminate the remaining active missiles and break up the missile bodies into less dangerous sizes. Bow gunners fired heavy slugs, hoping to prevent strikes against the bridges, and the side gunners prepared to target anything passing by.

Alphons ordered the Tridents to launch their travelers and engage. The warships flew into the mass of missiles and debris, using their beams to pulverize the armament and metal before they struck the battleships. They swiveled around active missiles, reversed orientation, and detonated the missiles they passed. This ensured a lengthening distance from the explosions. Tridents and travelers in the rear played cleanup.

On Talus battleship bridges, captains fretted, as their crews tried desperately to eliminate the enormous amount of metal that flew their way. For the most part, the gunnery crews of the battleships and Omnian warships were successful in chopping the missile bodies into small pieces or burning the metal. The small bits of missile bodies bounced off the battleships’ solid armor, often scoring gashes in the hull.

Only one battleship crew was unsuccessful, but it wasn’t for lack of trying.

Two massive sections, each nearly two-thirds of a missile’s body careened off each other, dramatically changing their trajectories. One body flew off into space to be destroyed by a Trident. The other slammed into the forward hull and created a breach in the bridge.

The bridge’s blast door was shut in preparation for battle, saving many of the ship’s crew. That meant only the captain and bridge crew died from the impact and subsequent explosion.

A sister was thrown into space. Her avatar was heavily damaged, but she was still active. Unfortunately, she quickly traveled too far to transmit her location to an Omnian warship. She expired when the cold drained her energy cells and her kernel shut down. These were the next casualties of the new society.

After the fight to defend Toral ended, a first mate and officers, operating from a secondary control room, would direct the damaged ship to a position near the orbital station, where the bridge could be rebuilt.

Adrianna’s challenge came the next day, as her command closed on the five inbound battleships, which came in system along the ecliptic. She sent her battleships forward to entice the aggressors into action, and she succeeded.

The five battleships emptied their tubes of everything they had, reversed course, and fled. The Talus battleships responded by firing their small, fast, antimissile armament.

Unfortunately, the enemy’s missiles were more sophisticated and faster. Most of them evaded the Talus projectiles.

Having accomplished their mission, the Talus battleships flared off. The captains were ordered by Adrianna to circle wide and not get behind the Tridents. They followed their orders, even though they didn’t comprehend the strategy.

The Tridents launched their travelers and formed a wall, facing the oncoming missiles. It allowed a clear field of fire for every warship. As soon as the Talus battleships cleared the field, the Omnian warships accelerated — in reverse.

The enemy’s missiles closed fast, and the warship captains and fighter pilots drained their energy banks to extend the closing time of the projectiles.

Sargut stared into the holo-vid. In the mêlée of Alphons’s battle, he hadn’t bothered to observe the maneuver of Adrianna’s command. Now the city-ship’s powerful sensors were focused on the command of Omnian warships.

“They’re flying backward,” Sargut remarked, in surprise. He knew the Omnian ships contained two types of engines, and one was the grav type that they used in system. It should have occurred to him that sailing in any direction was possible for the shell-type ships.

Ellie smiled at Sargut’s fascination with the maneuver.

“You can’t expect our warships to shoot at the enemy’s armament without facing them,” Ellie said and grinned.

Sargut bared his sharp teeth and whistled. He suddenly understood Ellie’s strategy. While he watched, the flare of the incoming missiles died. They’d gone ballistic. This left the Omnians in control of the engagement. They waited until the missiles entered their engagement envelopes.

When the opportunity presented itself, the beams fired vaporizing missiles. The Omnian warships continued to cut the projectiles down until their power banks were low. Then they sailed toward Toral, facing the missiles, while their power crystals recharged.

With twin beams, the Tridents could have eliminated double the number with each discharge of their outrigger hulls, but the aggressors’ missiles were fast and hardened. The captains ensured the projectile detonations with twin blasts of energy.

The travelers imitated the Tridents by double-teaming each missile. Pilots paired and coordinated on targets via their controllers.

<Ellie, do you see our problem?> Adrianna asked.

<Affirmative,> Ellie sent in reply. <With the recharge times for your power crystals, there are too many missiles for the number of warships in your command. Hector calculates more than a third of those projectiles will be left when they activate and race for Toral.>

<I’ve another concern,> Adrianna sent. <We don’t know when these missiles will go active. We need to start retaining some reserves in our energy banks in case they chase us.>

<Good point, Adrianna,> Ellie sent. <Start maintaining reserves now. I’m sending Alphons’s command in support.>

While Alphons’s Tridents collected their travelers and accelerated to join Adrianna’s wall, Ellie conferred with Hector.

“Can Adrianna’s battleships be of service in this fight?” Ellie asked.

“Negative, Admiral,” Hector replied. “Adrianna’s ships and the chasing missiles are far past the Talus force, and the battleships don’t have the acceleration necessary to catch them.”

Ellie ordered Taralum’s battleship group, which had been with Alphons’s command, to form a last line of defense against any missiles that evaded the Omnian warships.

When the Trident commands combined, the number of destroyed missiles doubled with each round of beam discharges. The captains and pilots worked diligently to eliminate the thousands of missiles launched at the Toralian home world.

Shortly before the Omnians were backed against the orbital platform and the Talus battleships, they destroyed the last enemy projectiles.

“All armament has been destroyed,” Hector reported.

Sargut, whose gaze wasn’t directed anywhere in particular, said, “It’s difficult to believe races could nurture their ancestors’ anger for so many generations.”

“How long would the Toralians hold a grudge if their home world and colonies had been reduced?” Ellie asked. She wasn’t in a generous mood. They’d fought three battleship fleets in the past half year, and she was nervous to the point of being scared.

Ellie foresaw the day when a powerful fleet arrived to exact revenge on the Toralians. In her mind, a brilliant, experienced commander would govern the fleet. The enemy’s missiles would be monstrous and carry nuclear warheads. And, worst of all, she wouldn’t possess the skills to defeat them.

Where are you, Alex? Ellie mentally asked.
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The Search

The scout ships of Killian and Beryl left the fleet and the Gotlians behind. They sailed to intersect the vector at ninety degrees, which the Dutterites reportedly took when they left federacy space. The vector information, as delivered by Sunnamis to Alex, intersected the Confederation’s most peripheral space.

This was Alex’s primary concern. Although the distance the Dutterites would have to travel would be tremendous, he had no idea what the alien fleet sought. What the Gotlians revealed was most disturbing. The Nua’ll traded them information about the water world for supplies.

Had the Nua’ll told the Dutterites about our worlds? Alex asked himself.

The scouts’ mission was to intersect the vector, separate, and search the stars along the line. They reached their starting point about the time the Omnians wrapped up their work on the Gotlian fleet.

<Do you have a choice?> Beryl asked Killian, when they reached their destination. She had a compulsion, an algorithmic predilection, to defer to Killian. Its existence wasn’t an irritation, which is why she’d never considered editing or removing it. Most SADEs carried some form of emphasis to follow the guidance of those SADEs who were close to Alex. It strengthened their sense of belonging to Omnian society.

<I’d prefer to search away from the wall, if you don’t mind,> Killian sent.

Beryl and her fellow scouts, Satir and Dormir, experienced a small emotional lift.

<So polite,> Satir commented privately.

<Enjoyable,> Dormir added.

<We’ll search toward the wall,> Beryl sent to Killian, and her scout ship accelerated away.

Beryl’s team mapped the stars in front of them that lay along the vector. They defined parameters as to how far off the line they’d consider a system worthy of searching and set course for the nearest star.

Before the scout ships left the fleet, the general body of SADEs had postulated the probability that the Dutterites would be located by the scouts’ search routine. They rated the possibility of success as minimal, at best. However, since the scout ships were idle while the fleet was at the water world system, a minimal opportunity was better than none.

Beryl’s ship transited to the first star along its search pattern. After arriving, the SADEs waited for the system’s telemetry to update. When complete and no fleet was found, they stored the data along with the star’s coordinates, and then they sailed for the next system.

<How far or how long do we search?> Satir asked.

<Our mission wasn’t defined in those parameters,> Dormir replied.

<Alex wants the Dutterites found. That’s our mission,> Beryl stated unequivocally.

<If that’s our primary directive, then we must search until we reach the wall. Then what?> Satir asked.

<Now you’ve proposed a provocative question,> Beryl replied. <Reaching the wall without finding the Dutterites would release us from our portion of the search. After that, we must choose whether to seek our fleet or join Hector’s fleet at Talus.>

<Did Killian choose the other direction knowing the search would take longer and he was offering us the shorter distance?> Satir asked.

<Or did he calculate that the Dutterites would be found along his route, and he preferred his ship found them?> Dormir offered.

<Good questions,> Beryl supplied. <I suggest you ask him when we next meet.>

Killian’s ship performed the same search pattern but in the opposite direction. Bethley, Trium, and he had a similar discussion, and their conclusion was the same. They would hunt for the Dutterites until they ventured into Confederation space. Then they would decide whether to locate their fleet or sail for Omnia.

Star after star was recorded by the Vivian’s Mirror, the scout ship of Killian’s team.

The SADEs discussed the incredible differences in the systems they recorded. The various celestial structures that the universe had spun fascinated them. Each system was unique in star types, planets, belts, comets, and other bodies.

Their discussion led them to postulate on a theme common to the SADEs — what of their future? It was acknowledged that they’d survive long after humans had evolved into something different or disappeared. The question became: What did the SADEs want?

The two primary and opposing thoughts were to either join some other biological entities or develop a separate society on their own worlds. It was the latter choice that presented significant hurdles to overcome.

The SADEs didn’t envision living in a static population. They’d had a perfect example of the only means available to them to expand their kind. It was Miriam’s creation of the Sisterhood.

By and large, the Omnian SADEs weren’t in favor of the technique of copying to grow their population. They’d embraced the richness of their individuality as imbued in them by House Brixton.

Whichever path the SADES were to choose, they knew they had time before they had to make a decision. However, they’d thrust a mandate on Julien. He was to discover, sooner than later, the secret of House Brixton. The SADEs saw this as a necessity. It was imperative to them that they possess the means to control their creation.

The Méridien Houses closely guarded their business secrets. In this case, House Brixton was responsible for creating the SADEs. Their secret was that a SADE began life with operational algorithms inextricably intertwined with a social and moral hierarchy. In the Omnians’ experience, SADEs appeared to be unique in that matter, as opposed to the other digital entities they’d found, such as Artifice and Faustus.

Bethley tagged the next star for the Vivian’s Mirror, and Trium programmed the destination and initiated the transit.

When the scout ship exited the transit, the initial telemetry return displayed a fleet of sophisticated battleships. Accompanying them were two large, bulky ships.

<We’ve found them,> Trium remarked.

<We’ve found a fleet,> Bethley corrected. <The probabilities are that it’s the Dutterites, and let’s hope that’s true.>

<We could always sail over and ask,> Killian suggested good-naturedly.

Instantly, Bethley and Trium inundated Killian with sounds of derision, and Killian replied with his version of laughter.

<On a serious note, should we assume these ships have recorded our arrival?> Trium asked.

<Judging by their advanced design, that would be a safe assumption,> Bethley replied.

<They might be vaguely intrigued by our arrival, but they’re probably unconcerned,> Killian sent.

<Any conjectures about those two ships that appear to be processing plants?> Bethley asked.

<Telemetry has resolved sufficiently to show one of the ships is next to an ice asteroid,> Trium announced. <They’re probably harvesting frozen gases and water.>

<And while they work, what do you want to do, Killian?> Bethley asked.

<Notify Alex and Beryl,> Killian said.

Killian transmitted a brief telemetry vid and their present coordinates. He focused the first broadcast along the federacy vector and toward the wall. The second was a wider broadcast covering the water world system and an area he calculated the fleet might be sailing through. By focusing the transmissions, he delivered boosted signals.

The Vivian’s Mirror sat beyond the system, while the processing ships moved from one asteroid to another. After eleven days, the fleet sailed into the dark and transited. The scout ship was ignored.

The SADEs carefully registered the vector the battleships were on when they left.

<This is when we need Alex,> Trium sent.

Bethley couldn’t comprehend Trium’s comment. So, she queried him.

<The three of us are attempting to calculate the duration of the fleet’s transit,> Trium explained. <Yet, we have absolutely no data on which to base our computations and receive any sort of qualified answer.>

<I don’t disagree with you,> Bethley returned, <but how does that relate to your comment about Alex?>

<Because somehow Dassata would determine a range of time that would prove credible,> Trium replied.

<You persist in supporting the myth, which is contrary to logic,> Bethley objected.

<On the surface, it is illogical,> Killian sent, entering the argument. <However, Dassata has defied the odds, the probabilities, too often to be explained away as coincidence.>

<This argument won’t be resolved,> Bethley admitted. <Alex isn’t here. We must make our own decision.>

<I see only one viable solution,> Killian sent. <Our circumstances are no different than before we found the fleet. The vector of the ships’ departure parallels the one that we’ve been following.>

<Then our only choice is to transit to the nearest star, as we’ve been doing,> Bethley concluded.

<Just so,> Killian acknowledged.

Trium selected the next star along the route and set the transit parameters. Without another word being shared, the Vivian’s Mirror disappeared into the deep dark.

The search returned to its former routine. The scout ship exited outside a system, received the telemetry, stored the data and coordinates, and transited away.

Killian repeated his broadcasts at each system. He was intent on leaving a trail for the fleet and Beryl’s ship to follow.

As the systems came and went, the SADEs often discussed the seemingly directed actions of the fleet they pursued.

<If they were seeking a world to colonize, why aren’t they taking time to scrutinize every system?> Trium asked.

<That has interested me too,> Bethley sent. <If that was their purpose, we’d have caught them by now. It’s been thirteen stars since we last located the fleet.>

<Information,> Killian said cryptically. <They must have data that we don’t possess.>

<And who possesses data on this wide swath of space?> Trium asked.

The answer appeared swiftly and simultaneously to the SADEs.

<Artifice’s minions, the Nua’ll, and the probes are the sources of the data,> Bethley sent.

In this manner, the scout SADEs stumbled on the identical answer as the one Julien learned from the Gotlians about how they knew of the water world.

<It appears our reasoning was correct,> Trium commented, after the Vivian’s Mirror exited from its most recent transit.

The scout ship sat far outside the system’s outer belt. The SADEs had waited for telemetry to compile, and it showed the alien fleet sailing inward.

The fleet’s destination was easy to determine. There was a habitable planet a hundred and sixty degrees spinward of the Mirror’s position. It possessed bodies of water and foliage-covered land masses.

<Yes,> Bethley replied to Trium’s comment. <It’s obvious that the fleet commander is in possession of valuable telemetry data. Why else would he have set out on this vector?>

<Our greater concern should be whether this fleet commander has been given information about human worlds,> Killian sent.

<It would seem logical that he received much of the data Artifice held,> Bethley reasoned. <I suspect Artifice foresaw its demise. It’s highly probable that the entity disseminated information about worlds outside federacy territory as a final act of revenge.>

<Then we can expect other fleets to follow this one,> Trium added. <Certainly, the Nua’ll and the probe data detailed the lack of military readiness of the human worlds, as they existed decades ago.>

<And we haven’t enough forces to defend more than two colonies at a time,> Bethley sent.

<We’ll have to take the fleets on one at a time,> Killian cautioned. <Right now, that fleet is in front of us.>

Killian sent the latest broadcasts. Then the SADEs sailed the Vivian’s Mirror above the ecliptic. They intended to transit and locate their ship above the habitable world. They wanted to be sitting quietly in the dark, when the fleet arrived.

The scout ship’s short transit placed it well in advance of the battleships, and the SADEs used the time to gain telemetry of the planet.

<A beautiful world,> Trium remarked, as he studied the data. <It has everything that most biologicals would desire.>

<Problem,> Bethley sent. She’d expanded some of the planet’s imagery and highlighted details for her fellow scouts.

<Too similar and too regular to be a natural outgrowth of the forest,> Trium commented.

<Huts,> Killian sent. <I read about them in Earth’s ancient history. Early humans built structures like these. They were round, with walls made of compacted soil, and topped with vegetative trimmings.>

<You’re describing a primitive sentient species,> Bethley sent, her emotional algorithms rising alarmingly.

<Yes, and this massive fleet, which is filled with an advanced race, will be this primitive species’ first contact,> Killian sent.

<What are the aliens intending?> Trium asked. He was as perturbed as Bethley for the fate of the imperiled primitives. <I can’t envision the Dutterites, if this is them, existing side by side with the primitives.>

<I don’t want to even think about what’s going to happen,> Killian sent.

If the Dutterites hadn’t had such a cruel reputation, the SADEs wouldn’t have felt the concerns they did for the inhabitants of the world below.

At this moment, Killian felt anger manifesting itself within his kernel. He thought to reorder his algorithm’s code but chose not to bother. The emotion made it easier to deal with the dread he felt about the coming encounter. He dearly wished for an invincible fleet to command. He would teach an unforgettable lesson to the Dutterites, who he believed intended to use their power against the natives.

Reluctantly, Killian sublimated his emotional flare. He needed more control of his logical processes to be able to think clearly. In a moment of perspective, he understood the anger that drove Alex when he saw an injustice and what he had to do to control his emotions.

Then Killian perceived the humor in it. At least I can reorder my emotions and control my temper easier than you, Dassata, Killian thought.

The alien fleet arrived at the planet, and shuttles descended to the surface. They landed tail down on a grassy plain. Their engine flares ignited an enormous fire that spread through the grass and shrubbery. The flames lit the trees of the adjacent forest, which bordered one side of the broad meadow. The other two edges had natural firebreaks formed by the curve of a river and a wide, rocky outcrop.

The aliens stayed aboard their shuttles, while the fire raged. They were able to exit a cycle later, when a storm swept through the broad valley and dumped water over the smoldering grasses and burning trees.

When the visitors emerged from their shuttles, the pristine meadow was a muddy swamp.

<The aliens are ensconced in full suits, substantial ones, judging by the tanks,> Trium commented.

<Hard to ascertain much about their biology at this resolution, except they’re big,> Bethley added.

<Each is carrying a rod-shaped item over their shoulder,> Killian noted. <No reason for every individual to transport the same scientific device. We can assume those are weapons.>

<Interesting that they aren’t unloading any substantial cargo. They’re not setting up any long-term shelters or facilities. I think they aren’t interested in staying,> Bethley mused.

<Our clue might be the suits,> Killian reasoned. <Trium, any readouts or interpretations about the planet’s atmosphere?>

<None of value,> Trium replied.

<What are you thinking, Killian?> Bethley asked.

<Any race, possessing this level of technology, would test the air before exiting their shuttles, and they had the time to do it,> Killian answered.

<Yet, they exited enclosed in heavy suits, with large tanks,> Trium finished.

<Solid reasoning, Killian,> Bethley sent. <The data and your observations beg the question as to why they’d descend on a planet in numbers when the atmosphere is incompatible.>

<Perhaps they’re an aquatic race who requires a water environment around their skins, much like the Gotlians,> Trium postulated.

<Whatever the reason for the suits, we’re still left to wonder why they’re here,> Killian sent.

Curiosity about the Dutterites’ intentions drove the SADEs to ease their scout ship closer to the planet to gain higher resolution. As the ship slid toward the planet, telemetry improved, enabling the SADEs to make out more details. Eventually, they could see clear details of the aliens and their weapons.

<They’ve erected some small structures near their shuttles’ tails. Chutes or small ramps lead from the structures into the midsections of the shuttles,> Trium sent.

When Trium highlighted an area he was viewing, the SADEs observed several aliens enter a structure. They carried the carcasses of fauna over their shoulders. They were gone for only a moment and returned empty-handed, except for their weapons.

Bethley watched a second group of aliens, and she pointed them out to Killian and Trium. <Observe,> she sent.

The SADEs were horrified at the images. To them, the brutality of the scene was unfathomable.
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Punishment

The Omnian fleet sailed, following the path of the scout ships. On the way to intersect the vector, they received Killian’s broadcast of his initial contact with the fleet, which was presumed to be the Dutterites.

On Alex’s order, Cordelia reoriented the fleet, programmed controllers with the coordinates, and signaled the fleet to transit. During the flight, they received Killian’s second broadcast that stated the fleet moved on after harvesting frozen gases.

The Omnians exited outside the system, where the alien fleet had rested. While Alex was deciding on his options, Beryl’s scout ship arrived.

<Did you observe anything noteworthy?> Alex asked the scout SADEs.

<Not a habitable planet or any ships,> Beryl replied.

<How far did you search?> Tatia asked.

<Approximately zero point four five one of the distance from the intersection point to the wall,> Dormir replied.

Tatia grinned at Alex and mouthed the word approximately.

The fleet received Killian’s broadcasts that marked the Vivian’s Mirror’s tracks across the stars. Alex chose to wait until the scout ship made contact again. It came after many more broadcasts. Finally, Alex was informed that the Dutterite fleet was sailing inward toward a habitable planet.

Cordelia readied the fleet, which transited immediately. Many days later, the fleet exited at the provided coordinates, and Cordelia was contacted by Killian.

Cordelia regarded Alex, who was on the bridge with Renée and his staff. “Alex, the scout ship is on the star’s far side,” she said. “It’s above the ecliptic and observing the alien fleet, which they believe to be the Dutterites. The aliens have landed on the planet, and the SADEs are upset.”

The hairs on Alex’s neck stood up. SADEs were rarely, if ever, described as upset and certainly not by another SADE.

<Killian, what’s wrong?> Alex sent urgently.

<These aliens are monstrous,> Killian shot back.

<They appear monstrous or their actions are monstrous?> Tatia asked. She’d been linked by Cordelia, as had the others, when Alex contacted Killian.

<Observe,> Bethley replied tersely. <These are images of a forest. The round structures are huts, according to Killian. Primitive sentients built them. They’re deserted now.>

<Why?> Renée asked.

<The natives abandoned their encampment and are hiding in the forest,> Trium explained.

<The Dutterites landed shuttles in a meadow,> Killian added, and he sent imagery of the horrendous fire that spread across the plains and into the forest. <They had no concern for their ships’ touchdowns,> he continued. <Not thirty kilometers away is a massive rock outcrop that could have sufficed to handle their shuttles’ exhausts without damaging the planet.>

<This is what we want you to see, Alex,> Bethley sent.

The bridge audience watched heavy-bodied aliens in environment suits, who were lugging large items over their shoulders. They entered makeshift structures, dropped their loads, and exited.

<What are we looking at?> Reiko asked.

<We recorded this imagery, while we were far out in the dark,> Trium sent. <When we moved closer, we were able to see more clearly.>

<Is that fauna?> Renée asked, aghast at the thought that she might be right.

<Affirmative, Ser,> Bethley replied. <They’re harvesting meat from the forest and processing the carcasses in those shelters.>

<No wonder the primitives ran away,> Tatia commented.

<Not fast enough,> Killian amended. He sent two images. The first was of an adult native holding the hand of a young one. They stood outside a hut. The second was of an alien, with a carcass over its shoulder.

<Killian, please say these images aren’t of the same species,> Reiko pleaded. She choked back the midday meal that threatened to escape her stomach.

<Apologies, Admiral, I can’t,> Killian replied quietly.

Alex knew better than to question the scout SADEs further. They would have far more proof of the hideous crime than they showed. The two images he and the others saw were meant to establish their case, and he, for one, preferred not to see anymore.

<Beryl, transit below the ecliptic. I want telemetry of the Dutterite fleet from that direction,> Alex sent.

<Admirals,> Alex sent with considerable power. <We’re going to evict the Dutterites from this system. They can either go willingly or not, and then we’re sending them back to federacy space.>

Tatia asked privately, <One question, Alex. How do we send them in that direction?>

<Simple,> Alex replied with a growl. <We destroy any ship headed in the wrong direction. I think they’ll get the message. I’ll lay you odds they’ll know who we are by our hulls.>

Returning to the conference with the admirals, Alex sent, <We need an attack plan, and we need to move quickly before our images reach the alien fleet.>

<Do we attempt to communicate?> Julien asked.

Alex regarded his friend for a moment. He respected Julien for asking the question, and he was careful to frame his response.

<Judging by the design of these battleships, we know we’re dealing with an extremely advanced intelligence,> Alex sent. <This race would have no difficulty identifying the hut builders as sentients. Yet, they’ve chosen not to accord the primitives with any cultural rights.>

<I don’t disagree with your assessment, Alex, but the question must be considered,> Julien argued.

<If we don’t stop to communicate, then we can take advantage of the element of surprise,> Deirdre sent.

<Agreed,> Tatia added.

<So, what’s our target?> Darius asked. <The battleships or the shuttles?>

<I would like to see the shuttles destroyed,> Renée sent fervently.

Ser’s strong reaction surprised the conference group. They didn’t disagree with her. It was just an unexpected display from Renée.

Julien realized the prospect of communication was off the table. Emotions over the killing of primitive sentients were running high, and he abandoned the idea. In response to Renée, he sent, <Ser, I’m sympathetic to your anger, but tactically, the shuttles are the more difficult targets. We’ll get only one opportunity to surprise the Dutterites.>

<Which is why it has to be the battleships,> Tatia finished.

<Tridents?> Reiko asked.

<No,> Alex replied.

Beryl’s telemetry streamed into the Freedom, and Alex examined the alien fleet’s deployment. He shared an image with the conference. <These three ships are the most accessible from an approach beneath the ecliptic,> he sent.

<Notice this one,> Tatia added, highlighting a battleship. <It’s closer to the planet than the others, and it’s stationed stern out.>

<The captain is evincing a degree of unprofessionalism,> Reiko sent. <That’s our best target.>

<If not a Trident, Alex, what are we sending?> Darius asked.

<Travelers,> Alex replied.

Adding Mickey to the conference, Alex sent, <Mickey, I need six travelers converted to autopilot. They’ll have a static target, a battleship. How soon can you have them ready?>

<Less than an hour,> Mickey sent.

<Cordelia, I want the fleet to transit below the ecliptic to a position near Beryl’s ship. However, I want to arrive only after Mickey’s ready to launch the travelers.>

<Understood, Alex,> Cordelia replied. She coordinated with Miriam and Luther, Mickey’s direct reports, who were tasked with programming the travelers’ controllers. She calculated the required time for the fleet’s maneuver and the SADEs’ estimate of when they’d be finished conditioning the travelers. When the crossover point of the two events arrived, she sent in the open, <The fleet is underway and transiting.>

<Ready, Alex,> Mickey reported, during the transit. <How and when are we launching these?>

<The moment we exit, Mickey,> Alex replied, <shift all six travelers out of their bays. Cordelia will handle them from there.>

<Understood, Alex,> Mickey replied.

<What’s the plan?> Tatia asked privately. She wasn’t sure whether to consider this a military operation or an unorthodox alien first contact. After a moment of reflection, she decided it was neither.

<We’re pretending the Freedom is a battleship, and we’re firing missiles,> Alex sent in reply.

Tatia delivered her evil grin, and sent, <Missiles the size of travelers.>

Requesting the earlier conference group, Alex sent, <Cordelia, you’ll have control of the travelers.> He knew confirmation was unnecessary. Cordelia had monitored his transmission to Mickey, but it was the polite thing to do. <You’ll launch them as a single, a pair, and a triplet.>

<Please provide more details, Alex,> Cordelia requested.

Most of Alex’s staff was thinking the same thing, but Franz, the admiral who commanded the fighters, understood the concept. Alex was planning a rapid-fire attack.

<Launch the single traveler, as if it was a projectile, Cordelia,> Alex sent. <Dump the power crystals’ energy into the grav engines to achieve maximum acceleration. Aim it at the stern of the battleship that Tatia selected.>

<And the next two?> Cordelia inquired.

<Send the pair behind the first one, but I need time between the two launches to make a decision … maybe two minutes,> Alex explained.

<When have you ever thought so slowly?> Renée quipped.

Alex sent his partner a flood of images — none of them appropriate for sharing with others.

Renée laughed at the images she received. Her tease had the desired effect. She’d reconsidered her initial emotional reaction to the aliens’ gruesome operation. Afterwards, she thought it necessary to balance that input to ensure that Alex wasn’t making decisions based on her anger.

Returning to the task at hand, Cordelia asked, <Same target and same approach for the pair?>

<Yes,> Alex replied. <After the first traveler, the choices will be to attack the first battleship, split the pair and target the ships to its left and right, or abandon the attack and return the travelers to us.>

<Alex,> Julien sent privately, <I understand your desire to send a strong message to the Dutterites … one they can’t mistake. This race and their despicable habits aren’t welcome in our space, but I wonder how far we need to go to make your point.>

<I do too, Julien,> Alex admitted. <I’ve been vacillating between destroying the fleet and communicating my message in incremental steps.>

<I would suggest the latter approach,> Julien advised.

Alex knew he was in danger of overreacting to the Dutterites killing the natives and collecting their bodies for food. He wanted to punish them, and his friend was trying to temper his anger, rightfully so.

<Cordelia, cancel my directives for the pair and the triplet,> Alex sent. <Mickey, launch the one traveler.>

<My partner,> Cordelia sent privately to Julien, <after Ser, Alex has no better friend than you.>

The fleet exited its transit fifty thousand kilometers from Beryl’s scout ship.

A crew chief triggered the bay doors open, and a SADE, who was beside her, signaled the traveler’s controller. Then the ship slid out of the bay.

Cordelia connected to the traveler, relayed the target’s coordinates, and activated its program.

The traveler accelerated, straining its grav engines. Without a significant celestial body near the ship, it drained its extensive bank of power crystals, as it achieved a tremendous velocity.

The Freedom’s bridge holo-vid displayed the city-ship’s position, the alien fleet, and the planet. The bridge audience watched the traveler shoot toward its target. At any moment, the Omnians expected the Dutterites to activate their defenses and throw missiles at the ship. The element in the Omnians’ favor was that the traveler was launched soon after the fleet’s transit. This meant the traveler was racing across the dark, chasing its telemetry imagery. It narrowed the battleship’s window of opportunity to respond.

Remarkably, there was no attempt to intercept the traveler. It had horrendous velocity when it impacted the target battleship’s stern. The traveler buried its way through multiple decks, exploding volatile materials and detonating its power cells.

The rearward third of the massive battleship disappeared in a fiery explosion. Then secondary detonations rippled through the remaining part of the ship until it was fully engulfed. Finally, the ship’s hull stretched, as if it was elastic. Then it blew outward, throwing huge pieces of debris in all directions.

<Your message has been delivered, Alex,> Cordelia commented.

<Alex,> Killian sent, <the Dutterites on the surface are dropping their kills and running to board their shuttles.>

<At least the remaining local inhabitants are safe,> Renée sent.

<Tatia, spread your forces around the Freedom,> Alex requested. <Cordelia, move us toward the planet. No hurry. I want to give the Dutterites time to see us.>

Killian kept Alex apprised of the surface activity. His final message was to report the lifting of the final shuttle after a hurried breakdown of the processing shelters.

With each message from Killian, Alex saw Renée glance his way. He knew what she wanted, despite Julien’s cautioning about the danger of targeting the shuttles. In this case, the SADE was absolutely right.

The shuttles joined the battleships, and the Dutterite fleet formed. By then, the Dutterites discovered the source of the attack. They moved above the ecliptic, putting the planet between their ships and those of the aggressors. However, the Dutterites chose not to sail too far. When their fleet adopted a fixed station, they oriented the ships’ bows toward the attackers.

“So much for understanding our message,” Reiko groused.

“They might have understood it and chose to ignore it,” Julien commented.

Alex experienced a moment of regret. If he’d ordered the launch of all six travelers, he might have decimated the fleet. Instead, he’d given away the element of surprise and was forced to find another way to deliver his message. Fueling his disappointment was the thought that another way might cost his fleet lives and ships. As it was, he chose to wait and see if the Dutterites eventually sailed toward federacy space.

Later in the evening, Alex, Renée, Tatia, Reiko, and Julien sat in the owner’s suite. Cordelia had informed them that the Dutterite fleet remained stationary.

“Perhaps, you should point the way, Alex,” Renée suggested.

“That’s what I was trying —,” Alex started to retort. He stopped when he caught Renée’s smile.

“Yes, we should do that,” Alex agreed, smiling. He activated the center table’s holo-vid and populated a wireframe of the current ship placements.

“Julien, coordinate with Cordelia,” Alex requested. “Arrange the Tridents like this.” A V shape appeared in the holo-vid. “Put the city-ship off to the side. I don’t want the Dutterites to think this is a protective formation.”

Julien understood Alex’s intent. “Might I suggest that we move the fleet so that our V points through the Dutterite battleships toward the wall?” he requested.

“What type of maneuver should we make to reach our new position?” Cordelia asked, her voice issuing from the holo-vid’s base.

Cordelia’s question caught Alex off guard, but Renée immediately responded, “Eye-catching, Cordelia.”

“An excellent suggestion, Ser,” Cordelia replied, sending her signature sound of laughter.

“This should catch the Dutterites’ attention,” Reiko remarked. “It’s going to be difficult for them not to pay attention to our new formation, especially after whatever Cordelia dreams up.”

Cordelia displayed a chronometer in the suite’s holo-vid to indicate the countdown until the V formation and the fleet’s maneuver was complete. Then rather than move the ships by the shortest distance, the Tridents swirled in a simulation of a vortex. As the warships circled one another, Cordelia moved the Freedom in their general direction but kept the ship outside their formation.

The chronometer registered zero, when the V came to a fixed station and directed the Dutterites in the expected exit direction. Alex and his audience waited. Hours later, they gave up and went to bed, except for Julien, who joined his partner.

In the morning, Omnian humans found nothing had changed, and Alex’s ire grew at the missed opportunity.

<Do you think I cautioned restraint unnecessarily, Alex?> Julien sent privately, when he observed Alex fuming.

Alex placed a hand around Julien’s neck. <No, Julien,> he sent. <You must be true to your convictions. I wouldn’t want you to behave in any other way.>

As the human and the SADE eased away from each other, Julien sent, <But you regret heeding my advice.>

<I hate the thought that I might have to expend lives and ships against a fleet to either defeat it or force it to run home … not when I could have done either one for the price of six empty travelers.> Alex replied.

Alex and Julien ended the conversation, and, with Renée beside them, they completed their walk to the bridge in silence.

“Alex,” Cordelia said in bright tones, “I’d like to order a fleet maneuver. It’s nothing significant, but I’ve an idea.”

Alex regarded Cordelia and then shrugged. “We’re at an impasse, Cordelia. I’d appreciate anything that breaks it,” he said.

Julien activated the bridge holo-vid for Alex and the admirals, who he detected were about to join them.

“What’s happening?” asked Tatia, when she saw Alex staring expectantly at the holo-vid display.

“I’m assuming your role, Admiral,” Cordelia replied, with a tinkle of bells.

Alex grinned at Tatia, and she replied with a lift of eyebrows.

“Seriously, what?” Tatia repeated, when she stepped beside Alex.

“Cordelia has an idea, and I told her to try it,” Alex replied.

“What’s the idea?” Reiko asked.

“It’s a surprise,” Julien whispered conspiratorially.

The fleet’s V was entirely comprised of Tridents, which enabled Cordelia’s plan.

Alex and his staff watched the Trident formation reverse course for a few kilometers. The maneuver produced questioning looks.

Then the Tridents reversed course again, returning to their original positions. The maneuvers were executed in union, maintaining the formation. When the warships reversed course for the third time, the confused expressions morphed into smiles and grins.

Cordelia repeated the oscillations, demonstrating her concept of a great arrow, pointing the way toward federacy space.

When the Dutterites didn’t immediately respond, Franz asked, “What do we think … obstinate or dense?” He laughed at the chorus of divided opinions he received.

Cordelia monitored the Tridents’ power banks. The fleet was too far from the system for the ship’s shells to generate power, and her maneuvers depended on the grav engines. If she continued with her plan, she’d soon have to request permission to drain power from the beam hulls. She estimated that neither Alex nor Tatia would approve. As it was, her request wasn’t needed.

<The Dutterites are underway, Dassata,> Killian reported.

<Direction?> Tatia asked.

<Waiting,> Killian replied.

<They remain on the ecliptic,> Beryl sent.

<Black space,> Alex swore. <What’s wrong with exiting above the ecliptic in the direction they should be headed? Cordelia, the fleet will have to use its star engines,> he sent. <Maintain the V formation and parallel the Dutterite fleet, while we remain below the ecliptic.>

<And if and when they and we exit the system?> Tatia asked.

<Cordelia will reorient the fleet and point the way to the wall again,> Alex sent.

<And if they don’t sail toward federacy space?> Reiko asked.

Alex’s face darkened and the admirals chose not to press him for an answer.

<Patience, my love,> Renée sent privately. <We’ve days of sailing before the Dutterites clear the system. Perhaps they’ll have gotten the hint.>

Alex sent Renée a mental kiss and took some deep breaths.

The admirals glanced briefly at Renée, indicating in subtle ways their appreciation for her assistance.

Days later, the Dutterite fleet passed through the sparse outer belt, and then it came to a halt. Cordelia realigned the Omnian fleet. It didn’t seem necessary to repeat her oscillating maneuvers. By now, the aliens either understood her message or they didn’t.

“Now I’m getting frustrated,” Tatia declared. “What good was sailing out here to resume the same standoff? Advanced race or not, I think these aliens lack basic comprehension skills.”

Hours later, Cordelia reported, <The alien fleet is underway.>

Alex and his staff stopped whatever they were doing and connected to the Freedom’s telemetry. This time they gave the SADEs time to determine direction.

A few minutes later, Cordelia acknowledged the Dutterites were headed for federacy space. A short time later, she added, <They’ve transited.>

<Great, they’ve transited toward the wall,> Reiko sent tartly, <but do they intend to sail for federacy space or are they playing with us and intending to circle back?>

<Good question, Reiko,> Alex acknowledged. Then he sent, <Mickey, drop one of our probes in the belt. Set it to detect fleets entering the system.>

<If we’re going to keep playing security force for the galaxy, Alex,> Tatia sent, <then we’re going to need to spread more than two fleets across a wide swath of space.>

<Another good point,> Alex replied.

<I was being facetious,> Tatia riposted.

<I wasn’t,> Alex replied, <but it would only be a viable solution if the races wished our protection.>

<And how do you apply that condition to worlds such as the one we just saw?> Renée asked. <Do we treat them like the Vinians on Ollassa and plant invasive probes like Artifice did? Certainly, the primitives here wouldn’t understand your question, even if you spoke their language.>

<We’re speaking of a potential operation that’s far in the future,> Alex replied. <Right now, we need to return to Talus and relieve Hector’s fleet.>

<Hector’s crews are probably bored with the extent of their construction work that they’ve been laboring to complete,> Franz offered.

<They’ll certainly be jealous of our alien encounters,> Reiko added.
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Overwhelmed

One evening the double A’s were ensconced in their separate quarters and deep in conversation.

<We’ve been fortunate, so far,> Alphons sent. <First one fleet and then two, with only a handful of losses.>

<I’m sure Ellie and Hector are thinking the same thing,> Adrianna replied.

<I’m wondering if these incursions are going to escalate,> Alphons mused.

<You’re referring to the Nua’ll’s actions,> Adrianna suggested.

<Yes,> Alphons replied. <According to Commodore Descartes, the Nua’ll became more proficient at cleansing a system, as time went on. That means every month, the collective will have released ever more races.>

<Explain something to me, Alphons,> Adrianna said, stretching out on her couch. <If word was passed that Artifice had been toppled, why are the races waiting until the sphere visits their systems before they react?>

<Distrust, fear, generations of subjugation … you name it,> Alphons replied. <It’s the proof that motivates them. When they see the data folders, the apps, and the files disappear from their ships, stations, domes, and devices, then they believe that Artifice doesn’t rule them anymore.>

<It’s hard to imagine living under that kind of tyranny,> Adrianna commented. <So, the races wait for proof. Then the Nua’ll arrives, and poof, they have it. They’re free.>

<And therein lies the problem. The longer and the faster the Nua’ll work, the more races that are freed to vent their pent-up anger, their desire for revenge,> Alphons explained.

<Which is why you’re thinking there will be more interlopers,> Adrianna concluded.

<More, yes,> Alphons replied. <I just hope it isn’t a lot more, especially if they arrive at the same time.>

<Why would they coordinate with one another?> Adrianna asked.

<Consider the last two fleets. Did they strike you as a coordinated attack?> Alphons asked.

<Not at all,> Adrianna stated succinctly.

<And yet those fleets arrived within days of each other on different vectors,> Alphons proffered. <What does it take for a coincidence like that to occur?>

<It would take a great many races, possessing grudges and intending to do something to salve their hatred. And they’d want to execute their revenge as soon as possible, especially if they thought the Toralian home world was unguarded,> Adrianna reasoned.

<And that’s what I’ve been thinking. How many fleets can we defend against at any one time?> Alphons asked.

Adrianna could hear the anxiety in Alphons’s thoughts. That bothered her. She thought of him as unflappable, a steady leader. His officers and crews did too.

<I’m sure the three fleets we sent packing will pass the word about the ineffectiveness of their attacks,> Adrianna sent. She was trying to strike a positive note for her friend’s benefit.

<Would you, if you’d come for revenge only to be turned away?> Alphons asked.

Adrianna had hoped he wouldn’t ask that question. Of course, she wouldn’t say anything to another race about the humiliation of failing to exact revenge after arriving at Talus. Then again, she was likely to tell a different story, one of glorious success. That narrative would embolden other races, and that would suit her purpose even better.

Adrianna’s silence told Alphons that she hadn’t believed what she said. It had been for his benefit. He’d shown her uncertainty, and she’d tried to bolster his confidence.

<There is a balance to be struck against our circumstances, Adrianna,> Alphons sent.

<Which is what?> Adrianna asked.

<On the one side, the Nua’ll are releasing races. That’s taking time. Then on the other side, that same stretch of time affords us a greater possibility of Alex returning,> Alphons sent with conviction.

<The fleet veterans, Ellie, the twins, and you, are always so positive Alex will be returning. He’s encountering battleship fleets too, and you should remember what Sargut said about the Dutterites. There’s every chance that Alex’s fleet will be decimated.>

<There are infinite possibilities for the unfolding of every event, but Alex will return,> Alphons repeated.

Adrianna wanted to argue with Alphons’s unfounded adamancy. She’d heard the same statements from the others. She didn’t know whether it was blind belief, as if they were willing it to happen, or simply delusion on their part.

It must be catching, Adrianna thought, when she realized that she desperately wanted Alex and the fleet to return too — and soon.

More than another month passed after the A’s had spoken that night. Shortly before morning meal, the first fleet appeared beyond the belt.

Ellie called the commands to readiness. Taralum’s fleet was back at full strength. The bow-damaged battleship had been repaired, and a qualified first mate had been promoted to captain.

The crews hadn’t filled their ships before the second fleet arrived. The third followed a day later, and the fourth arrived soon afterwards.

Fleets one and two were on the ecliptic, but they had entered Talus space on vectors that were about forty-five degrees apart. The other pair of fleets transited far above the ecliptic, and neither fleet was directly above Toral. Fortunately, the home world was on a far pass around Talus from all four fleets.

<Admiral,> Linn sent, <observe these ships’ details.>

As was Hector’s habit, he immediately conferenced the principals of the Talus defenders on Ellie’s comm.

The scout ship was located near the third group of arrivals — four ungainly looking warships. Ellie, Hector, and Sargut examined the images Linn sent to the Freedom.

“Battle damage,” Sargut said, recognizing scars on the fleet’s hulls. The occasional antenna was truncated or missing too.

<It would seem so, President Sargut,> Linn replied. <The other fleet, which exhibits a similar technologically limited hull configuration, also shows hull scarring and other damage.>

“The two fleets have an even number of ships,” Taralum noted. A sister was acting as a relay for the commander’s side of the conversation.

<Couldn’t the races have constructed or assembled an even number of ships for their fleets?> Adrianna asked.

“Negative,” Taralum replied. “This isn’t done. The wedge requires a lead ship, a heavy, as you call it, and equal legs.”

“This was an Artifice requirement,” Sargut explained. “It enabled the entity a measure of confidence, when tracking the fleets that arrived and patrolled Talus’s periphery.”

<These fleets are here because they came for revenge against the Toralian home world,> Alphons suggested. <Could they have been reduced a second time and chose to take out their hatred on the other race’s home world or colony before they came here?>

“There is no such situation, Alphons,” Taralum replied. “A race who manages to rise after being reduced isn’t given a second opportunity. If Artifice deemed races a threat a second time, their systems would have been destroyed, as it was intended for the Chistorlan home world.”

<Conclusions,> Ellie requested.

“Those two fleets attacked Toralian colonies first,” Sargut volunteered. “They lost ships in their encounters and were easily repulsed due to their ships’ obsolescence. They came here seeking an easier target.”

<Genoa, you’re near fleet number two,> Hector sent. <Do you see the same type of damage?>

<Affirmative,> Genoa replied. <The fleet possesses an even number of ships, few in number. They’re in poor condition and display battle scars.>

<Not so with fleet one, Admiral,> Nichols interjected. The SADE, a member of Genoa’s ship, was examining the first ships to arrive. <They have an odd number of ships, and their lead ship is a powerful heavy. They have a technologically sophisticated design, and they show no signs of hull scarring.>

<So, fleet one is the dangerous adversary,> Adrianna commented.

“Don’t be fooled,” Taralum warned. “The other fleets are still battleships. They’re capable of launching hundreds of missiles in each salvo. The combination of velocity, mass, and explosives will create extensive damage to the orbital station or the planet’s surface.”

<And we can’t adequately cover the attack from four different vectors,> Hector sent privately to Ellie.

<No, we can’t,> Ellie replied.

Ellie examined the data on each fleet. She noted that none of the fleets were racing toward Toral, but they weren’t sitting stationary either.

“Eventually, these four will record one another on their telemetry,” Sargut said, interrupting Ellie’s thoughts. “Each will probably assume the others are here for the same reason.”

<What’s the chance they could coordinate an attack?> Alphons asked.

“It’s improbable,” Taralum replied. “The appearance of fleets two, three, and four suggest that the other races would have shunned them after they were reduced.”

“Taralum is pointing out that their languages wouldn’t have been shared for fear of being associated with races that displeased Artifice,” Sargut interjected. “Without understanding the language, coordination would be impossible.”

<Let’s not rule out the power of perceived common purpose and intuition,> Ellie sent. <The attack of one fleet could embolden the others. In that regard, Adrianna has a point. Fleet one is the danger. It’s powerful and undamaged. If it started an attack run, the others might follow.>

Ellie had a thought, but she worried it might create greater exposure for Talus’s peripheral locations. <Sargut,> she sent, <if I pull our forces back to defend Toral and the orbital station, am I leaving the domes and mining sites vulnerable to attack?>

“Only Artifice’s most ardent followers attacked outposts,” Sargut replied. “The majority of races found Artifice’s directives distasteful, and they executed the entity’s orders with limited operations on the home world or habitable colony. However, it’s possible that one of these fleets might be the exception, but it’s doubtful.”

<Alphons, Adrianna, for now, I want your commands to move along the ecliptic and take up positions under the two fleets that entered above the system. Move as they move. Alphons, take fleet four; Adrianna, you have number three.>

<What’s the plan, Ellie?> Alphons asked.

<You’re going to have to give me some time on this one,> Ellie replied. She ended the conference comm and eased into one of the command chairs. Sargut took the other, enjoying how the nanites cradled his wings.

Ellie cogitated on the number of inbound ships, the potential missile count, and the wildly different approach vectors. There was no ducking the issue. The defenders were outmatched. She repeated that thought until it became a mantra in her head. Angry at that line of thought, which was depressing her, she wiped it from her mind. Then she looked at the problem from a different perspective, wondering how to even the odds. Moments later, she grinned.

“I’ve seen that expression before,” Sargut remarked. “It gives me hope.”

<Hector, the admirals, please,> Ellie requested.

<Change of assignments,> Ellie sent with excitement. <Trident commands are now aggressors. Detach your battleships. They’re the defenders. Hector, link the holo-vids.>

Ellie used a wire-frame model of the system to lay out her plan. She spoke in rapid-fire commands, as she added points in the holo-vid, which Hector replicated to the admirals. <Execute,> was the last thing Ellie sent.

When Ellie reclaimed her command chair, she wore a half-smile, with one side of her mouth arching up.

Sargut hadn’t seen that human expression before, and he cast a glance at Hector. Hector had seen a similar appearance on Tatia’s face when her forces were on the hunt. He sent to the president’s ear comm, <It’s called a smirk. Humans display that when they’re about to reverse the tables on someone who has intended to get the best of them.>

After the battleships were detached from the Omnian commands, they continued to sail toward positions that could defend against launches by fleets three and four. It would be many days before fleets one and two were a danger.

The Tridents accelerated on vectors pointing them above the ecliptic but away from the two inbound fleets. For all intents and purposes, they appeared to be running away, deserting Talus. The two commands transited into the dark but only for a short distance. Then they executed another short transit, each command arriving behind fleets three or four.

Immediately after their transit exits, Adrianna and Alphons ordered the launch of their travelers. Then the warship commands accelerated on attack vectors. They caught the alien fleets unaware and targeted their sterns.

At the velocities the Omnians attained, they had time for only one pass. The Tridents targeted the engines, and the travelers raked the hull’s vulnerable locations as they passed.

After the unimaginable swift action, which only the controllers could execute, the Omnian warships flew toward their respective battleship groups to reform their augmented squadrons.

Behind the Trident commands were the damaged and dying battleships of aggressor fleets three and four. Ships were either left derelict by destroyed engines, or they were dying by secondary explosions from missile detonations.

Following Ellie’s orders, a single battleship in each fleet was left untouched.

Soon after the Tridents and travelers passed the aggressor fleets and delivered their pounding, Linn reported shuttles exiting ships and heading toward the undamaged ones.

Hours later, Linn added a final report. <Admiral, the two unharmed battleships have transited away. The derelict ships and debris will pass through the system without harming any Talus sites.>

There had been a brief celebration about the success of the lightning strikes against fleets three and four. A discussion had ensued about the possibility of repeating the maneuver. However, fleets one and two had entered the system on the ecliptic. Any Omnian transit designed to surprise the aggressors would exit outside the system’s gravity well. That maneuver would give the inbound fleets adequate warning to turn and confront the Omnian warships.

Instead, Ellie ordered the commands to form. She added the Our People to Adrianna’s group, and they sailed to engage fleet one. Alphons was assigned the smaller fleet two.

The city-ship’s telemetry indicated the incoming fleets’ engine flares were minimal. Neither one was burning reaction mass to hasten the forthcoming confrontation.

The city-ship and the Tridents in the Omnian commands made the engagement envelopes for those defenders more than three days away. However, the aggressors and Talus battleships could start throwing missiles at any time.

<I regret to report, Admiral,> Genoa sent, <that I’m monitoring the signature of a battleship’s arrival on the ecliptic.>

Ellie briefly eyed Sargut before she turned away and faced Hector to hide her frustration, which she was loath to transmit to the president.

<Admiral,> Genoa sent with urgency. <It’s a Toralian battleship. More signatures are detected. I would estimate that it’s an entire fleet.>

<Establish contact, Genoa, and relay,> Ellie ordered.

Hector linked Ellie’s staff and Sargut for the anticipated conversation.

“President Sargut,” Ellie and Sargut heard, “this is Governor Sunnamis. I’ve the colony’s council aboard. The members are anxious to speak with you.”

<Genoa, share our recent telemetry with the governor’s ship,> Ellie sent.

“Congratulations on maintaining your governorship, Sunnamis,” Sargut replied. “We’re busy here, at the moment. A total of three aggressor fleets have been sent home over the past half annual. In recent days, two more were destroyed. Now we face another two.”

The comm was silent, and Ellie could imagine Sunnamis’s bridge crew observing their monitors filling with images of the battle scenes and the onrushing fleets.

On the Our People’s bridge, they heard a voluble discussion break out. It was apparent that the council was on the bridge with the governor. The conversations were animated.

“Governor Sunnamis, we can converse later,” Sargut said, interrupting the arguments and intending to end the call.

“President Sargut,” Sunnamis said anxiously. “The council is in favor of assisting you.”

Assuming that the council meant to enter the fray, Ellie said, “Governor Sunnamis, this is Admiral Thompson. Have your commander determine the present intersection point with the larger, more powerful fleet, which is inbound.”

“Perhaps we should discuss our strategic options,” Sunnamis interrupted.

“Perhaps you should let your fleet commander execute the tactics I assign, Governor,” Ellie shot back.

“Admiral Thompson, with respect, this is a Toralian affair,” Sunnamis replied firmly.

“Governor Sunnamis,” Sargut said forcefully, “we’ve no time for your political machinations. Either your commander follows our Omnian admiral’s orders, or you can station your fleet outside the system until these aggressors are vanquished. If you choose not to take part in our defense, your noncooperation will be taken into account.”

“My fleet commander was removed,” Sunnamis replied. “Captain Dortagut was promoted to replace him.”

“Wait one,” Ellie snapped.

<A battleship is entering above the ecliptic, Admiral,> Linn reported.

<Black space,> Ellie swore. <Who was responsible for sending out the invitations to this party?>

<It’s Toralian, Admiral,> Linn added.

<Contact and relay,> Ellie ordered.

“This is Fleet Commander Sotagar, President Sargut. We’ve been sent by our council to aid you. We’ve repelled several attacks on our colony, and it was thought you could use some help.”

“Commander Sotagar, we appreciate your offer,” Sargut replied, “In time, your telemetry will display multiple fleets inbound, including that of Governor Sunnamis.”

“Curious,” Sotagar remarked.

“We’ve thought so, Commander,” Sargut replied. “Please wait, while I discuss your offer with Vice Admiral Thompson. If it’s accepted, you’ll take her direction.”

“We await your response, President Sargut,” Sotagar replied and closed the call.

Ellie used her implant to mute the bridge audio pickup. Turning to Sargut, she asked, “Who do you trust?”

“I would believe Sotagar’s words over that of Sunnamis,” Sargut replied, “but a council aboard Sunnamis’s ship adds another dimension.”

Holding on to her temper, Ellie replied, “We’re about to engage a powerful, superior battleship fleet. I need to hear from you which of these forces I can depend on to fight with us and not turn on us when we’re weakest.”

“I believe you can accept both their offers,” Sargut replied, fervently hoping he was right. “Sotagar hasn’t mentioned any political leaders aboard. His fleet is here to defend us. Recall, he led the revolt against the governors. As for Sunnamis, she’s undoubtedly convinced the council to retain her because she’s promised them our technology. Her fleet must aid us because they know they need the sisters.”

“Not the answer I was hoping to hear, but it’ll have to do,” Ellie said, and turned on the bridge audio pickup for Sargut’s participation.

<Commander Sotagar,> Ellie sent, requesting Hector link Alphons and send her thoughts to the Toralian commander. <I’m Vice Admiral Thompson. Your offer is gratefully accepted. There’s a Trident command with Talus battleships on the ecliptic. It’s approaching the smaller of two inbound, aggressor fleets. Please join Admiral Jagielski, who’ll wait for you before engaging. Fleet Admiral Hector is relaying the coordinates so you don’t have to wait for your telemetry to be recorded.>

“Confirmed, Admiral Thompson, we’re setting sail immediately,” Sotagar replied.

<Understood,> Alphons replied.

<Governor Sunnamis,> Ellie requested of Genoa.

“Your pardon, Admiral. This is Fleet Commander Dortagut. The governor and council are transferring by shuttle to another ship.”

“Are you in command, and did you understand my earlier request, Commander?” Ellie asked, switching to vocals for Sargut’s benefit.

“Affirmative to both questions, Admiral,” Dortagut replied. “You wish me to sail to a position that will bring us in behind the inbound fleet. The aggressors will see that they’re trapped between our forces.”

“Excellent, Commander,” Ellie sent. “We’re going to make that fleet commander rethink his visit to Talus, but understand this clearly, I want that fleet to flee, not fight.”

“Then you’ll want my ships to trail theirs but not too closely,” Dortagut reasoned.

“That’s correct,” Ellie replied.

Over the next two days, the Omnian and Toralian fleets maneuvered to present their strengths to the aggressors. As the distances closed, the attacking fleets were faced with overwhelming odds and little opportunity to exact some measure of revenge against Toral.

While fleet encounters were still a day away, the final moments were anticlimactic.

The smaller inbound fleet, which faced the combined forces of Alphons and Sotagar’s commands, abandoned the ecliptic. Without firing a missile, the ships dove below the system, accelerated, and transited away.

Fleet one hesitated a little longer. The commander’s telemetry eventually recorded the destruction of the two inbound fleets above the system. The swift pass of the smooth-hulled ships had been devastating. Then the commander witnessed the third fleet run away.

At some point, the aggressor commander probably considered it was the better idea to drop the idea of harming the Toralian home world. The presence of Toralian and Omnian fleets indicated an increased risk of retaliation against the commander’s home world for any damage to Toral. Executing a fast exit above the ecliptic, the fleet disappeared into the dark.
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Negotiations

“Now the difficult task begins,” Sargut muttered, when it was confirmed by Genoa that fleet one had cleared Talus space.

“I thought we just completed the difficult tasks,” Ellie returned.

“You’ve not dealt with a Toralian council,” Sargut replied, in a desultory fashion. “Those individuals didn’t come here to help us, expecting nothing in return.”

“They might want Omnian technology, Sargut,” Hector said, “but it’s in your hands to set the terms.”

“That’s not true,” Sargut replied. “The governors and the councils have the power to restrict citizen travel, and Talus’s primary need is to expand its population.”

“Does this include Sotagar?” Ellie asked.

“Unknown,” Sargut replied. “There’s the possibility that the governor and council of his colony sent his fleet to defend the home world. I don’t know what other authority might have been granted him.”

“First things first,” Ellie said. She connected to Alphons and Adrianna to recall their commands to Toral. Then she requested Genoa contact Commander Dortagut.

“Your strategy was successful, Admiral Thompson,” Dortagut replied. “My congratulations.”

“Thank you, Commander. We’d like to speak to the governor,” Ellie requested.

“The governor and the council are returning to this ship now, Admiral,” Dortagut replied. “How do I contact you when they arrive?”

“Broadcast in the open, Commander, and we’ll intercept your comm,” Ellie replied. Then she asked Genoa to link her with Sotagar. When the commander answered, Ellie regarded Sargut and motioned toward the bridge audio pickup.

“Commander Sotagar, this is President Sargut. We appreciate your fleet’s assistance. I’d like to know the directives you’ve received from your new governor or council.”

“The governor’s replacement hasn’t been selected, as of yet,” Sotagar replied. “My orders came from the council.”

“And what are your orders, Commander, if I might ask?” Sargut inquired.

“To protect and preserve the Toralian home world,” Sotagar replied.

“What about the nascent Toralian society?” Hector asked.

“I’ve no directives concerning it,” Sotagar replied.

“And Omnian technology?” Ellie pursued.

There was hesitation on Sotagar’s part to respond.

“You told your council about our technology, didn’t you?” Ellie charged.

“I did,” Sotagar admitted.

“And they want it,” Ellie pursued.

“Yes, they do,” Sotagar replied.

“Then you either have the council’s imperatives about our technology or you don’t, Commander. I require your response,” Sargut said sternly. A short, sharp whistle followed his request.

“I do, but I’m loath to state them or follow them,” Sotagar said.

“Does the council expect you to steal them?” Ellie asked. She was flabbergasted by the concept.

With a great, deep sigh, which ended in a whistle, Sotagar related the entire conversation that he had with his council.

When Sotagar finished, Sargut was at a loss for words, but Ellie was laughing so hard that she was doubled over. When she recovered, she sent, <I can make your life easier, Commander. We’re willing to give you samples of just about every piece of Omnian tech.>

Hector smiled at Ellie’s response, which confused Sargut.

“Can I assume that what my council believes is possible is actually impossible?” Sotagar asked. He was still trying to comprehend the admiral’s reaction. At first, he thought she was suffering a respiratory attack, but it was too coincidental to his embarrassing admission.

“Yes, Commander,” Ellie said, having been able to take a deep breath, “you won’t understand how the parts work or how they were manufactured.”

“And for your information, Commander, if the idea occurred to your council to kidnap a sister,” Hector challenged, “you should be aware that her human-like avatar could separate your head from your body with one hand.”

Ellie and Sargut stared at Hector. Ellie suspected the avatar’s strength, but she had never heard a SADE confirm it. For Sargut’s part, his concept of SADEs dramatically changed for the better. He liked the thought that the sisters contrasted and complemented the Toralians’ fragile statures.

Aboard the lead battleship, Sotagar, who was in his cabin, swallowed a suddenly dry throat. A council member had foolishly made that exact same suggestion, and he was pleased when other members disabused him of the notion.

“Well, Commander, now that we’ve a clear understanding of each other’s position, you may sail your fleet to Toral, if the president doesn’t object,” Ellie said.

“I’ve no objections,” Sargut added. “I look forward to introducing the commander to some of our citizens … namely our sisters.”

Sotagar whistled softly, and Ellie said, “See you at Toral, Commander,” and Hector closed the connection.

<Admiral, Commander Dortagut is calling you,> Genoa announced.

“Yes, Commander,” Ellie said, when the link went active.

“The governor and the council members are aboard, Admiral,” Dortagut replied. “They’d like to speak to President Sargut.”

“The president is standing beside me, Commander. They can speak to him, if they’re ready,” Ellie said.

“President Sargut, this is Governor Sunnamis. We’re pleased to have vanquished your aggressors.”

Sargut caught Ellie’s frown. It amplified his thoughts. The governor and the council were advancing positions of superiority to place pressure on his budding society.

“Yes, Governor Sunnamis, your commander fully cooperated with Admiral Thompson. It enabled us to frighten the aggressors into running away, and this was accomplished without your fleet firing a single missile.”

Ellie grinned and Sargut felt redeemed.

“It was a fortunate encounter,” Sunnamis allowed. “Now we’re ready to sail to Toral. We’ll see you in three to four cycles.”

“Aren’t you forgetting something, Sunnamis?” Sargut said sternly.

“I assume we’re welcome, President Sargut,” Sunnamis replied good-naturedly.

“It’s both polite and standard protocol to request permission to visit, Governor. This isn’t a Toralian colony. While we haven’t selected a new name, we’re a new society of Toralians and Omnian sisters.”

“We understand that, President Sargut, and, of course, we’re requesting to be allowed to sail to Toral,” Sunnamis replied.

“And the purpose of your visit, Governor?” Sargut asked, falling back on the ancient protocols.

“Trade, President Sargut,” Sunnamis replied.

“Then be welcome in our system,” Sargut replied formally.

After Hector closed the connection, Ellie eyed Sargut until he asked in mock earnestness, “Are my wings crooked?”

Ellie clapped her hands and whistled, and Hector joined in with a trumpet blast. It was the first humorous remark they’d ever heard from Sargut. And the president whistled his pleasure at the response he’d received for his effort.

“It’s a pleasant feeling to feel safe again, if only for a short while,” Hector said, expressing the thought they all had.

“Hector is right about one thing, Sargut,” Ellie said. “The fighting is over for now. It’s your turn at the forefront, and you have guests. How do you want to handle them?”

“Negotiations for trade on this scale are coming faster than we’re prepared to handle,” Sargut said.

Then a thought occurred to Sargut, and his dark eyes focused on Ellie. “You must have observed Alex deal with these situations. What would he do?” he asked.

Ellie flinched. She’d recalled Alex’s meeting with the Dischnya queens at the Fissla. The treacherous actions of a queen and a wasat had nearly cost Alex his life. She shook off the memory and considered Sargut’s request.

“First, Alex wouldn’t deal with secondaries,” Ellie said.

“Nor absent decision makers,” Hector interjected. “He’d want them in front of him.”

“And he’d stack the deck in his favor,” Ellie added.

Sargut heard Hector’s translation in his ear comm, and he flashed his pointed teeth. He hadn’t understood the reference, but then he realized it wasn’t necessary.

“When the colonial fleets arrive, I’ll leave it to the two of you to make the arrangements and invite the necessary parties,” Sargut said, happy to delegate. “I presume we’ll host our guests aboard this ship,” he added.

Hector grinned, and said, “Of course, President Sargut, and I’m sure that Sunnamis, the council, and Sotagar will find our accommodations innervating.”

“As I would hope,” Sargut replied. When he exited the bridge, his wings were fluttering.

“Hector, we’ll need food for our guests, and we need to give Miriamette a heads-up about the impending meetings,” Ellie said. “Then you and I have some planning to do.”


* * *




On the first morning of trade negotiations, a traveler picked up Taralum from the Dark Whispers and headed for Sotagar’s heavy. After landing, Taralum monitored Sotagar’s entrance into the battleship’s bay via a holo-vid held by a sister, and she delighted in letting the commander search for the traveler’s entrance.

“Now,” said Taralum, when Sotagar had completed a full revolution of the traveler. She heard Sotagar’s soft whistle escape his teeth, when he leapt back in surprise from the hatch opening.

“Think on that, Commander,” Taralum said softly. She rose and cordially greeted Sotagar from the hatch. “Please stand back, Commander. The sister will help you navigate the hatch steps.”

After Sotagar boarded, Taralum introduced the sister and settled comfortably into her previous seat. She glanced languidly at Sotagar, who stood in the aisle.

“Take your time in a seat until it learns about you,” Taralum said. It wasn’t an accurate description of the way nanites worked, but this was part of the grand plan. Taralum, for one, was thoroughly enjoying her role.

The pilot visited the other Toralian battleship and picked up Sunnamis, Dortagut, and the five council members. This information was sent to Hector to warn of the count of eight attendees.

When the traveler landed aboard the Our People, there was no one to greet them. Taralum and the sister led the entourage to the bridge. They did take a slightly roundabout way of getting there. Notably the visitors were led past the shops and eateries before they walked through the grand park. The newcomers craned their necks to take in the flowering shrubbery, tall trees, streams, and the throng scattered about the park.

At the bridge, the guests were taken aback by its size. It was like everything on the ship, which imitated a dome, if not a planet’s surface. Moreover, they were intrigued by a Toralian, who had his back to them. He was using his hands to manipulate an image of Toral’s surface that floated in the air.

“President Sargut, your guests are here,” Taralum said politely.

“Oh, is it that time already?” Sargut replied, turning around.

Sunnamis had warned the others what to expect, but she could see by their shocked expressions that her words were insufficient. They were unprepared for the extent of the Change as seen in Sargut.

“Commander, please escort our visitors to the conference room. As soon as I finish reviewing our progress on the planet, we’ll begin,” Sargut said and turned back to the holo-vid.

The guests hesitated briefly to watch Sargut manipulate the imagery and zoom from a thousand meters above the planet to a view about ten meters high. All the while, the imagery retained quality resolution. Then Taralum guided the visitors off the bridge.

Sunnamis had to give Sargut credit. She saw through his performance and intended to let the council know that they were viewing a demonstration designed for them. A thought crossed her mind, as they walked through the city-ship’s wide corridors. She wondered how much the Omnians were assisting the president’s presentation. It doesn’t matter, Sargut, she thought. You haven’t our negotiation skills.

In the conference room, Taralum and the sister seated the eight guests on one side of a long table. Servers laid out fresh fruit from the planet and tubed drinking glasses of water.

When Ellie and Hector thought the eight had enough time to discuss what they’d seen, they made their entry.

Sargut and Taralum went through the door first. They were followed by Hector and Ellie, who were dressed in midnight blue Omnian uniforms. Miriamette and Lydia in their human-type avatars were next. For visual effect and to lend their expertise, Alphons and Adrianna were the seventh and eighth attendees.

If the newcomers’ eyes hadn’t popped at the sight of the New Terran’s heavy-worlder bodies, they certainly did when Queen Homsaff entered.

Sargut and his companions stood across the table from their guests, who jumped up for introductions. The guests had difficulty focusing their attention. Their eyes continually swept toward the New Terrans, and they couldn’t help furtive glances at Homsaff, who deliberately twitched her erect tail above her head.

Sargut’s introductions took some time and were constantly interrupted. Terms like SADE, sister, city-ship, New Terran, Confederation, Méridien, Haraken, Omnian, Dischnya, and queen needed explanation.

As everyone sat, Sargut and Taralum settled into their seats with ease. They’d been in the room earlier and prepared them.

“Wonderful chairs, aren’t they?” Sargut said, visibly enjoying the sensation. “Nanites … Omnian,” he added.

Glancing across the table, his eyes traveling down the row of guests, Sargut said, “Well, what can I do for you?”

The negotiations proceeded slowly. While they did, Lydia communicated with Hector.

<I don’t understand my worth in these proceedings,> Lydia sent privately to Hector. During the battles, she’d deliberately stayed off the bridge so as not to interfere with crucial operations.

<In terms of value added, you probably don’t,> Hector sent in reply. <However, this is your first opportunity to engage in face-to-face communications with biologicals, who are approaching us with adverse desires. It’s important to watch the interactions around the table and see how each side maneuvers.>

<This could be observed through your senses,> Lydia protested.

<Then you’re assuming that your presence wouldn’t make a change in the proceedings,> Hector replied.

Lydia halted most of her applications. She hadn’t considered that her attendance would affect the process. Hector’s words gave her a new perspective — her increased worth as a mobile entity.

<I thank you for the invitation to attend and the opportunity to learn,> Lydia sent to Hector, and she settled back to watch and listen.

At one point, Sargut heard the term Toralians one too many times, as if they were the sole occupants of the planet below.

“Let me stop you there,” Sargut said, interrupting a council member. “Around this table, you’ve been introduced to a variety of individuals, who have been identified by their birth planets. However, when you speak to Commander Taralum, Leader Miriamette, and me, you should know that collectively we’re Talusians. That’s who you’re addressing.”

Sargut and his companions watched their guests’ mouths open and hang there. That Sargut was denying his role as a Toralian and adopting that of a Talusian shocked them. It took a moment for them to recover.

As the day proceeded, it was evident that the governor, council, and commanders wanted to draw out the negotiations. At the top of their requests was a desire to tour and experience Omnian technology. In this manner, they said they could gain a greater idea of what was available to them.

Dortagut and Sotagar insisted on riding aboard Tridents and travelers to observe their military capabilities.

Sargut and Ellie organized tours and urged every individual to be accommodating to their guests.

Sunnamis and the other Toralians were taken aback that the Omnians were so generous in exposing every aspect of their tremendously advanced technology.

When negotiations resumed, the guests were promised samples of nearly every piece of Omnian technology. Then they were given a list of those items and their quantity purchase price. In return, the Talusians expected to receive quantities of raw material at market price for a guaranteed period of three annuals.

As details were explored, a sticking point emerged. As Sargut suspected, it was the subject of immigration and Ellie’s objection to the guests’ demands for warships. The council was adamant that, without the offer of warships, immigration to Talus would be curtailed.

Worse, the council didn’t want to purchase warships. They wanted to have the Talusians set up manufacturing sites on the colony and teach their citizens how to construct the warships.

Tensions escalated the longer the impasse remained unresolved, and Sargut feared the negotiations were about to end. His miniscule society of about six thousand citizens couldn’t develop an entire planet and its system. He needed hundreds of thousands of citizens to augment the population, and his visitors knew it.

One evening after the talks ended and the Toralians had hinted at returning to their respective colonies, Hector, Ellie, Sargut, Miriamette, and Lydia retired to discuss the impending breakdown.

“What’s the possibility that the other governors and councils will think the same as Sunnamis and her council?” Ellie asked.

“Even if they thought differently before, they won’t by the time Sunnamis speaks to them,” Sargut replied.

“Now I understand why Alex didn’t trust Sunnamis,” Ellie commented.

“Can the governors forbid their citizens to travel here?” Hector asked.

“It wouldn’t be done overtly by a declaration,” Sargut replied, “but passenger liners wouldn’t sail here for fear of council repercussions. Discouraging stories of Talus would be freely circulated to convince citizens of the error of choosing to immigrate here. We could expect a few intrepid individuals to make their way to our system, but our need is for many not a few.”

“What are our options?” Lydia asked.

“I don’t see any,” Sargut replied dispiritedly. “Essentially, the Toralians are standing firm that they be given the ability to manufacture Omnian technology, or we’ll have no population for our planet.”

Hector, Lydia, and Ellie noted that Sargut, Taralum, and Miriamette no longer referred to themselves as Toralians. That term was applied exclusively to the visitors.

<Ship transiting, Admirals,> Genoa sent to Hector and Ellie. <Trident,> she added, with a noticeable lift in her voice.

Over a short period of time, Genoa reported the arrival of the Freedom and the entire Omnian fleet.

<No ships lost,> Genoa sent, when she finished her count.

“Perhaps Alex didn’t encounter the Dutterites,” Sargut suggested, after Hector finished translating.

Hector, Ellie, Lydia, and Miriamette regarded the president, and their individual forms of laughter resounded.

“Sargut, Alex went to speak to the Gotlians and find the Dutterites,” Ellie said, laying a gentle hand on the Talusian’s shoulder. “He’s here because he’s done both of those things.”

“I stand corrected,” Sargut replied. He loosed a soft whistle, and then added, “What should we do about tomorrow’s meeting?”

“I’d suspend them,” Hector suggested.

“Agreed,” Miriamette added. “Let our guests relax and enjoy our accommodations for a few cycles. Then they can deal with Alex and Julien, while we watch.”

There was a round of laughter, whistles, and noises about the impending confrontation.
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The inbound Omnian fleet was inundated with data. The SADEs correlated and filtered it as fast as they could to provide summaries for Alex.

<Multiple fleet engagements, Alex,> Cordelia sent. <Debris from destroyed battleships is exiting the system or falling toward strong gravitational fields. None will impact Toral, the orbital station, or other Talusian sites.”

Talusian, Alex thought, briefly considering the new name, before his attention was drawn back to the reports.

<Two additional fleets at Toral, Dassata,> Killian sent. <Genoa states one fleet is under Sotagar’s command. No leader is aboard. The other is led by Governor Sunnamis. A council is with her, and Dortagut commands the fleet.>

<Losses?> Alex asked, interrupting the flow of information.

<One sister, a Talusian captain and his bridge crew, and eight other Talusian crew members,> Beryl summarized.

<The orbital platform has grown considerably,> Julien added. <Production of Tridents has also increased, according to records.>

<Multiple engagements and so few losses,> Tatia marveled. <Looks like we put the right individual in charge of the fleet.>

<Greetings, Alex,> Hector sent.

<Greetings, Hector. You’ve been busy,> Alex replied.

<Yes, our forces have defended this system against seven aggressor battleship fleets,> Hector replied. <In my records, Sargut was known to have said that the federacy was like a prison where the inmates were forced to cooperate. With Artifice’s removal from power, the gates have been flung open and the prisoners are free.>

Alex noted that only a few SADEs were near him when Sargut said those words soon after they’d met. In his experience, it took only one SADE to know something before, eventually, they all knew it.

<Any information as to whether other races are being attacked?> Alex asked.

<According to Commander Sotagar, the Toralian colonies have repelled aggressors. We’ve seen indications of battle damage on battleships that arrived here. They might have tested their power on the Toralian colonies first,> Hector replied. <Postulating on the frequency over which we repelled fleets, I would say this sort of race vengeance is happening across federacy space.>

<Not good,> Tatia sent privately to Alex.

<Hello, Alex,> Ellie sent. <President Sargut is with me.>

<My heartiest congratulations, Admiral Thompson, on your defense of Talus,> Tatia sent formally.

<Thank you, Admiral,> Ellie replied, <I’m happy you arrived when you did. I don’t think my nerves could handle many more incursions.>

“Alex, I must commend Admiral Thompson’s efforts to protect Talus,” Sargut interjected. “She’s been indispensable in keeping us safe.”

<Thank you for saying so, Sargut,> Alex replied. <She’s always been invaluable to this fleet.>

By this time, Ellie wasn’t sure whether to blush or cheer. However, it seemed best to remain stoic, but she tipped her head to Sargut.

“And your fleet, Alex?” Sargut inquired.

<No losses,> Alex replied. <We’ve new neighbors, the Gotlians. And the Dutterites have been sent home minus one battleship.>

Sargut glanced at Ellie, who arched an eyebrow, as if to say I told you so.

“And Suntred?” Sargut asked.

“I’m here,” Suntred replied enthusiastically. “I’ve had the most exciting journey, Sargut. It’s enough to make one want to become an Omnian.”

“I’m pleased you’ve returned safely, Suntred,” Sargut said. “Do you no longer wish to be my liaison?”

“No, Sargut, I want to keep the position,” Suntred quickly replied. “However, if someday we establish liaisons with other races, I wish to be considered for the Omnians.”

<And we’d be pleased to have her as your ambassador,> Renée replied. <She did a wonderful job with the Gotlians.>

“That’s good to hear,” Sargut replied.

<Alex, we’ve a problem brewing,> Ellie sent. <The principals of the two Toralian fleets that you see at Toral are negotiating for Omnian tech.>

<What exactly do they want?> Alex asked.

“Everything,” Sargut replied.

<They’re holding Talus hostage,> Ellie explained. <The planet needs a population. Sunnamis and her cohorts are threatening to block immigration until there’s an agreement under which they’d receive all Omnian tech.>

<Including warships?> Tatia asked.

“Especially warships,” Sargut sent.

<It gets better,> Ellie sent. <They don’t want to trade goods and raw materials for our tech and warships. They want the equipment and training to manufacture the goods and construct their own ships.>

Hector, Ellie, Sargut, Miriamette, and Lydia heard Alex’s booming laughter.

<You have to give Sunnamis credit,> Alex said, still laughing. <She left Talus expecting to lose her leadership position. When she’s able to retain her governorship, she returns with a council, who’s been lured here with the prospect of gaining our tech.>

<What of the second fleet?> Julien asked.

“The commander who led the revolt, Sotagar, has returned with his fleet,” Sargut responded. “He brought no one of import. Initially, he was circumspect about his directives. Eventually, he relayed his council’s demands. It’s the same as those of Sunnamis’s council. They want the tech. He did say he had a primary duty to protect the home world.”

<I never did like a coy commander,> Reiko remarked. <You can never tell what they’re going to do under pressure.>

<We can believe that Sotagar will protect Talus as long as the sisters occupy the system,> Alex sent. <Without the sisters, the colonies won’t get our tech.>

<We’ve offered our guests samples of most of the tech, and we’ve disabused them of the notion that they can backward engineer them,> Ellie commented.

<Has Sotagar been silent or a participant in the negotiations?> Franz asked.

<In a manner, both,> Lydia sent. <Dortagut, Sunnamis’s fleet commander, is also present at the meetings. The commanders haven’t actively participated in negotiation details. However, they’ve been extremely active in the tours.>

<Tours?> Alex queried.

<Our visitors have insisted on tours after every midday meal,> Ellie explained. <They’ve wanted to observe our tech in action … engineering, the grand park, comm systems, grav engines, nanites paste … you name it.>

<This includes Tridents and travelers,> Lydia added. <I accompanied Sotagar and Dortagut aboard our ships. They insisted on runs to the inner belt, and I provided a holo-vid for them to witness the power of the ships’ beams.>

<What’s the status of the negotiations now?> Alex asked.

“I’ve suspended them, pending your arrival, as I was advised,” Sargut said.

<Until when?> Julien asked.

<Until Alex and you arrive and take over,> Ellie replied. <Negotiators we aren’t.>


* * *




“I remind you that this meeting might prove challenging,” Sunnamis said to the council and commanders. “I’ve previously met with the Omnian leader, Alex Racine, and the SADE, Julien. They won’t give into our demands easily.”

“What can they do?” a council member asked rhetorically. “They’re Omnians. They don’t speak for Sargut.”

“Sargut will allow Alex and Julien to speak for the Talusians,” Sunnamis explained.

“You brought us here with the promise that we’d obtain Omnian warships,” a second council member complained. “You’d better find a means of neutralizing their arguments and procuring us the ships.”

“We’ve learned that the Omnian Admiral Thompson mixed Talusian battleships with her Trident commands,” Dortagut said. “According to Commander Taralum, the combination proved extremely effective.”

“This underscores our need to acquire these ships,” a third council member pointed out.

“It was the demonstration of the Trident’s maneuverability that was most impressive,” Sotagar said. “With grav engines, they can rotate, spin, and roll through three axes with ease.”

“You’re both failing to mention the most enticing aspect of the Omnian ships,” Sunnamis said. “With their grav engines, they don’t need reaction mass. They can travel a system indefinitely, as long as you care for the passengers.”

“Enormous cost savings there,” number four said.

“And the traveler was amazingly comfortable,” number five added.

“Nanites,” Dortagut noted.

“I don’t think we need worry,” the first council member said. “Whether we negotiate with Sargut or Alex, we hold the stronger position. Sargut must have citizens and plenty of them to make Talus viable.”

“I agree that our position is strong, but it’s assuming that we’re in control,” Sunnamis warned. She nodded toward Dortagut, who left the conference table, opened the door, and beckoned to Lydia. In turn, the SADE signaled Alex that the Toralians were ready to resume negotiations.

“Well, they’ve had more than three days to prepare for our arrival,” Alex said, grinning and laying a hand on Julien’s shoulder. “Shall we see how well they did?”

Julien’s answer was a smile and the appearance of his trusty poker visor.

This time, Alex, Julien, Sargut, Suntred, and Miriamette comprised the negotiating team.

The Toralians had become accustomed to the size of the New Terran humans, but Alex appeared to them to be an order larger. The thought crossed Sunnamis’s mind that it wasn’t his size but the manner in which he entered the room. He came through the door, and the space belonged to him.

“I hear you’re seeking to trade for our tech,” Alex began peremptorily, without introductions.

“We’ve understood that this tech is in Sargut’s hands,” Sunnamis countered.

“Technically, it’s in the sisters’ kernels,” Julien corrected.

“But the tech is President Sargut’s to use as he sees fit, is it not?” a council member asked.

“Yes, up to a point,” Alex replied.

“And what lies beyond that point?” Sunnamis asked politely.

“Tridents and travelers,” Alex stated firmly.

Miriamette immediately reviewed the agreement that the Sisterhood had executed with Alex, or rather with Omnia Ships. In addition, she scanned the new Talusian constitution. The information she discovered should have occurred to her previously. It could have been brought up during the earlier meetings with the Toralians. However, knowing Alex possessed leverage didn’t tell her how Julien and he might employ the information. So, she waited.

“The Talusians are already constructing warships at the orbital platform,” a council member objected. “They demonstrate, with every cycle, that they possess the tech that you say isn’t theirs.”

“The Sisterhood has been given the rights to manufacture Omnian tech,” Julien explained. “They’re allowed to produce and sell or trade most of that tech, except for warships.”

“The Talusian warships are limited to the express use of the citizens,” Alex added.

“But much of the tech inside these ships has already been offered to us and is available in other devices,” another council member stated stridently.

“Yes, it is,” Julien agreed. “However, the technology to produce the shells of these ships and their designs is the property of Omnia Ships.”

“Who speaks for Omnia Ships?” Sunnamis asked, although she thought she knew the answer.

“You’re looking at him,” Alex replied. “Omnia Ships licenses the technology and designs for these hulls.”

“Then we’ll pay these licenses,” a council member declared defiantly, “or there’ll be no Toralian citizens immigrating to Talus.”

The visitors thought they’d trapped Alex, and it showed in subtle displays of their teeth.

<Confident group,> Julien sent to Alex.

<Aren’t they though?> Alex replied.

Alex grinned widely at the Toralians and let them wonder what he meant by the display.

“Well, Sargut, it looks like we don’t have any other choice,” Alex said with an exaggerated sigh.

“Apparently not, Alex,” Sargut agreed. “You have my permission.”

“To do what?” Sunnamis asked.

After absorbing Julien’s translation of Alex’s remark, the council members looked self-satisfied, but Sunnamis didn’t expect Alex to capitulate so easily.

Alex regarded Sunnamis and linked to Julien. Instead of Alex speaking, Julien became his voice. He said, “I’m ordering the Our People, Admiral Hector’s city-ship, in the company of Admiral Plummer’s Trident command, to the president’s previous colony.”

Then Julien added in his own words, “Did we inform you that a city-ship is capable of transporting a quarter of a million individuals and their belongings?”

“What do you think would make a good enticement, Julien?” Alex asked in mock seriousness.

“Free passage for one thing,” Julien replied, in a thoughtful manner.

“Excellent idea,” Alex replied enthusiastically, smacking the table with a resounding boom and frightening the Toralians.

Julien enjoyed keeping a running translation for their guests of his conversation with Alex.

“Alex, you could let the immigrants know that they’ll earn Omnian credits,” Suntred volunteered, playing her part.

“We’ll leave now and inform that colony’s governor of the mistake he would make to allow his citizens to board your ship and sail to a dead system,” a council member threatened.

“Be my guest,” Alex replied, gesturing toward the door.

“You’ll need to prepare a shuttle for us,” the council member stated obstinately.

“Get your own,” Sargut said harshly. He had no more patience for the visitors’ overt threats.

“Then call our fleet for a transport,” another council member demanded.

“Call them yourself,” Suntred replied.

Dortagut and Sotagar eyed each other. It had been a gross mistake on the council’s part to believe they could behave so rudely aboard an Omnian ship, as if it was a colony ship that they held dominion over.

Sunnamis leaned back into her nanites-filled chair. A small portion of her mind appreciated the comfort, while the remainder considered how to extricate them from the sudden disastrous circumstances.

The council members harangued Alex and Julien, who sat back in their chairs and smiled, which only served to irritate the council even more.

Sunnamis loosed a shrill whistle, the equivalent of yelling at younglings to shut up. The council was shocked at the treatment, but they did close their mouths.

“Alex, Sargut, I’m sure we can come to some agreement that serves both sides,” Sunnamis implored, as diplomatically as possible. “Perhaps, you’d like to state your conditions for trade.”

<She bends without breaking,> Julien remarked privately to Alex.

<I would have said she coils like a venomous reptile,> Alex sent in reply.

Addressing the Toralians, Alex said, “You’re welcome to sign any agreement with the Talusians that President Sargut wishes to approve. However, it won’t include Tridents, and it won’t include travelers with beam capability.”

“Ever?” Sunnamis asked. She’d used a slashing hand to still the tongues of the council members before they could speak.

“You’re impatient, Governor,” Julien said. “Allow us to finish. Our practice is to proceed slowly. We ask worlds to earn our trust.”

“That rather puts you at a disadvantage, doesn’t it, Governor?” Alex asked rhetorically. He was smiling, but the sentiment wasn’t reflected in his eyes. “It’ll take your colony a little longer to earn our trust.”

“How long will it be before we might have fully functional warships?” a council member asked.

“I would think somewhere in the range of five to ten annuals,” Julien said offhand.

Alex regarded the choked expression on the visitors’ faces. He’d no idea why Julien offered those numbers, but it gave him an idea.

Sunnamis drew breath to speak, but Alex raised a hand to forestall her.

“Of course, there is a way to reduce that length of time,” Alex said. “A number of fleets have come to Talus to vent their anger on the home world. President Sargut might recommend a reduction of time if you were to support the defense of his system.”

“How many ships were you considering for this defense?” a council member asked.

Alex regarded Sargut, who replied promptly, “The fleet the governor arrived aboard should suffice.”

“The entire fleet?” Sunnamis asked incredulously.

“More ships for defense; more time off for good behavior,” Julien noted.

“Would these conditions about the Omnian warships apply to our colony?” Sotagar asked.

“Did your governor arrive here with a fleet intent on usurping the president’s power?” Miriamette asked. The question didn’t require an answer, and Sotagar knew it.

“Of course, you did lead the revolt, Commander,” Sargut said. “That will count in your favor toward a reduction in time.”

“Are there other conditions that we should understand?” Sunnamis asked.

“One more,” Alex replied. “Initially, Talus will manufacture your travelers and, someday, your Tridents. Your price for any ship will include a licensing fee that’s payable to Omnia Ships. The licensing fees must be paid in Omnian credits, which will be deposited in our account. We only accept Omnian credits. That means that you’ll need to acquire these credits from Talus in your early trades.”

“You should be informed now that when an Omnian ship’s controller comes online, it’ll report its presence to Talus,” Julien said.

The visitors glanced at one another in disbelief.

“It should also be made clear to you that it will take decades for you to become intimately familiar with our tech,” Miriamette said, “and at every step along the way you’ll have an opportunity to demonstrate your willingness to work together with us.”

“I can tell by your expressions that you don’t fully comprehend what Miriamette said,” Julien interjected. “Your first step will be to purchase or trade for finished products. Your next step will be to purchase the machines that will make products for you. At this point, your scientific knowledge must advance to a point where you understand the concepts and principles behind our tech. From then on, you’ll be independent of Talus. That is until the Talusians invent new technology.”

“Does the requirement to pay licensing fees end when we construct our own warships?” Sunnamis asked.

“The licensing fees never end for new ships,” Alex replied, in a hard voice. Neither Julien nor he liked the glances that were exchanged between council members and Sunnamis.

“And before I forget,” Julien said, which required Alex to hide his smirk. “Your ship’s controllers will always be accessible by SADEs.” Then he added, “Device to device, you understand?”

“Could you summarize your offer for my council?” Sotagar requested.

“Yes,” Alex replied. “Assuming President Sargut approves the terms of this offer, we’ll load it on your ship’s bridge database. Essentially, you must protect Talus for an annual before you can purchase a traveler. During this time, you’ll need to accept Omnian credits for some portion of your raw material and goods that you supply to Talus. This will allow you to pay the Omnian licensing fee for travelers you purchase. Protect Talus for an additional two annuals and you can purchase Tridents. At that time, any traveler you possess can have its beams activated.”

Miriamette added, “Understand that you’ll need to have your pilots and techs trained on our ships, which will have a cost. Furthermore, we’ll set the curriculum and qualification standards. It’ll be a pass or fail system for every individual.”

“I find those terms adequate, Alex,” Sargut replied sedately, while inside he was jumping out of his chair and flapping his wings.

“As soon as you have the proposal ready, I’ll be sailing for my colony,” Sotagar said.

“Taking your fleet with you, Commander?” Sargut asked.

“No,” Sotagar replied, as he stood. “I’ll be using a single ship, and I’d appreciate you giving our colony credit for Talus’s defense from the cycle of our arrival.”

“If your council accepts the proposal, I’ll be pleased to start the chronometer from that cycle,” Sargut replied.

“One more thing,” Alex said. “You’ll find a stipulation in the proposal that requires your council allow unrestricted transfer of citizens to and from your colony and Talus.”

“I’d have assumed that,” Sotagar responded, “but it should be stated for benefit of the council.” He glanced briefly at Sunnamis, and his brow ridges tinted just the slightest.

“A crew member is waiting to take you to a traveler,” Miriamette said, gesturing toward the door. “May the stars protect you on your journey.”

After Sotagar left, Alex eyed Sunnamis and waited.

“We’ll need to see the final proposal before we can make a decision,” Sunnamis said.

Julien activated a holo-vid at the end of the table. It displayed a document.

“It’s in our language. So, I’ll read it to you,” Julien said. “You’ll have a copy on your bridge database in Toralian.”

“I’ll leave the group to it,” Alex said, excusing himself.

As Alex headed toward his suite, he was contacted by Miriamette. <Thank you for the lesson, Alex. It was most educational,> she sent. <How much of it was planned in advance?>

Alex chuckled to himself. SADEs often wanted a chart of options from beginning to end for any process.

<Miriamette, Julien has the licensing figures, and we’re experienced in the production rates of warships and the construction of orbital stations. This data gives us a framework. As to the negotiations, those are unplanned. The individuals across the table dictate how we play our hands.>

<Do you believe Sunnamis and her council will accept the proposal?> Miriamette asked.

<What do you think?> Alex riposted.

<I calculate the probability is high,> Miriamette replied.

<I accept your analysis,> Alex sent in reply, <but as a biological, who is evaluating the responses of other biologicals, I can tell you it’s a done deal.>

<Two fleets added to our protection,> Miriamette mused, <That will relieve many concerns.> When she didn’t receive a response, she reconsidered her remarks. <I see that I spoke as a citizen not a leader. When would you suggest we apply to the other colonies for their adoption of the agreement?>

<After you have the approvals of the first two councils and their fleets are stationed here, Leader Miriamette,> Alex replied and closed the comm link.


-30-
Exodus

Sunnamis and her council did sign the agreement, as did Sotagar’s council. Dortagut and Sotagar arrived at Talus in command of the protection fleets.

The commanders, officers, and crews of the protection fleets took advantage of their posting to learn Omnian tech, and the sisters were happy to educate the Toralians by putting them to work.

Miriamette and Suntred sailed aboard a Talus Trident to visit the other Toralian colonies and urge them to adopt the home world’s proposal. The Trident was loaded with examples of Omnian tech, but it was the warship and its travelers that represented the prime examples.

The orbital station received a second wing, allowing for a more robust transport schedule to and from the surface. The station continued its construction of Tridents and was now launching tri-hulled warships every three months from each of two bays.

However, the greatest change to Talus came with the arrival of the first passenger liners. The majority of immigrants were young Toralians, single and in family units. They came for the work. The Talusian society was credit poor, but it was opportunity rich.

The renegade bots had been eliminated, much to the Dischnya’s regret. However, that opened Toral’s land, and Sargut and Miriamette traded land, temporary shelters, and food for the immigrants’ services.

The newcomers were housed in large congregations. Some worked the land, planting orchards and crops. Others held jobs in construction, and a few, who had unique skills, were trained in Omnian tech. Each housing unit was an imitation of the ancient co-ops.

In time, the economy would shift to a credit-based system, but elements of trade and barter would always exist in Talusian society.

Aggressor fleets continued to arrive, but as the months passed, they came less frequently. In most cases, the fleets took one look at the commanding presence of five fleets and two monstrous oval ships and fled. Occasionally, there were a few flurried launches from the invaders before their hasty departures. However, they were fired from outside the system. A portion of the missiles died in the belt. The remainder went ballistic soon after passing through it, which left the defenders plenty of time to safely eliminate them.

The commanders and officers of the Toralian protective fleets often rode aboard the Tridents, as the warships destroyed the fields of projectiles. Sisters accompanied the Toralians and displayed the action on holo-vids.

Sargut and Miriamette ensured the visiting fleet personnel became well-acquainted with the attributes of Omnian-designed warships. The Talusians would need captains and crew for their new ships and hoped to recruit some of the Toralians.

Life throughout Talus settled into a comfortable routine. For the Omnian fleet, it was a period of peace, but not for everyone.

Alex was frequently asked by Asu and Willem when he’d be ready to escort them to Haraken. The pair had considered making the journey unescorted until they’d heard of the encounter with the Dutterites. More convincing was the number of fleets attacking Talus. Neither of these events instilled any great confidence in reaching Haraken unchallenged.

However, Teague became increasingly irritated with his father for not supporting their earlier return. Ginny cautioned patience, but she wasn’t having any success. As tension between father and son grew, Ginny began to suspect that it had to do with something else other than when they returned.

“I don’t understand why Teague is so angry at Alex,” Ginny lamented to Renée in a private moment.

“He’s not mad at Alex. He’s upset about his circumstances,” Renée explained. “When Teague and you are exploring the stars, Teague has his own life. Here, at Talus, he lives in Alex’s shadow. Everything in this system revolves around Alex and for good reason. This was Artifice’s lair. This was and is a war zone.”

“Can’t Alex and Teague talk this out?” Ginny asked.

“They’ve met several times, as you know, but while the conversations are convivial, they don’t relieve Teague’s frustration,” Renée replied.

“So, Teague won’t be at peace until we’re underway, sailing home,” Ginny concluded.

“Probably not,” Renée lamented.

Several weeks later, Alex and Renée sat on the grass in the Freedom’s grand park. Alex stared at the fish in the pond. They’d been there for a while, and Renée sensed Alex was loath to leave.

Renée detected Julien’s approach.

The SADE stood silently behind Alex. He’d been surprised to discover that Alex had shut down his implant’s comm app. He’d found the couple by locating Renée, recognizing Alex’s ID was offline, and calculated the two were together at the park.

Julien sat beside Alex, who glanced briefly in his direction. He chose to sit quietly and observe the fish with Alex.

Eventually, Alex asked softly, “Important news?”

“I’ve our reason for leaving,” Julien replied.

“Have we needed one?” Renée asked. She knew Julien’s sensors recorded her, and she winked. It had been time for the fleet to sail for a while.

“What’s our reason?” Alex asked, drawing his attention away from the pond to regard Julien.

“We’ve received the Gotlians’ signal,” Julien replied.

Alex’s lips curled in a ghost of a smile. He had a faraway look in his eyes, as he said, “Finally, a good reason to sail the fleet.”

Julien nodded in agreement. When Alex returned to staring at the pond, he rose and left, without making a sound. As he walked away, he thought, Enjoy your moments of peace, my friend.

Not long after Julien departed, Alex reluctantly pulled his gaze away from the tranquility of the fish swimming in lazy hypnotic circles. He gave Renée a tired smile, stood up, and offered her his hand.

Renée felt the strength in Alex’s arm, as he easily pulled her up from the grass. She placed her hands against his chest. “The Talusians will be fine, my love,” she said. “You’ve given them a wonderful start. It’s time to let them develop their world without us.”

“You’re probably right,” Alex replied. He kissed Renée, and they walked slowly along a path to exit the park.

“Cordelia,” Alex said, as he later entered the bridge, with Renée at his side, “Conference comm, please, with every fleet officer, captain and above. Include every principal Talusian.”

Cordelia coordinated the linking of the largest conference she’d ever organized. Toralian battleship commanders and captains were called to their bridges and instructed to conference with their lead ships. Links were formed across Talus to ships, to the orbital station, to domes, to mining sites, and to Toral.

“Ready, Alex,” Cordelia said, after a lengthy delay, during which Alex paced the bridge, thinking about what he wanted to say.

Renée occupied a command chair, with Julien standing nearby, and she watched Alex out of the corner of her eye.

When Alex heard Cordelia, he paused, moved to the center of the bridge, and chose to speak rather than send.

“At this moment, I couldn’t be prouder of this system’s inhabitants,” Alex said. “Not long ago, an entity ruthlessly ruled this domain, subjugated races, and eliminated sentients by the billions. Today, the federacy’s races are free. It remains to be seen if they’ll use their freedom wisely or continue to squander it on revenge. The Toralian home world has been rescued and is being rebuilt. I’m confident that the Talusians under President Sargut will ensure the new society thrives.”

Alex paused, ordered his thoughts, and continued. “Omnians will always think fondly of the Talusians, and we’ll take umbrage with those who seek to harm them.”

Alex’s audience could hear the strength in his voice, as he underlined his promise to defend Talus.

“We came to Talus to defeat humankind’s and our allies’ enemy, Artifice. We accomplished that with the help of others. Along the way, we’ve made new friends. But now, it’s time. Most of us have been away from home for too long. In seven days, our fleets will set sail, although not for home. We’ve one service to render before that. The Gotlians, an impoverished race, need our help to establish a foothold on a new home world.”

Alex took a deep breath and exhaled. He felt he’d said all that needed to be said. He closed with, “May the stars guide your paths and ours.”

Cordelia closed the comm.

It was an unsettling moment for everyone and for different reasons.

For the fleet veterans, it was recognition and relief that they’d survived what had appeared to be an insurmountable challenge when so many hadn’t. Their thoughts turned to the future, and they considered what was to come.

Many crew members had dedicated their lives to the fleet, and their income was tied to their service. Then there were the Méridien Independents, who wondered what would happen to them if they returned to the Confederation.

Work throughout Talus slowed, and travelers flew, as friends met to share a meal, chat, and say goodbye. A perfect example of the impending poignant separations was Chandra and Miriamtess.

The SADE operated a construction bot, clearing sections of a dilapidated city to make room for new housing. Chandra connected with her and caught a traveler to the surface. The ship was loaded with humans, who wished to visit with the sisters.

After the traveler landed and lifted, Chandra waited at the landing site. She received Miriamtess’s comm ID and watched a multi-tooled bot on treads roll up to her. When the bot came to a halt, Chandra climbed aboard a flat portion of the body.

For the remainder of the day, Chandra rode with Miriamtess, as the SADE continued her work. In many ways, it was like their early days — a human pilot and a SADE in a box, and the pair couldn’t have been happier. It was the dedicated time together that they relished. Miriamtess needed to dedicate only a small portion of her capabilities to her effort, allowing her human friend and her to talk of the past, present, and future.

There was one pleasant thought they shared. It was Miriamtess’s choice to inhabit the bot. When this work was done, she could transfer to any avatar she chose.

Alex and Julien spent the day with Sargut and Taralum. Their conversations concerned ways to grow and secure the Talusians’ future. By the afternoon, they sat in the owner’s suite. Renée served the Talusians their favorite fruits, and Alex and she drank thé.

“I expect Suntred and Miriamette to return with signed agreements from the other councils,” Sargut said. “Afterwards, we’ll be inundated with offers from the colonies for trade. How do we determine the best ones?”

“You mustn’t enter any negotiations without considering what it is you want from them,” Alex cautioned.

“Then we tell them our needs first,” Taralum declared.

“No, you let them put their offer on the table first,” Alex corrected. “That way, you know where both of you stand, and they only know their side.”

“I see the wisdom,” Sargut said, nodding his head agreeably.

“But our needs are constantly changing,” Taralum pointed out. “It will be difficult to prepare for a negotiation, especially if there are multiple ones within a few cycles or on the same cycle.”

Julien recited a list of materials and their quantities. He droned on until he’d mentioned fifty items.

In reply to the Talusians’ quizzical stares, he said, “Those are, in order, the most critical products that you need, at this moment.”

“Without Miriamette’s presence?” Taralum asked, as it was common knowledge that she was visiting the colonies with Suntred.

“The list was supplied by a sister on the orbital platform,” Julien replied.

“What one sister knows, they all know,” Alex added. “You only need any one sister with you during negotiations. As you seal one deal, the sisters will update your list of needs.”

“The sisters are your assets, in this regard,” Julien explained. “You must spend time with them to understand the value of their kernels … what you can consider their minds. With their ability to communicate across space via ships and installations, they’re an asset that must be leveraged for all Talusians.”

When Sargut and Taralum left, they flew aboard the president’s traveler to the orbital station. They chatted with the first sister they came across.

Later, that sister updated Julien on the contact. <Sargut and Taralum have learned a valuable lesson,> she sent.


* * *




Ude was furious.

In his first three years aboard the Freedom, he’d learned the Omnians’ ways. In the morning, he worked in food services, and in the afternoon, he studied at a monitor or toured facilities. The SADEs directed his education.

When Artifice was captured, Ude couldn’t have been happier. He dearly wished to be present when the power was shut off and the entity was extinguished. He waited to hear news of Artifice’s demise, but the announcement never came.

One day and tired of waiting, Ude asked a SADE why he hadn’t heard. The SADE explained to him that the sisters had requested Artifice remain powered, and Alex had agreed.

Ude felt betrayed by the Omnians, especially by Alex. In the evenings, he immersed his time in learning about Toral, and the SADEs were always pleased to answer his questions. However, the more he learned, the more frustrated he became.

It was the circumstances of Artifice’s location that vexed him. The entity was buried at the polar region and was accessible only through a labyrinth of corridors and a secret lift.

Ude concocted one plan after another, but each of them was riddled with blatant faults. He couldn’t fly a traveler, and at this time, no one was allowed on the surface without security or in the company of a sister. He would require an environment suit for the polar region, and he had none. Even if he reached Artifice’s lair, he’d encounter the sisters, the only ones who ventured into the entity’s underground domain.

When the Freedom sailed to meet the Gotlians and find the Dutterites, Ude nursed his anger. To the Omnians, he presented the same calm face every day that he’d learned to display to the drones aboard the New Terra.

When the fleet returned to Talus, Ude’s hopes rose. He returned to his planning, which continued to prove unsuccessful. Then he heard Alex’s announcement that the fleet was leaving, and Ude realized that he was unlikely to ever return. His promise to enact revenge on the entity responsible for the cloning and suffering aboard the derelict colony ship, New Terra, would remain unfulfilled. This was his last chance. Travel to the surface was now unregulated. The renegade bots had been eliminated.

Alex and Renée were speaking with Cordelia and Julien, when Cordelia adopted a disappointed expression.

“Ude has made his move,” Cordelia said. “He climbed aboard a traveler headed for the surface. I presume you’ll want the ship to return rather than apply force to keep him aboard after it lands.”

“No, wait,” Alex replied. “We know Ude has never accepted his life with us. He’s consumed by his desire to see Artifice destroyed.”

“Ude doesn’t see that even if the entity was shut down, he wouldn’t be satisfied,” Renée offered. “He’d still be unhappy, unfulfilled, and always wondering why.”

“Alex, Ude would be the only human on Toral,” Julien cautioned.

“Ude is only human in appearance,” Alex riposted. “Up here,” he said, tapping his temple, “Ude is in the bowels of the New Terra, and he’s seeking revenge for his clan’s suffering.”

Turning to Cordelia, he said, “Please connect me to a sister on Toral.”

<Greetings, Alex,> Miriamtess replied.

Alex smiled at Cordelia, and she smiled in return. He’d requested a sister, and Cordelia had chosen one of the Sisterhood’s centrists. Notably, she was one who had a close human friend. In this case, that was Chandra.

<Ude is aboard a traveler headed for the surface,> Alex sent.

<So much anger,> Miriamtess lamented. <The sisters believe he’ll never be satisfied until Artifice is terminated.>

<Ser has phrased it well, Miriamtess,> Alex sent. <Ude will probably be an angry human for much of his life.>

<Do you think Ude will attempt to shut Artifice down?> Miriamtess asked. She couldn’t see how the teenager could accomplish that.

<The important point here, Miriamtess, is that Ude believes he can, and he’s willing to spend his life trying to do just that,> Alex replied.

<I understand,> Miriamtess replied. <If Ude remains on the Freedom and the fleet sails, he’ll lose the opportunity to accomplish the one thing that consumes him.>

<Yes,> Alex replied.

<Then the best thing for Ude is to remain on Toral,> Miriamtess concluded. <Isn’t that what you called to ask the sisters?>

<Only if the sisters saw Ude’s circumstances as we did,> Alex replied.

<There’s consensus, Alex. Ude will be cared for by us,> Miriamtess said.

<I’ll request the Sojourn leave you some drones until you can construct your own,> Alex sent.

<That would be helpful. We don’t think Ude will remain long in our company,> Miriamtess said. <The sisters believe that introducing Ude to Artifice might help the rehabilitation of both.>

<In the realm of all possibilities, that could be one,> Alex sent, <but I don’t believe either will benefit from the introduction.>

Alex closed the comm. He regarded his friends and partner. His face mirrored his sense of defeat.

Renée laid a hand on Alex’s forearm, and Cordelia said, “Not every individual can be saved.”

“Not until they wish to be,” Julien added.

“I wonder how the other children are doing,” Alex mused, concerned that they might be like Ude.

On the surface, a traveler touched down, and the passengers unloaded. In their midst, a teenager halted the exodus. He was frozen in the hatch opening, holding firmly to the casing.

Raised on a colony ship, half of it spent in its dark bowels, and later transported aboard a city-ship, Ude had never seen a planet — sky, meadow, forest, and mountains, except on a monitor.

Behind Ude, the Omnians and the Talusians waited patiently for Ude to unfreeze. They knew who he was and what was about to happen to him. The fleets would sail. Ude would be left behind, and he’d be happy. He’d be one step closer to accomplishing his all-consuming goal.

One of Alex’s final orders before the fleets sailed concerned Ude. The city-ship’s food service installed stock tanks and a dispenser at a newly constructed site on Toral. The amount of stock would last Ude for more than a decade. It would give the sisters time to procure other sources for him.

Alex had a final request for the Sojourn.

<It’ll be good to be sailing for home,> Asu replied to Alex’s comm.

<I imagine it was a greater adventure than you’d planned,> Alex replied.

<I thought after Celus-5 that the support of a Trident would have been sufficient protection,> Asu sent. <Willem and I think only a fleet will suffice now.>

<And maybe not even then,> Alex replied. <Asu, I need a favor. Could you give the Sisterhood three surveillance drones?>

<Certainly, Alex. Describe your needs so that we deliver the appropriate models,> Asu replied.

<The sisters will be tracking a human called Ude. He’s a cloned boy, who was rescued from the New Terra,> Alex explained.

<Why are you leaving a boy behind, Alex?> Asu was aghast at the thought of a lone human on Toral.

<It’s a long story, Asu, but Ude lives for the day he can destroy Artifice. Nothing else matters to him,> Alex replied.

<I presume the drones will enable the sisters to keep track of him,> Asu reasoned.

<Correct,> Alex replied. <The sisters agreed to accept responsibility for Ude’s care, and I’ve ordered food services set up for him.>

<A tragic story,> Asu commented.

<It is,> Alex agreed.

<I’ll inform RT of your request, and they’ll ensure that aerial drones, with long-range capability, are delivered,> Asu sent. <Who should receive them?>

<Comm Miriamette. She’ll give you the landing coordinates. And thank you, Asu,> Alex sent.

<It’s a small thing to do in repayment for Omnia’s efforts,> Asu replied and ended the comm.
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So Much Cargo

The Gotlians were overjoyed to see their battleship return from Gotl. Then Di-Orsoo received the captain’s emergency distress call, and the elation was wiped from his face.

The leader mobilized the fleet to sail toward the stricken battleship. When the ships met, shuttles streamed to aid the ailing vessel.

Environmental systems were in danger of collapsing. Contrary to Commander Or-Deebaa’s order, a leader, Ba-Geesaa, had overloaded the ship with citizens and cargo.

When Di-Orsoo entered the corridor side of a bay, his suit pulled in the foul air and fed it into the water of his suit. He winced from its introduction into his body.

Ba-Geesaa met him and requested he be removed from the ship immediately.

“You’re a leader, Ba-Geesaa, and you act like a squirm. You created this mess, and you deserve to be the last off the ship,” Di-Orsoo belched angrily.

The captain stood behind Ba-Geesaa. Di-Orsoo focused on him and said, “Abandon ship. Spread our citizens among the fleet.”

The ship’s crew filled their shuttles with citizens and scattered them to other ships. Boarding the refurbished ships, citizens welcomed the clean air and water that was made available to them. The fleet’s crews did the same, as quickly as they could. Many of the ill required stretchers to be transported to the shuttles.

When the battleship was empty of crew and citizens, Di-Orsoo ordered Or-Deebaa and a small crew to sail the ship, with its precious cargo, to an orbit above the water world.

Engineers poured over the stricken battleship. They applied the techniques the Omnians had taught them. Their repairs marginally improved the air, but the water filtration system struggled. The engineers’ jobs were made extensively more difficult by the cargo that crowded bays, corridors, storerooms, and cabins.

Ba-Geesaa had loaded the ship at Gotl with too many citizens, and then he’d made a second critical mistake. By overfilling the internal spaces, he’d limited the ship’s available air volume.

Previous to Or-Deebaa’s encounter with the Omnians, he’d already understood the limitations of their aging ships. Therefore, his orders to the captain, who returned to Gotl, had been explicit as to the ship’s maximum load of citizens and cargo.

“Why did you overrule the captain?” Di-Orsoo demanded of Ba-Geesaa. “Commander Or-Deebaa’s directives were explicit.” The pair was relaxing in Di-Orsoo’s pool, and Ba-Geesaa’s color was returning.

“I’m a leader, as you are,” Ba-Geesaa declared. “I made a judgment, and we arrived safely.”

“You unnecessarily risked the lives of our citizens and the ship’s critical cargo,” Di-Orsoo accused.

“Your criticism is unwarranted and undesired,” Ba-Geesaa fired back. His tentacles danced in anger.

Di-Orsoo curbed his irritation. The ship had successfully traversed the dark from Gotl, and it arrived with more citizens and cargo than he expected.

“The crossing was endangered by your actions, Ba-Geesaa, but your efforts to ensure our start on this world did succeed,” Di-Orsoo allowed.

Ba-Geesaa’s tentacles calmed. It was as much of an apology as he could expect from a fellow leader. He belched in acceptance of the peace offer.

“Are our citizens safe?” Ba-Geesaa asked, attempting reconciliation.

“The ill are reviving. We’ve lost no one,” Di-Orsoo replied. “Clean air and water, along with fresh food, will complete their recovery.”

“When they’re well, we can start our site exploration,” Ba-Geesaa declared.

“We’ll wait to start,” Di-Orsoo said.

“For what?” Ba-Geesaa inquired.

“For the Omnians to arrive. I’ve sent for them,” Di-Orsoo replied emphatically. He spent some time explaining the circumstances surrounding the second encounter with the Omnian fleet.

Ba-Geesaa had heard of the first encounter, and the tale frightened him. It’s the reason he’d packed the ship at Gotl. The sooner his race established their domes on the planet, the sooner they could lay claim to the water world.

“And you believe the Omnians will come to help us?” Ba-Geesaa asked in disbelief.

“The Omnian leader, Alex Racine, ordered the repair of our ships,” Di-Orsoo replied. “If he hadn’t made such a generous gesture, our environmental systems would have failed about the time yours did or soon afterwards. Before we could have constructed the first dome, our citizens would have had to abandon our ships. Then they would have become blemmies for the monsters that lurk in the dangerous waters below.”

“I understand your gratitude to the aliens for repairing our ships, but can, and will, they help us with the domes?” Ba-Geesaa asked. He was disturbed by Di-Orsoo’s ardent faith in the Omnians’ beneficence. Gotlians hadn’t encountered it in other races.

“I believe Omnian technology and capabilities will save many of our citizens,” Di-Orsoo declared. “We’ve lost eleven in shallow water exploration. Imagine what will befall our strong swimmers when they attempt to assemble the first dome.”

“How long must we wait?” Ba-Geesaa asked.

“How much time is one life worth?” Di-Orsoo countered.

“Can we send ships to Gotl while we wait?” Ba-Geesaa asked.

“I’d intended to, but now every ship is overloaded with our citizens. It would defeat our efforts to return ships with citizens we need here,” Di-Orsoo replied.

Ba-Geesaa nodded his head several times in acceptance of his co-leader’s reasoning. That he hadn’t thought of that first told him that he hadn’t fully recovered his faculties.

“Are there no solid land masses from which to launch our efforts?” Ba-Geesaa asked. He was trying to find some way to empty two or three ships and send them to Gotl.

“None,” Di-Orsoo replied. “Everything is a floating collection of the shells of dead creatures covered by sparse vegetation.” His disappointment was evident.

Ba-Geesaa considered what he’d learned. He shared Di-Orsoo’s lamentations. He was elated to have reached the system, when it seemed that he might not. The planet’s waters appealed to him, and he was certain his citizens felt the same way.

Di-Orsoo had been chosen by the leaders to establish a foothold on the planet, if it proved suitable. That left him in charge of the timing of their exploration. To Ba-Geesaa, it seemed a shame to wait after all that had transpired.


* * *




The fleet was slightly larger than when it had originally launched from Omnia. Two city-ships dominated four powerful Trident commands. Freighters, super freighters, and an explorer ship accompanied it.

Before the fleet exited Talus, Ellie spoke to Alex and Tatia aboard the Freedom.

“Are the commands to stay intact?” Ellie asked.

Tatia, who favored the direct approach, asked, “Do you have a concern, Ellie?”

“I thought you might want to have Reiko take over Hector’s Trident commands,” Ellie proposed.

“I’m comfortable with the present configuration,” Alex replied. “We need to attach two commands to each city-ship, and we need to spread the freighters between us.”

“It’s tactically smart,” Tatia added. “Besides, it’s good for Reiko to know that she might have competition someday.”

Ellie eyed Alex and Tatia. She’d expected to hear their hearty congratulations, which would include a permanent promotion. In the absence of that response, she anticipated their disapproval of her time in command, and she heard neither. When she returned to the Our People, she shared her frustration with Hector.

“Ellie, I’m not overly familiar with military decision making,” Hector had said, “but they did leave you in command of my fleet.”

“They could have at least praised the job I did,” Ellie grumped. “We defeated or chased away seven entire battleships fleets.”

“Let me ask you, Ellie,” Hector responded, “if you’d assigned a job to Alphons and he accomplished it, would you have congratulated him?”

“Probably not,” Ellie replied.

“And why not?” Hector pursued.

“He executed his task. That’s what was expected of him,” Ellie replied.

“Ha-ha,” Hector said definitively, holding up a single finger to celebrate the success of his argument.

“However,” Ellie said with determination, “if I’d assigned Alphons to take on a battleship fleet, and he successfully defeated them then, yes, I’d be congratulating him. The response of a superior always depends on the difficulty of the job assigned. Some are routine; some aren’t.”

Ellie didn’t accept Hector’s reasoning, and she was surprised that he offered it. She chose to retire early that evening. She stripped out of her uniform, with its rear admiral insignias. She’d never upgraded it, as she expected her position to be temporary.

After changing into comfortable clothing, Ellie opened her wardrobe to hang up her jacket and froze. A new Omnian uniform stared at her. It was adorned with vice admiral’s insignias. Pinned to it was a note. With tears in her eyes, Ellie removed it. The note read, “Congratulations, Vice Admiral Thompson, we’re tremendously proud of you.”

In the quiet, Ellie heard snickering and subdued laughter through her cabin door. She signaled it open, and Hector led a host of her friends through the door.

“Surprise,” the group shouted in unison.

Ellie received pats on the back and hugs. She tried to control her tears but failed. The pressure to succeed in protecting Talus, as she was tasked to do, had mounted with every battleship fleet that appeared. It had strained her confidence, and this was her moment of emotional release.

Mickey produced a tray with a number of tiny glasses, and he poured a small amount of delicately tinted liquid from a bottle he carefully cradled.

“What are we drinking?” Ellie asked.

“Don’t ask,” Tatia said. “Engineering is aware that they shouldn’t be brewing. Recently, I understand they’ve been experimenting with Talusian fruit.”

“Not in this batch,” Mickey hurriedly said. “This is safe, relatively speaking.”

The glasses were distributed, and everyone eyed Alex, who said, “To our fine fleet admiral. May the stars protect her and her command.”

The group cheered, and humans tossed back the contents of their glasses. Most choked on the burning liquid, and a few managed to just grimace. In contrast, Mickey smacked his lips contentedly.

“Someone is too accustomed to this stuff,” Alex said, eyeing his chief engineer.

Ellie was still coughing, when she regarded Mickey and asked, “And you consider this safe?”

“Everyone, back to the traveler,” Alex announced. “It’s an early start tomorrow.”

Ellie’s guests piled out the door. Alex paused in the doorway and stopped Étienne, who was one of the last to leave.

“Not you,” Alex said to the twin. Then glancing toward Ellie, he added, “Your duty is here tonight.” He stepped through the cabin door and signaled it to close behind him.

Alex and Renée walked arm in arm, with Julien and Cordelia beside them. Julien was whistling a bright tune.


* * *




Nearly three months after leaving Talus, the powerful Omnian fleet exited its transit outside the water world’s system.

“Julien,” Alex said, while they stood on the Freedom’s bridge.

In a Gotlian battleship bay, three crew members stared in surprise at the Omnian communication device. A voice requested their leader, except it sounded like Di-Orsoo making the request. They stared at one another and then were suddenly galvanized. The team leader hurried to the comm system and called for the captain.

The Gotlian leaders, the fleet commander, and the ship’s captain responded to the team leader’s call. They entered the bay and hurried across to the Omnian device.

“This is Di-Orsoo,” the leader said to the device. He felt a little foolish to be standing in a bay and speaking to an alien device that was planted on the deck.

“Greetings, Di-Orsoo. This is Julien,” the SADE said. “We hope that we’ve found you and your citizens well.”

“The waters cradle us,” Di-Orsoo replied happily, adding a loud belch. His hopes that the Omnians would return had been realized, and he felt vindicated. Then he doubted his assumption, because he didn’t know Julien’s location.

“Where are you, Julien?” Di-Orsoo asked.

“Our fleet is entering the space above the water world. Eventually, you’ll receive our imagery, but we wanted to contact you first.” Julien said.

“We’re pleased that you returned,” Di-Orsoo replied. His tentacles danced. “You’ve come to help us, haven’t you?”

“As our leader promised,” Julien replied.

“You’re a … good neighbor,” Di-Orsoo said, struggling to recall the new phrase he’d learned.

It was an accurate enough pronunciation that Julien recognized it. “Do you have immediate needs?” the SADE asked.

“Julien, allow me to introduce myself. I’m Leader Ba-Geesaa. I’m afraid I pushed the limits on the battleship that brought our citizens and supplies from Gotl. We’ve had to abandon the ship.”

“I understand,” Julien replied. “This was the ship that was absent, when we last visited. Please identify this ship by pulling the fleet away from it. We’ll see to its needs when we arrive. Anything else?”

“You’ll find your repairs challenging, Julien,” Di-Orsoo said. “The ship’s passageways are filled with cargo.”

“Your warning is appreciated,” Julien replied and closed the comm.

Sa-Foosee burped his humor.

“What is it?” Commander Or-Deebaa asked the captain.

“The Omnians spoke to us through this device,” Sa-Foosee replied.

“As we heard; what of it?” Ba-Geesaa asked in demanding tones, cutting the captain off.

Di-Orsoo held up a hand to halt the captain’s explanation. “I’ve learned a lesson from the Omnians, Ba-Geesaa, that ignorance is dangerous and can be deadly,” he said. “Therefore, I encourage our officers and crews to share their thoughts with me. It prevents me from harming our citizens.”

Ba-Geesaa blanched at the rebuke. He prepared to belch his outrage until he caught the silent stares of the Gotlians who surrounded him. It was obvious that events had transpired in this system that had a profound effect on those facing him and probably the entire fleet. The eyes that watched him were unwavering and expectant. Ba-Geesaa cleared his throat and said, “I believe I interrupted you, Captain.”

Sa-Foosee tipped his head in appreciation and continued. “Julien said that the Omnian fleet had just arrived. He said their imagery would appear to us later. If they’re that far out, the telemetry will be recorded much later, but Julien spoke to us immediately, and we spoke to him, as if he stood beside us.”

Ba-Geesaa nodded and said, “You’re correct, Di-Orsoo. To encourage ideas is to learn. Our race has been isolated far too long. We’ve forgotten how to elicit an exchange of ideas.”


* * *




“Alex, the Gotlian fleet has isolated the target ship,” Julien reported.

Alex nodded and sent, <Mickey, the Gotlians have identified the ship that requires repair. Organize your teams. I understand the Gotlians have stuffed cargo everywhere. You’ll need to assign SADEs and instruct them that no potential storage location is to be ignored. Record every item.>

<Understood, Alex,> Mickey replied.

When the Omnian fleet reached the water world, several cargo shuttles exited the Freedom and accessed the isolated battleship via the only open bay.

Mickey, Miriam, and Luther were the first off the traveler. Like all the humans in the group, Mickey wore an environment suit.

The first thing that caught Mickey’s attention was the condition of the bay. There’d been room for four travelers in the battleships’ bays, when they repaired them earlier. In this bay, only two travelers were able to land. The remainder of the bay was crowded with long, oddly shaped bundles.

<Open another bay for the third traveler,> Mickey sent to Miriam, who was linked to the teams. <Repairs first; inventory second,> he added.

By now, Gotlian ship repairs were a simple exercise for Omnian engineering. It took Mickey’s teams four days to resurrect the battleship’s environmental systems, including some engine systems’ maintenance.

When the ship’s repairs were completed, the SADEs began inventorying. Immediately, they encountered a problem. There was no identification on any bundle. Nothing was crated. Everything was wrapped in sturdy fabric and strapped.

The SADEs used imagery to categorize and count the cargo they uncovered. They mapped the battleship, as they moved through every level, bow to stern. Every door opened. Every storeroom checked. Every cabin searched. Every storage compartment investigated, and every bay inventoried. Nothing was overlooked.

Julien and Cordelia monitored the transmissions from Mickey’s travelers, building a database of the images. They tagged each item with its dimensions and the ship’s location.

Alex studied the accumulating imagery, and he started laughing. “That’s the extent of the data?” he asked rhetorically.

“I believe the Gotlians did the best they could,” Julien commented. “If we needed further proof of this race’s desperateness, I think we’ve found it.”

<Mickey, what quantity of the battleship has been inventoried?> Alex sent.

<Approximately a third of the hull,> Mickey replied. <The engines will use a portion of the length, but the aft end lower levels have larger bays, which should balance out the volume.>

<Mickey, at this rate, the volume of cargo will exceed the available space in the Freedom’s bays,> Julien sent. <How do you intend to support the construction of the domes?>

<Julien, we’ll be the engineers, essentially the project contractors. The Gotlians are the architects. They’ll select the site, provide the plans, and supervise our work,> Mickey replied.

<Obviously, we need to recruit the architects,> Alex reasoned.

<Correct,> Mickey replied. <We’ll probably utilize both city-ships, when we distribute this cargo. But we can’t begin until the Gotlian architects identify the packages and show us how to assemble them.>

<Is one or the other of these processes a first step, Mickey?> Alex asked.

<We need to know if the Gotlians have chosen a site, and we need their engineers to show us their plans so that we can move the cargo intelligently,> Mickey replied.

<Work the inventory, Mickey,> Alex sent. <We’ll speak to the Gotlians and facilitate the next steps.>

“Julien, Di-Orsoo, please,” Alex requested.

There was a brief delay, while they waited for the leader to respond.

“This is Di-Orsoo,” the leader replied.

<Alex would like to know if you’ve chosen the site of your first dome,> Julien sent, composing his thought in the Gotlian tongue. He kept a running translation for Alex via a second link.

“It’s been difficult to survey the planet,” Di-Orsoo replied. “Our kites need firm surfaces and favorable winds. We’ve made a few attempts, but we’ve lost the swimmers each time they entered the water.”

<We can provide you with a platform, if you’ll make your survey team available,> Julien sent.

“This can be done,” Di-Orsoo replied. He belched an order to the bridge crew.

<Where will we meet the team?> Julien asked.

“The ship will orient its bow toward your nearest oval ship,” Di-Orsoo replied. “You’ll meet the members of the survey team there. They will be three in number.”

<What will they need to do?> Julien asked, relaying Alex’s question.

“Search the waters, of course. Test the bottom strata,” Di-Orsoo replied.

<How are you prepared to support their safety?> Julien asked.

“The swimmers have their clawed hands and feet. That’s the extent of their defenses,” Di-Orsoo replied. “If you can help, we’d be in your debt. If not, and they don’t return to your platform, visit the same ship and collect additional citizens.”

Alex and Julien were aghast at the sacrifice the Gotlians were prepared to make to establish a foothold on the planet. Then it occurred to Alex that he’d sacrificed many more of the fleet’s personnel to protect his and other races.

Di-Orsoo continued, and said, “Julien, you’ll recall that I warned you about how other races have reacted to our appearance. Will humans be involved in support of your efforts?”

<Yes, they must be,> Julien replied. <You might consider the idea that we will frighten your citizens.>

Di-Orsoo burped and belched at the irony that both races might cower at the sight of each other.

When Julien closed the links, he gazed at Cordelia and Alex.

“Well, we’re not letting the Gotlians leap into those waters without trying to protect them,” Alex stated adamantly. “Think on that, Julien, while I get them a platform.”

<Asu, Willem, I’ve got a job for your RT team,> Alex sent.
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Teague, Ginny, Gerald, Gil, Ian, and Yoyo comprised the RT team aboard the Sojourn’s exploratory shuttle. Orly was the pilot. Bethany and Smitty provided security, and Willem was the translator.

The specialized cargo shuttle was the one that had been trapped below the surface. In its present state, it was completely rebuilt with some minor updates — lessons learned.

<Ready?> Orly sent to Willem.

<Launch,> Willem replied.

Orly slid the traveler out of the Sojourn’s bay and headed for the ship Alex had described. Bethany, Smitty, and Yoyo checked their environment suits in case they were required to use them.

A battleship’s open bay beckoned to Orly, and he landed the traveler inside. After pressurization, Orly dropped the rear ramp.

The Haraken crew watched through the ship’s controller, as the Gotlians exited the airlock, crossed the bay, and stood at the ramp’s bottom. They heard the individual in the middle belch a comment to his companions.

<Our guests are apologizing for their appearance,> Willem sent, <and they’re surprised by ours.>

Willem belched a reply, saying, “Good neighbors help each other regardless of appearances.”

The Gotlians burped their assent and climbed aboard.

Willem signaled the ramp closed, and Orly launched the traveler from the bay, when its doors opened. Then he dropped toward the surface.

The waters were quiet today, and Orly stationed the ship four meters above the surface. Then he lowered the ramp until it was level with the ship’s interior.

“Your platform,” Willem said in Gotlian, gesturing to the ramp.

The Gotlians’ tentacles danced excitedly, as they walked to the edge of the ramp.

<They’re impressed,> Willem sent to the team. He halted the Gotlians and called them inside, while Gerald and Gil set up a holo-vid.

Ian and Yoyo, with the help of Teague and Ginny, readied some aqua-drones. They slipped two overboard.

Immediately, the drones, which were operated via the ship’s controller, produced a stereoscopic view of the sea bottom. The imagery was displayed on the holo-vid.

The Gotlians belched in surprise and crowded around the device.

Willem relayed the details that the drones and the ship were providing. An update to the explorer shuttle allowed emanations from the hull to feedback soundings of the bottom and provide water depth, while the drones displayed topography.

The Gotlians entered into a lengthy discussion with Willem. They’d understood the data and determined the location to be unsuitable. Then they requested Willem move the ship toward more promising areas.

When the drones’ power crystals were drained, they had to be recovered. Bethany and Smitty held the legs of Yoyo and Ian, who hung over the ramp to snatch the drones from the sea. Then Teague and Ginny dropped two more overboard.

After half a day, the group broke for a meal. Humans accessed the ship’s food dispenser, and Gotlians opened a container, fished out squirming sea food, and swallowed the creatures whole.

<Rather like watching the Swei Swee,> Teague commented privately to the team.

When there was still more than three hours left of light, the Gotlians called a halt to the work. They told Willem that they had to return to the ship. He understood that their suits needed refreshing, and they needed their pools.

The RT team recovered the latest drone pair. Then Orly closed the ramp and made for the survey team’s battleship. Willem assured the Gotlians that the search would resume the next day, and it would begin precisely where it had ended.

While the Sojourn’s exploration shuttle hosted the survey team for the day, the SADEs finished inventorying the Gotlians’ cargo load.

<Julien, we need Di-Orsoo,> Alex sent. A little later, he heard from Julien that the leader had retired for the evening.

<The other leader, Ba-Geesaa,> Julien sent, <is also unavailable. However, the fleet commander, Or-Deebaa, is prepared to handle your request.>

<Let’s see how far down the ranks the Gotlians allow decision making,> Alex replied.

“I’m here, Julien,” Or-Deebaa said.

<Alex requires engineers who know the cargo aboard the battleship that returned from Gotl,> Julien sent.

“For what purpose?” Or-Deebaa asked.

<Your engineers must show us how to assemble the domes,> Julien replied. <We intend to transfer your ship’s cargo to our two largest ships, which will allow us room to work. Your engineers will identify the parts for us to assist in the transfer.>

There was a long pause, and Alex and Julien wondered if the request was exceeding Or-Deebaa’s authority to act.

“Where would this interaction take place?” Or-Deebaa requested.

<Aboard the Freedom, our leader’s ship,> Julien replied.

“Our citizens can’t be away from our ships for more than a third of a cycle. Their suits and they must be refreshed,” Or-Deebaa said.

<We’ll be sensitive to your engineers’ needs,> Julien promised.

“The citizens you require are aboard this ship, Julien,” Or-Deebaa said. “How many are needed?”

<Two or three, who are well-versed in identifying the parts, as they’re wrapped,> Julien replied.

“I see your need,” Or-Deebaa replied, with a burp. “The engineers will be made available tomorrow, whenever you call.”

<Thank you, Commander,> Julien sent and closed the comm.

Alex sent to Julien, <Direct Miriam and Luther to collect the engineers. They’ll require a cargo shuttle.>

Alex belatedly realized his last directive was unnecessary. His excuse was that it was late and had been a busy day. He closed the desk monitor, turned off the light, yawned, and made his way to the bed and Renée.

While Alex and company were seated at morning meal, Miriam and Luther landed aboard the commander’s ship and picked up two Gotlians. Cordelia reported the traveler was inbound, and Alex and Mickey hurried to consume their food.

When Alex and Mickey wiped their mouths and rose, so did every other individual at the head table. Alex frowned, and Tatia retorted, “You don’t think we’re going to miss this opportunity, do you? We’ll get to meet the Gotlians face-to-face instead of viewing implant recordings.>

<Our numbers might frighten the Gotlians,> Julien suggested privately to Alex.

<The survey team fared okay,> Alex replied, <and we can expect greater interactions later on. We might as well find out now if our races can’t stand to face each other in numbers.>

Julien needn’t have worried. The survey team had forewarned the engineers. To quote a Gotlian, who had been aboard the Sojourn’s shuttle, “Guard your reactions to the humans. With their head toppings and pale, smooth skin, they resemble giant blemmies. They look good enough to eat.>

Alex, his staff, and several SADEs were on hand to greet the Gotlian engineers, when they entered the Freedom’s bridge.

“Alex, we’ve seven hours before the Gotlians must be returned to their ship,” Miriam stated. Then she introduced Alex and Mickey to the engineers.

“It’s your show, Mickey,” Alex said, sweeping a hand toward the holo-vid, which Cordelia had activated.

Mickey had preplanned his presentation with Cordelia. The holo-vid lit with a display of various images of cargo pieces from the database.

<Alex, is it your impression that the Gotlians aren’t bothered by our appearance or our numbers?> Julien privately asked. <And, as a matter of curiosity, I find it interesting that they glance more often in Ser’s direction than anywhere else.>

With that communication, Alex stepped between Renée and the Gotlians. He gestured politely toward the holo-vid.

When the Gotlian engineers focused on the display, they burped in recognition of their cargo pieces.

Mickey used his hands to grasp several parts and attempted to fit them together. Naturally, they didn’t, but he kept trying with other pieces.

The Gotlians caught on to the problem, as engineers would, and they approached the holo-vid. Mickey backed off, and the Gotlians tentatively inserted their gloved hands into the display and fitted several parts together. Then they searched the images for other pieces.

Cordelia fed the holo-vid another series of cargo packages, relegating the unused ones to the top of the holo-vid.

One of the engineers belched in approval and snatched a package to fit to the partial assembly.

As Mickey, Cordelia, and the Gotlians worked, much of the bridge audience grew bored and left. Alex was happy to see that Renée was one of them. He’d replayed his stored visuals of the moments before Julien made his comments about her, and he didn’t detect any display of animus. To him, it appeared to be approval.

As the Gotlians worked, Alex and Mickey moved to the command chairs, and Miranda shifted to stand behind Alex.

Julien worked with Cordelia. As the cargo pieces were fitted into place, they tagged the database of material, linking a package to its position in each assembly.

Within three hours, the Gotlians formed multiple configurations with the images that Cordelia displayed. Not every package was used, but the Omnians figured those were material for the inside of the domes or ancillary structures.

The Gotlians stepped back and regarded their handiwork. The images of dome subassemblies spun slowly in the air, and they belched their appreciation of what they’d accomplished. Their tentacles danced and twitched with satisfaction.

Miriam and Luther arrived on the bridge to escort the Gotlians to the traveler and ferry them to their ship.

“Well, Mickey, do you have what you need?” Alex asked.

“Absolutely,” Mickey replied. “I can’t wait to unwrap these packages and see what the Gotlians have brought. But I need to warn you, Alex, it’s going to take a while for engineering to move that cargo.”

Alex smiled and said, “Cordelia, the fleet, please … everyone.”

Cordelia and Julien linked the SADEs and the fleet controllers to network every implant within the fleet.

<We’ve a tremendous amount of cargo to move,> Alex sent, when Cordelia signaled her readiness. <I need travelers with cargo ramps to the battleship that’s isolated. Mickey and Cordelia will coordinate the transfer of your loads to the city-ships.>

Mickey added, <Every package we’re transporting is wrapped in pale green cloth. We’ll need extra SADEs to transport the larger items in the bays.>

Cordelia interjected, <You’ve received a link to the main database for the cargo packages. It identifies the location of each item. You only need transport the ones that are part of the final subassemblies. Some packages will be left behind. It would be helpful to the Gotlians to leave those stacked in a few bays.>

<Organize yourselves and launch your ships,> Alex ended.

Sa-Foosee notified the leaders and his commander that an Omnian traveler had returned the engineers.

“So soon?” Ba-Geesaa asked.

“The engineers reported that they were successful,” Sa-Foosee replied. “They spoke of manipulating the dome constructs in the air.”

The leaders and the commander glanced at one another. Omnian tech continued to fascinate and confound them.

“It will take the Omnians as many cycles to unload the ship as we did to load it,” Ba-Geesaa commented.

“Apparently not,” Sa-Foosee said. “Telemetry is recording the launch of small ships across the Omnian fleet. I think they’ll have it emptied much sooner.”

Sa-Foosee was correct. Before the fleet’s crews retired for the evening, the last loads of cargo were being carried off the Omnian cargo shuttles and stored aboard the city-ships. They’d left neat piles of packages in the bays of the Gotlian battleship that they’d pulled from cabins, storerooms, and other out-of-the-way places.

<Mickey,> Alex sent, when he was informed of the completion of the cargo transfer. <Send my thanks to the teams who supported your efforts and give them a rest day. Then call them to action to strip the packages. On the day after that’s completed, you’ll need to recover the Gotlian engineers to teach you how to assemble and install the parts of a dome or however it is that they construct these things.>

When Alex closed the link, Renée, who sat beside him on the couch, asked, “Are you finished?”

“I think so,” Alex replied.

“This is proceeding faster than I thought it would,” Renée remarked.

“I agree,” Alex said.

“We finish this project … then what?” Renée asked.

“We deliver the Sojourn and the Guardian to Haraken,” Alex replied.

“I want to spend some time there,” Renée said.

Alex pressed his lips against her cheek and murmured, “That can be arranged.” Then pulling back and considering his options, he said, “Maybe we can use a Trident squadron as escort and allow the rest of the fleet to sail for Omnia. Our crews deserve to go home.

“What about the others … Harakens and Méridiens?” Renée asked.

“Their leaves to visit home will have to be rotational until I understand what we’ve unleashed in the federacy,” Alex replied.

The last thing Alex did before Renée and he retired for the evening was to tell Julien to comm Di-Orsoo and inform the leader that his battleship was free to be boarded.


* * *




The Sojourn’s shuttle never stopped its daily routine. Each day, the survey team directed Willem toward more advantageous sites. The sixth day brought the Gotlians fortune.

The Gotlian survey team stared at the holo-vid, while Willem related the depth and sounding data. They conversed excitedly, hurried to the ramp’s end, gazed at the water, and returned inside.

“They’re preparing to dive,” Willem said to the Harakens.

Gotlian heads, which is all the Harakens had seen to date, had a vaguely humanoid resemblance if you could ignore the lack of ears, the absence of hair, the presence of scales, and the mass of tentacles hanging as if the individuals were bearded. If it wasn’t for the intelligence in their eyes, which was unmistakable, it would have been difficult for humans to accept them as sentient.

As the Gotlians stripped out of their suits, the distinction blurred even more. Their bodies were muscular in a tubular manner. Thick torsos ended in a pair of heavy legs that ended in broad feet. Skin webbed the long digits together. Their arms were similar in structure and ended in webbed hands. Feet and hands possessed sharp, short claws. Along their backs were a series of spines that were also webbed together. They sprung up after being freed from the suits.

Before the Gotlians could jump, Willem halted them. He said, pointing to Bethany, Smitty, and Yoyo, “These three will accompany you.”

While the Gotlians had undressed, the three Harakens had climbed into their environment suits.

“Too slow,” a Gotlian said.

The suited Harakens picked up spears that ended in enlarged tubes. They were improvised weapons, courtesy of Z. Each spear fired darts from the tube. The dart was attached to an energy crystal. Anything the dart hit received a shock.

Willem explained the divers’ purpose and their weaponry. His explanation created consternation among the Gotlians.

“Harm or kill?” one of the surveyors asked, pointing at a spear.

“Frighten away,” Willem replied.

The Gotlians knew the dangers that lurked beneath the surface. On Gotl, there’d been no great competition for the superior species position. It was the reason they’d never developed offensive or defensive weaponry.

The survey team discussed the pros and cons of the arrangement. They’d intended to use their speed to evade the water’s denizens, but it occurred to them that the eleven who’d been lost had probably had the same thought. The spears of the human represented a better opportunity for protection.

“They ride,” a Gotlian said, indicating his back.

Bethany, Smitty, and Yoyo eyed the tall, sharp spines on the Gotlians’ backs.

Realizing what the humans stared at, a Gotlian snapped his spines flat. He nudged his companions’ muscular arms, and they collapsed theirs.

The survey team gestured at the Harakens to follow, and they leapt off the ramp. They arced out over the water and entered it with a minimal amount of splash.

Bethany regarded Smitty and Yoyo, shrugged, ran, and jumped. Immediately, Smitty and Yoyo rushed to follow her.

The weight of the Harakens’ tanks counterbalanced the air in their suits. It enabled neutral buoyancy, and they ceased their descent about eight meters down.

Bethany and Smitty watched Yoyo fan her arms to rotate in the water to look for the Gotlians, and they imitated her.

Moving swiftly in their natural environment, the Gotlians swam up from the bottom. They slowed to settle the Harakens on their backs and then shot forward.

The Harakens were forced to lean forward to prevent being swept off the Gotlians. They gripped the stout bodies with their legs and kept their heads close to those of the Gotlians.

The light dimmed around them, as the Gotlians dove to the bottom, which was about thirty meters down.

<We must be careful of our depths,> Bethany sent. The SADEs had warned of decompression times if they stayed too long at certain depths. They’d accepted the SADEs’ app, which recorded depth and time and recommended decompression protocols.

<Should we turn on our suit lights?> Yoyo sent.

<No,> Bethany replied sharply. She hadn’t intended to sound sharp, but the darkening water was unsettling.

<The lights might attract things we’d prefer not to face,> Bethany added.

Smitty’s Gotlian approached the rocky bottom. He scraped at it with his sharp claws and was unable to dislodge any significant piece of it. Circling the rocks, a meter-round mouth of teeth shot toward them, and Smitty reflexively fired a dart.

The giant tubeworm received a jolt, when the dart embedded in its mouth. It quickly shrank back into its shell.

Smitty’s Gotlian reached a clawed hand back and patted Smitty’s leg.

Bethany and Yoyo had similar encounters with worms and other entities. In each case, their reflexes were fast enough to protect the Gotlians and themselves.

After a thorough investigation of the bottom, the Gotlians, with their riders, swam for the surface. Bethany hurriedly checked her app, which wasn’t recommending decompression, and she signaled the others the all clear.

On Bethany’s signal, Orly dropped the ramp as far down as it would go. He allowed the traveler to touch the wave tops and the ramp to dip into the water.

Willem and the other Harakens hauled Bethany, Smitty, and Yoyo aboard.

Then the Gotlians waved them back. They briefly disappeared beneath the surface. Then they exited the water fast enough to land upright on the ramp.

“That’s impressive,” Ginny commented.

“Any problems?” Willem asked, while the Gotlians donned their suits, and the Harakens removed their helmets.

“Not really. Unless you consider worms with meter-wide mouths of teeth reaching up from the bottom to eat you,” Smitty remarked.

“I encountered one of the gelatinous creatures,” Bethany added. “I couldn’t believe how big it was.”

“A giant shelled reptile, the type with the four limbs, investigated us, but it was only curious, and it swam on,” Yoyo said.

After the Gotlians donned their suits, they sat on the end of the ramp and dipped their legs into the water to charge their suits. When they returned inside, they approached their three protectors.

Grasping their riders by the shoulders, they uttered deep, elongated belches, and the Harakens got good whiffs of partially digested Gotlian food.

“You’ve been paid great compliments for your efforts,” Willem said, after listening to the words of the primary surveyor. “They promise to tell their leaders of your services. They believe none of them would have survived the dive without your aid.”

“I could have forgone the thanks,” Yoyo replied, swallowing the bile that rose in her throat.

“Did you find what you sought?” Willem asked the survey team.

The Gotlians’ enthusiastic responses and gestures at the holo-vid confirmed to the RT team, without translation, that they’d found their installation site.

Willem locked in the traveler’s coordinates, using the usual source points.

After Teague, Ginny, and Ian recovered the probes, Willem signaled Orly. The pilot lifted the traveler off the water, spun the ship to sweep the ramp clear of seawater, closed it, and made for the Gotlians’ ship.
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Mickey stood in the center of a Freedom’s bay. He was surrounded by his engineering teams and a number of additional SADEs. In front of him stood the same two Gotlian engineers who’d identified the cargo parts.

The Gotlian’s cargo packages were unwrapped and stacked by type and expected assembly number.

Engineering had installed a holo-vid, and the Gotlians had identified the first substructure to assemble. It was a dome’s base, with legs that would rest on the bottom.

Mickey had expected a metal base, but when the SADEs originally hefted the packages, they pronounced them too light for metal. Instead, the material turned out to be a honeycomb ceramic.

“Resistant to seawater corrosion,” Miriam translated from a Gotlian, when he tapped the strut.

The base allowed a series of partial constructs before the units were too bulky to be transported to the surface. The Gotlians directed the assembly process, which was simpler than expected. The ceramic struts, legs, and crossbeams linked together and locked into place.

When the partial constructs were ready, everyone vacated the bay, and suited crews shoved the assemblies out the bay doors. Freighter crews, riding sleds, hooked the constructs to slings, which were strapped around traveler hulls.

The Sojourn exploratory shuttle waited at the installation site. This time, an additional cargo shuttle waited nearby. It was crowded with security personnel, who were armed with Z’s spears.

The first assembly unit arrived, and Ginny and Ian launched their aqua-drones.

A senior Gotlian engineer used the exploration shuttle’s holo-vid to direct the placement of the traveler’s load. Willem relayed the instructions to the Haraken pilot.

Gotlians dove into the water, and the second shuttle circled the site, dropping off the security team, which included Yoyo.

The first traveler’s two-legged unit was lowered into the water, and it was moved around until its broad feet found level placement.

When the next assembly arrived, Mickey was curious as to how the Gotlians would connect it to the first. The sea bed was hard rock, which would make leveling the two units impossible without excavation.

The Gotlians didn’t bother. They planted the new assembly next to the first and then swung the exterior leg until the unit leveled. They simply ignored the concept of attaching these substructures in a predefined shape or at the same height.

As they continued installing the two-legged units, Mickey thought it resembled an asynchronous shape, each unit finding a level position, as the final assembly marched around in a rough circle.

Aboard the Freedom, a second group of Gotlians and engineers launched beams for the dome’s bottom support. They were of the same material, a honeycomb ceramic. The beams were transported to the surface, lowered into the water, and attached to the base.

Once again, the Gotlians didn’t bother with fitted accuracy. The beams extended past the bases’ upright struts and were locked into place on them. After the newly installed beams created a level base for the dome, more beams were laid across those to form the dome’s floor.

The work under the surface attracted the attention of sea creatures. The extraordinary-sized, finned, and shelled reptiles came close to bite or nuzzle the ceramic beams. One attempted to test the flesh of a Gotlian, but security intervened.

The massive jelly creatures were another matter. Security frequently called to their traveler for replacement tubes. The amorphous monsters flinched, when struck by the darts, but weren’t often deterred until they were hit several times. Unfortunately, their simplistic biological demands drove them to return to where they’d sensed food.

At one point, Bethany, who led the security team, called a halt to the day’s efforts and ordered everyone out of the water. The Gotlians were upset about the interruption of their progress, and they belched and burped their protests to Willem. The SADE explained that it had become too dangerous to proceed.

The Gotlians’ objections were ended when Willem told them they were welcome to continue their work without the security team present. Having witnessed the number, size, and voracity of many of the water creatures, they quickly acquiesced. The fact that none of them had been eaten, which defied the odds, was evidence of the Omnians’ excellent service.

The Sojourn shuttle stayed over the construction site to allow Teague and Ginny to recover the probes, while Ian, who had done most of the morning’s work, napped.

The laying of the final floor struts was delayed for two days to allow the sea creatures to move on. When work resumed, the denizens returned quickly and in greater numbers.

Anticipating trouble, Z fabricated belt packs, which held multiple replacement tubes for the spears. Work slowed even as the final beams were installed. The finned reptiles cruised around the site and bumped into the swimmers. The size of the flippers made an accidental brush with them a dangerous encounter.

Yoyo inserted herself between a Gotlian and one of the finned reptiles. She used the blunt end of her spear to nudge it away. Distracted by the creature, neither the Gotlian nor she saw an eel-like creature’s approach. Its enormous, oval, sucker mouth swallowed the pair. Then with a whip of its long, slender body, it was gone.

<Black space,> Bethany swore over the open comm. <I need a trace on Yoyo’s implant. A Gotlian and she have been swallowed. The creature left the area in a flash.>

Willem relayed Yoyo’s initial and last positions before his ship’s controller lost contact. The pilot of the security traveler lined up on the vector and shot after the creature. Two travelers exited an overhead Trident and plunged toward the planet to assist in the pair’s recovery.

The trio of travelers located Yoyo’s implant signal, but the pilots and crews were unsure what to do. The creature continued to swim about ten meters below the surface at a fast pace.

Afloat inside the eel, Yoyo turned on her suit light. Spinning around, she located the Gotlian in its glare. He pointed at her spear, and she shook her head. She couldn’t see how an electric shock to the gullet lining would do them any good.

Yoyo swam next to the Gotlian and tapped his clawed hand and then touched the tissue wall. The Gotlian nodded eagerly. He faced the wall and raked deeply with his sharp claws.

Suddenly, Yoyo and the Gotlian were violently tossed about the creature’s long gullet. It had shuddered from the pain and whipped its body reflexively.

Yoyo refocused her light on the torn area, and the Gotlian attacked the same location.

Time and time again, the pair was thrown about from the damage inflicted inside the creature. Then they would regain their starting positions and try again. Dark body fluid spilled from the wound into the gullet, obscuring Yoyo’s light. Without its beam, visually locating the same spot after being tossed about became impossible.

After the last time they were thrown, Yoyo felt along the gullet wall until her fingers located the deep lacerations in the tissue.

The Gotlian had penetrated the lining and was tearing into the body’s muscles. She removed the dart tube from her spear, placed it in her belt, and jammed the sharp end deep into the muscle.

After recovering from the eel’s violent whip, Yoyo swam in the direction she thought she’d find the tear. Along the way, she bumped into the Gotlian. She swam past him and tugged on his arm.

Feeling along the gullet, she located her spear and pulled on the Gotlian until he could touch it. She felt a heavy hand pat her shoulder.

Yoyo realized something galvanized the Gotlian, when he encircled her midriff with his powerful legs, and she clung to his waist. She saw his left arm move past her helmet’s faceplate, and she felt his body strike forward. She surmised that he’d buried a clawed hand in the creature’s flesh to act as an anchor.

Pieces of tissue floated past Yoyo’s eyes, as the Gotlian tore feverishly at the creature’s body.

Then Yoyo was yanked forward. Her body was bent in half, fortunately in the right direction. Then her vision cleared. They were free of the eel, and the Gotlian was stroking furiously for the surface.

Behind them, Yoyo saw the eel seek deeper water. It was streaming body fluid from the hole in its side. Large predators cast shadows on the sea bottom, as they raced after it.

You ate the wrong meal, Yoyo thought. She watched predators strike the eel from multiple directions, tearing out huge chunks of flesh.

When the Gotlian and Yoyo broke the surface, a cargo shuttle was ready to pick them up. Yoyo was hauled aboard. She thought the Gotlian would leap onto the ramp, as usual. Instead, he clung to the edge of the ramp. His mouth opened and closed without uttering a word.

“Haul him aboard,” Yoyo yelled. “Watch his claws.”

The crew struggled to pull the heavy alien over the ramp and inside the traveler.

Yoyo took one look at the Gotlian, who was losing color and whose eyes were unfocused. Then she sent frantically, <Emergency medical flight to Di-Orsoo’s ship. Contact Julien.>

The pilot closed the ramp, shot for the battleship, and relayed the message to Julien.

Yoyo could do nothing medically for the Gotlian. That didn’t stop her from removing her helmet and kneeling beside him. The Gotlian’s tentacles drooped along his cheeks and lay on the deck. She’d never seen them inactive. She picked up his broad, webbed hand and held it in hers.

As soon as the traveler touched down aboard Di-Orsoo’s battleship and the bay pressurized, the pilot dropped the ramp and a Gotlian medical team burst from the airlock. They hurried up the ramp, unrolled a large sack, and stuffed their injured crewmate inside. The top of the sack sealed at the neck. Then from a tank the team carried, they circulated liters of bluish water into the sack and out through a secondary line.

There were tense moments, while the entire group waited. Finally, the stricken Gotlian responded. His eyes blinked, and he loosed a weak belch. That produced a chorus of responses from the medical team.

Before the ailing swimmer was carried away on a litter, his eyes searched for Yoyo. When he spotted her, he uttered a phrase. Yoyo didn’t understand what he said, but she returned to his side and gently patted his chest. Then the Gotlian repeated his words and was carted off the shuttle.

Yoyo stripped out of her suit. There were bits of tissue embedded in its crevices. She left it in a pile and sat heavily in a seat, while the pilot exited the battleship’s bay and headed for the Freedom.

Work was halted at the construction site. The last horizontal floor girder was being laid when the creature took the pair. The Gotlians hurriedly completed the beam’s attachments and made for the surface.

<Julien,> Yoyo sent. <I’ve two questions. What happened to the Gotlian, and what did he say to me? She sent him her recording. The medical team looked at me in surprise, when the injured diver spoke to me.>

<I’ll inquire, Yoyo. We’re pleased you’re safe,> Julien replied.

Di-Orsoo and Ba-Geesaa were together when they were informed of the incident.

“We should have lost twelve to fifteen swimmers, if not more, by now,” Di-Orsoo said. “Instead, one is swallowed and returned to us.”

“Let’s hope that the taking of a human won’t change the Omnian leader’s mind about helping us,” Ba-Geesaa worried.

“I don’t think Alex will,” Di-Orsoo replied. “I was relieved to hear the medical team say that the human appeared uninjured. In fact, they say she was more concerned for our swimmer’s condition than her own.”

A tap at the cabin’s door interrupted the leaders’ conversation.

“Di-Orsoo, Julien wishes to speak to you,” Sa-Foosee said, from the open doorway.

“Julien, we’re here,” Di-Orsoo said, after Ba-Geesaa and he entered the bridge

<How is your stricken crew member?> Julien asked.

“Ja-Faasoo is recovering, Julien. It’s generous of you to ask after his condition,” Di-Orsoo replied.

<It would have been my intention to inquire, but this request came from the human who was taken with Ja-Faasoo. She’s called Yoyo,> Julien sent.

“Is she well?” Ba-Geesaa asked.

<She is, and thank you for your concern, Ba-Geesaa,> Julien replied. <Crew member Yoyo has a request. She wishes to know what Ja-Faasoo said to her. It appeared to be important.>

“I’ll ask the medical team, Julien,” Di-Orsoo replied.

<Unnecessary, Di-Orsoo. I’ve Yoyo’s recording,> Julien replied.

The Gotlian leaders blinked in surprise that the Omnians were recording them. Then they heard the audio. Their stricken surprise boarded on shock.

When the captain and bridge crew heard Ja-Faasoo’s words, they turned to stare at their leaders.

The leaders’ primary concern was that Ja-Faasoo, in his addled condition, had said, “Not blemmie.” They’d heard the fleet crews refer to the pale smooth-skinned humans as giant blemmies. They’d thought no Gotlian would be foolish enough to mention the term to an Omnian, and if it was, it was believed the Omnians wouldn’t know the meaning of the term. But, of course, the worst had happened. It had been said, recorded, and now, its meaning was requested.

It was the final portion of Ja-Faasoo’s utterance that had turned the bridge crew’s heads. In its entirety, Ja-Faasoo had said, “Not blemmie, moma-seefaa.”

The leaders quietly debated how to respond to Julien. Sa-Foosee held up a gloved digit, pointed to his chest, and then the bridge audio pickup.

Di-Orsoo nodded his approval, which dismayed Ba-Geesaa.

“Julien, this is the captain, Sa-Foosee. I’m familiar with the phrase. You must forgive Ja-Faasoo. He was poisoned by the creature’s gullet bile. I think he was disoriented. The term moma-seefaa translates as sea spirits. They are part of our race’s earliest beliefs and were thought by our ancestors to keep our younglings safe, when they left the caves. This was long before we learned to build domes.”

<Thank you for the details, Captain,> Julien replied. <Send our regards to Ja-Faasoo. We wish him a speedy recovery.>

The leaders breathed a sigh of relief at the escape from an awkward situation.

“Quick thinking, Sa-Foosee,” Di-Orsoo praised.

“Agreed,” Ba-Geesaa added, “and I’ve absorbed another lesson.”

Yoyo was examined by Pia Sabine, Mickey’s partner, in the Freedom’s medical suite. To the RT tech, it seemed the process was taking an inordinate amount of time. While she waited, she received Julien’s comm about the Gotlian diver. She learned his name was Ja-Faasoo. She learned he was poisoned, which frightened her, and she learned the translation of his remark.

When Yoyo was pronounced fit by Pia, she breathed a huge sigh of relief. Her chronometer indicated evening meal started minutes ago, but she dressed slowly.

“I’ll accompany you to a meal room,” Pia offered.

“I was thinking of skipping it and getting some rest,” Yoyo replied. She wasn’t overly tired, but the event had been traumatic.

“You need nourishment, Yoyo,” Pia advised. “You expended a great deal of energy and fight hormones to free yourself. Come. We’re going to eat.”

Yoyo wondered why Pia chose to walk a greater distance to one of the Freedom’s largest meal rooms. When the double doors slid aside, Yoyo was greeted by a wall of noise — hand clapping, whistling, and feet stomping. She grinned sheepishly and held up a tentative hand in recognition of the salute.

<Here, Yoyo,> Alex sent.

Yoyo located Alex’s implant. He was at the head table with every principal in the fleet, and he was indicating the seat between Renée and him.

Pia took Yoyo by her arm, since the young woman seemed rooted in place. She guided her to the head table next to Alex. Then she took a seat beside Mickey.

“Welcome back,” Alex greeted Yoyo with a grin, which made her laugh.

“Didn’t think I was going to make it back,” Yoyo replied. She appreciated the fact that they had a normal meal. Servers bustled about without fussing over her. It was the first time that she didn’t have to get her own tray. The table’s conversation was about the Gotlian project, fleet business, and other subjects — nothing about the eel creature. It allowed Yoyo to relax, eat in peace, and enjoy the lofty company.

However, Yoyo didn’t entirely escape. At the meal’s end, the audience stood and requested a story.

<Yoyo,> Renée sent, <stand and tell them what you wish, not what you think they want to hear.>

Yoyo regarded Renée for a moment, took a deep breath, exhaled, and stood. In a firm voice, she said, “I want to tell you about a brave Gotlian called Ja-Faasoo, who even as he was dying from a creature’s digestive juices, fought to free us.”

When Yoyo ended her tale, the assembly cheered raucously. She took their enthusiastic response to mean they’d enjoyed her story, but she was young.

The assembly was applauding Yoyo’s desire to tell of Ja-Faasoo’s actions, not hers. She exemplified the types of humans and SADEs who tended to follow Alex. That she was Haraken and not fleet crew didn’t matter at all.

The moment was a little much for Yoyo. Tears streamed from her eyes, blurring her vision. Pia hurried from her chair, took an elbow, and escorted Yoyo from the meal room.

Yoyo managed to raise an arm in acceptance of the celebration before she exited.

At the head table, there was a brief silence afterwards, which Mickey interrupted. He said, “Now there’s an experience I could definitely do without.”

“I don’t know,” Cordelia mused. “It might make a powerful virtual vid.” When every human regarded her with horror, she added, “Or not.”


* * *




The Gotlian dome’s underlayment structures were ready to receive the dome itself. Engineering groups from the Omnian and Gotlian fleets were in a Freedom’s bay to assemble the dome’s bottom. Mickey was extremely anxious to see how the pieces were fitted together.

The teams collaborated on the preparation of the dome’s circular floor. It was formed from eight wedged sections. Each one scribed an arc of forty-five degrees.

SADEs hauled the first two sections from the pile. They laid them on grav pallets to facilitate their attachment.

A Gotlian engineer spent several minutes warning the Omnians about the precision required to attach the sections.

Forewarned, humans stood back and let the SADEs perform the action. With their optical capabilities, they could ensure an exact fit.

A thin film of protective material covered the three edges of each section. The SADEs peeled film off the two faces to be joined. Then they eased the edges together, and the engineering teams watched the sections fuse.

“Black space. Transparent nanites,” Mickey uttered in a rush.

The Omnians searched for the seam and couldn’t find it.

Mickey regarded Miriam and Luther, and a flurry of exchanges took place. The SADEs were positing the possible elemental matrix of the material, and Mickey was imagining the applications.

The SADEs proceeded to attach four more pairs, each forming a quarter section of the dome’s bottom.

“Miriam, ask if this attachment process is designed to work underwater,” Mickey requested.

“Affirmative,” Miriam replied, after an exchange with a Gotlian engineer.

“Extraordinary,” Mickey muttered. His list of applications just doubled.

The teams transported the sections to the dome site. The Omnians and the Gotlians were surprised that Yoyo was on the security team and preparing to dive.

“You don’t have to do this,” Smitty said to Yoyo.

“I don’t have to, but I want to,” Yoyo retorted.

When the time came for security to enter the water, Yoyo was the first one off the end of the ramp.

Security was busy in the water. It was a theory that the site’s activity was training the sea creatures that there was an abundant food source here. The more dangerous creatures that showed, the fewer four-finned reptiles appeared.

The SADEs governed the positioning of the sections from aboard the travelers.

In the water, Gotlians stripped film from the first two quarter sections. The units were settled onto the ceramic beams. Then one wedge was anchored, while another group mated the second wedge against the first.

In short order, the other ninety-degree units were fitted, and the dome’s bottom was complete. Within hours of starting the project, the site was quickly evacuated.

At midday meal, Mickey bubbled with excitement, but he waited until most of the table was finished eating before he spoke.

The SADEs were aware of the announcement, but they’d kept the secret to allow Mickey the pleasure of informing Alex.

“Alex, these dome panels have amazing properties,” Mickey said enthusiastically. “They mated to each other on contact, and we couldn’t find a seam. It’s some form of transparent nanites. That means the Gotlian domes are far superior to the ones that we construct.”

“Have you considered asking the Gotlians for the manufacturing techniques?” Alex asked, sipping on his thé.

“Done and done,” Mickey replied proudly. “Miriam and Luther made the request, and the Gotlians fell over themselves to teach us. They were ecstatic to have an opportunity to repay us.”

“Congratulations, Mickey, your team should do well with the product,” Alex replied.

“Um … Alex, we work for you, for Omnia Ships. This is the company’s find,” Mickey replied, apologetically.

Alex groaned, and he heard snickers and muffled laughter from the humans at the table.

“Alex, we know that your personal credits were used to jumpstart the Talusian economy by making deposits for every sister. We think this new tech will help keep the company’s coffers full for the next deserving entities you choose to help.”

“Tell your team, Mickey, that Omnia Ships appreciates the contribution,” Alex said.

<Julien,> Alex sent, <I believe it’s time to start distributing shares of the company.>

Julien set a note to engage Alex in conversation after they returned to Omnia. He knew Alex would want to be generous with senior staff, officers, and engineering. It was only a matter of who and how much.

After the meal, Renée linked arms with Alex, as they walked the corridor.

“You’re looking like you’ve received bad news, my love,” Renée said. “Yet, Mickey is about to pop out of his skin with joy.”

“Oh, there’s no doubt that Omnia Ships has just acquired a tremendous new product courtesy of the Gotlians,” Alex replied. “It’ll mean a quicker, less expensive means of creating safer domes.”

Renée regarded her partner’s troubled face. “This means that Omnia Ships and you and I will grow richer, and the responsibility to do something good with our wealth will weigh heavier on your mind,” she summarized.

Alex gave her a sad smile and shrugged.

Renée yanked on Alex’s arm, and said firmly, “I can think of no better individual to trust to use his credits for the good of others.”

Alex’s face lightened, and he replied, “And I can think of no better partner to help me make those decisions.”

“Good answer,” Renée replied, with a bright smile. “Now let’s take a walk in the park before we return to work.”

The following day, the upper sections of the dome were assembled and placed. The pace quickened, as the Omnians became familiar with the processes.

When the first dome, a multi-tiered structure was complete, Miriam announced to Mickey that they had parts for two more structures.

“Do we keep building?” Miriam asked.

“Alex says yes,” Mickey replied.

The first dome provided shelter from many of the larger sea creatures. The next two domes interlinked with the first one and access to them was through multiple entrances, below and at the surface.

Most of the Gotlians and Omnians remained inside the domes or were able to take shelter quickly inside them. It was a mind-boggling experience for Gotlians and humans to watch giant mouths filled with rows of teeth or suckers scrape at the domes’ transparent surfaces in search of the tasty morsels that were expected to be found on the other side.

Mickey had the exteriors examined to see if the creatures had marked the surfaces. The Omnians couldn’t find any, which made the chief engineer think he had something that rivaled the warships’ faux shells.

In eleven more days, the city-ships were empty of Gotlian cargo.

Di-Orsoo, Ba-Geesaa, Or-Deebaa, and Sa-Foosee made their first and only trip to the Freedom. They were accompanied by a few other Gotlians. At Alex’s request, the leaders brought Ja-Faasoo.

Alex, Renée, and senior staff met the Gotlians in the city-ship’s grand park. There wasn’t a plan for a majestic ceremony or even a small one. The Gotlians wanted an opportunity to thank Alex personally for his assistance.

For Alex’s part, he had little to say. He wished the Gotlians well and then was quiet.

Yoyo stepped from the crowd who had assembled to witness the meeting.

Ja-Faasoo recognized Yoyo, and his tentacles danced in anticipation. He was motioned forward by Di-Orsoo.

Julien identified Ja-Faasoo for Yoyo, which wasn’t necessary. The eagerness in the Gotlian’s posture and face identified him to her.

“Moma-seefaa,” Ja-Faasoo said to Yoyo, when they closed on each other.

Yoyo smiled in recognition of the term.

“Are you well?” Yoyo asked.

Julien handled the pair’s interaction.

“I’ve fully recovered, Moma-seefaa,” Ja-Faasoo replied. “Without your presence, I might never have had the courage and wits to escape the creature. Without your presence and your ship, I wouldn’t have survived the gullet’s poisons.”

“I’m pleased you’re well again,” Yoyo said, embarrassed by the praise.

Ja-Faasoo stepped forward, gently gripped Yoyo’s shoulders, and said, “May the waters forever cradle you.”

Immediately afterwards, the Gotlians departed, and Alex had orders for the fleet, or he thought he had.


-34-
Haraken

“A single squadron to escort the Sojourn and the Guardian to Haraken?” Tatia repeated skeptically. She and others were seated in the owner’s suite.

“Yes,” Alex replied.

“Allowing for your incredible math skills, Alex, has it slipped your mind that Haraken is more than nine months away?” Reiko asked.

“I appreciate the concern, Reiko, but my apps are functioning fine,” Alex replied. “The fleet has been gone from Omnia too long. They deserve to sail for home.”

“Alex and I intend to visit Haraken for a while,” Renée interjected.

“The fleet possesses many more Harakens than can live aboard three Tridents,” Julien pointed out. “How will you choose who can visit their home world and who can’t?”

“Étienne and Alain would enjoy the opportunity to see friends,” Tatia said. “And they’d like to take their partners,” she added, glancing toward Renée.

“That’s true,” Renée quickly added. “It wouldn’t be fair to invite Étienne to travel with us and not allow Ellie to accompany him.

“We could split the fleet,” Alex suggested. “Allow the crews to shuffle positions and let each command sail for their home world.

“It’s not working,” said Renée, her disappointment evident.

“There’s a darker side to our intervention, Alex,” Julien said. “Harakens must see the final size of our combined fleets.”

“That’s likely to frighten them,” Alex replied. “The populace knows full well how many ships should comprise this fleet by now.”

“That’s the point, Alex,” Tatia urged. “The lost ships underline the federacy’s dangers in a way in which no amount of conversation could ever do.”

“Do you intend to keep the fleets intact?” Reiko asked.

“For now, yes,” Alex replied. “We have the funds, and I want to see what other federacy fleets cross the wall before I disband our forces.”

“Mickey is anxious to visit the Confederation and lease the Gotlian technology,” Cordelia said, laughing. “He wants to add to the credits flowing into the Omnia Ships accounts.”

Alex held up his hands in defeat. “The fleet sails for Haraken. Please see to it, Cordelia,” he said.

“With pleasure,” Cordelia replied.


* * *




<Terese,> Defense Minister Sheila Reynard sent. <The Omnian fleet has transited into Hellébore space.>

<The entire fleet?> Terese Lechaux, Haraken’s president, asked.

<Two city-ships, four Trident commands, our explorer ship and Trident, and several squadrons of freighters. The warship count appears to be about the same number as when Alex sailed from Omnia,> Sheila replied.

<Alex was sent enough Tridents to form two additional commands,> Terese pointed out.

<Maybe those ships are at Omnia or are stationed elsewhere,> Sheila volunteered. <Shall we contact them?>

<No, Sheila,> Terese replied. <I think our first contact with Alex will require a day’s face-to-face meeting.>

When the Omnian fleet arrived, it took up station six hundred kilometers out from Haraken to stay clear of the tremendous amount of traffic surrounding the planet.

Four stations orbited Haraken, and liners and freighters plied a hefty trade in citizen and cargo transport.

Senior staff members rode with Alex and Renée on the first traveler to launch from the Freedom. The ship bypassed the orbital stations and dropped to the surface. The passengers regarded the populace’s spreading footprint. Espero was no longer the only major metropolis.

Cordelia and Julien sat across from Alex and Renée.

“Records indicate that Haraken’s growth has come from multiple sources,” Julien noted. “Many of them are Méridien immigrants.”

“Who in the Confederation?” Renée asked.

“Primarily Méridiens from the outer colonies, Independents, and some SADEs,” Cordelia replied.

“There are New Terran immigrants too,” Julien added, “and the local populace is having more children earlier.”

“Crèches?” Renée asked.

“Most aren’t using them,” Cordelia replied. “They’re raising their children at home.”

“The influence of New Terrans,” Alex offered.

“New Terrans by the names of Alex and Renée,” Julien riposted. “I’ve heard a term spoken during my contacts. If partners keep their babies at home, it’s called teagueing.”

Renée grinned at Julien, but Alex frowned. She sympathized with his reaction. They’d chosen to raise Teague. It was their intent to foster a close relationship with their son. However, as Teague entered his teenage years, the relationship of Alex and his son was progressively strained.

Renée knew that Alex blamed himself. He thought if he had forgone the titles and responsibilities of leadership, that there would have been more time for the three of them. It might have allowed their family to lead a normal life.

The universe has a will of its own, Renée thought. The worlds of humankind have needed you, my love. Teague will have to forgive his father one day.

The traveler made several stops to drop off passengers, while Alex, Renée, Julien, and Cordelia remained aboard. The pilot’s final destination was the president’s residence.

Terese and her partner, Tomas Monti, stood on the top of the residence’s grand steps, as the ship touched down on the grounds.

Renée and Terese, who was known to Alex’s intimate circle as the fiery redhead, ran to greet each other. They were two of the few survivors of the Rêveur, the ill-fated passenger liner that had been lost in space and time.

Everyone else waited to allow the women their moment. When they separated, Terese regarded Alex, as if she studied a larger-than-life statue.

Alex wore his offset smile. He stepped forward, and Terese hugged him. She whispered, “Thank the stars that you’re still with us, Alex. I’d hoped you were too big and too nonconformist for the universe to swallow you.”

When Terese released Alex, she studied him for a brief moment. Then she grabbed his face, with both hands, and planted a full and hearty kiss on his lips. “Now that I’ve got that out of my system,” she said, “let me greet the remainder of my guests.”

After the greetings were complete, they made their way inside, where Sheila waited for them.

“Defense minister,” Alex repeated, after hearing Sheila’s title. “It suits you.”

When everyone was seated, Terese commented, “Our SADEs have been busy. We’d hoped the ships in your fleet didn’t constitute the entire number. Sadly, we’ve learned they do.”

“We’re sorry for your losses,” Tomas said.

“But you accomplished your goal,” Terese said, hoping to turn the conversation to a positive note. “You found our enemy and unseated the entity.”

“That part’s true,” Alex replied.

“Is your work finished?” Tomas asked.

“I’d like it to be,” Alex replied.

“As always happens,” Julien interjected, “the closing of one chapter inevitably opens another. The federacy races are free of their master.”

“Free to do what they wish,” Cordelia added, “Some desires are benign; some are despicable.”

“We’ve heard about the Gotlians and the Dutterites from Elizabeth,” Terese said, referring to a SADE who chose to dedicate her time to the presidency. “Thank you for the safe return of the Sojourn and the Guardian.”

“Don’t thank me,” Alex returned, holding up his hands. “Admiral Hector came to their defense, but only after the Gotlian battleships were kept at bay by the Guardian.

“There have been many aspects to your story, Alex, that have been difficult to absorb,” Sheila commented. “I’d supposed that your fleet sat in one place for a while, but you’ve managed to contact multiple races. On top of that, you found the New Terra.”

“Contact is an appropriate term,” Renée said, with a tilt of an eyebrow. “It came in all forms from passive to explosive.”

“We should set aside the story of the New Terra for now. It’s a long one,” Alex cautioned.

“I did pick up on one interesting piece of news,” Sheila said, staring intensely at Alex. “The Guardian is missing its original captain.”

“Oh, the captain isn’t missing,” Alex quipped. “Admiral Plummer is aboard the Our People.”

“You’ve always had a way of recruiting the best, Alex,” Terese remarked, laughing and patting Sheila’s leg.

“We’ve heard all these highlights, but there’s so much to understand,” Tomas commented. “Personally, I’m not sure where to start. I imagine my first question is why have you brought the entire fleet here?”

“In these circumstances, it isn’t his choice,” Renée replied decisively.

The Harakens were surprised by Renée’s demeanor. To them, the events in federacy space seemed to have had a profound effect on her.

“Meaning?” Terese asked.

“Where Alex goes, the fleet or a substantial portion of it goes,” Cordelia replied. She was as adamant as Renée.

“One day, I was master of my fate, and the next, I wasn’t,” Alex offered, with a shrug.

The Harakens didn’t hear regret in his voice. It sounded compliant, an inevitable acceptance.

“I can’t imagine what the four of you have been through,” Terese said sympathetically, “but I can see the effects on you. I want you to know that, as president, I appreciate the sacrifices you made to protect this world.”

Alex tipped his head in appreciation of Terese’s sentiment.

“I’ve seen images of the federacy’s battleships, like those of the Toralians,” Sheila remarked. “Are they as big and as powerful as they appear?”

“How big do they look to you?” Julien asked.

“Monstrous,” Sheila responded, her eyes widening.

“Then you’ve a good idea,” Julien replied.

“I think we need better adjectives,” Cordelia added flippantly. “Certainly, their proportions exceed anything we’ve ever seen, except for that of a city-ship. But those warships launch missiles the size of a Trident’s hull, and some of them carry nuclear warheads. They deserve a superior description.”

“True,” Alex agreed, “especially when you consider that one battleship can throw a hundred missiles in a single launch, and the ships travel in a formation they call a wedge.”

“How many of the races have a wedge of battleships?” Sheila asked.

“Every one of them who hasn’t been recently reduced,” Renée replied,

“And there are hundreds of races,” Tomas said, seeking confirmation.

“So we understand,” Julien said.

“And these races are free to send their fleets wherever they want?” Terese asked.

“Now you understand,” said Renée, her voice hard. “For the foreseeable future, you don’t send the Sojourn out to explore with any less an escort than a Trident command.”

Terese understood Renée’s anger. Her only son was aboard that ship, and Harakens had been unaware of the scope of the events taking place across the wall.

The meeting continued and was directed toward Haraken — its growth, the Assembly, Terese’s presidency, new technology, SADE integration, and Terese and Tomas’ two young children.

After the Omnians left the residence, the Harakens returned to the salon. They sat quietly with their thoughts.

Sheila broke the silence first. She said, “I think I liked it better when I was ignorant of the wider galaxy.”

“What’s more frightening is the casual manner in which our four friends accept the great chaos,” Tomas said.

“Perhaps, if we’d lived through what they’ve endured, we might have become inured to the dangers too,” Terese remarked. “Well, no matter how we view it, the galaxy continues to be a place fraught with hazards, and we’ve learned that one terror has been replaced with many others.”


* * *




Alex and Renée rose the next day. They intended to meet Alex’s sister, Christie Racine, and later, share an evening meal with Teague and Ginny. However, the day’s plans evaporated.

<Incoming,> Tatia sent urgently. <Homsaff and her warriors boarded a traveler. They’re bound for Espero. There is good news.>

<What?> inquired Alex.

<They’re not carrying their plasma rifles.>

Alex heard Tatia’s laughter, as she closed the comm.

“Problem?” asked Renée, when she saw the frown on her partner’s face.

“The Dischnya have decided to pay Haraken a visit,” Alex replied.

It was Renée’s turn to frown. “Is anyone guiding them?” she asked.

“Apparently not,” Alex replied. “They simply boarded a traveler headed for Espero.”

Alex thought furiously. He’d no right to tell the Dischnya, especially a queen, what they could and couldn’t do. They were a volunteer force.

<Julien, I need reservations for three, eight-seat grav cars and coordinates,> Alex sent. <The Dischnya intend to visit Espero.>

Julien confirmed the vehicle reservations and sent the location to Alex. Alex redirected the traveler’s pilot, and he and the others piled into a four-seat grav car and raced for the rental agency. They landed at the site, as the traveler touched down.

Homsaff and her warriors poured from the ship.

Alex watched Homsaff’s tail rise and its end twitch in frustration. He leapt out of his grav car and enthusiastically greeted Homsaff.

“This isn’t the city center,” Homsaff growled in reply.

“No, it isn’t, Homsaff,” Alex said. “I thought this would be better. We’ve three grav cars to tour Espero from the air. They’re open vehicles, which I’m sure the warriors will enjoy.”

“Then we’ll land in the city and walk among the citizens?” Homsaff inquired. It came across more as a demand than a question, and her yellow eyes bored into Alex’s.

“Absolutely,” Alex replied. While he chatted with the queen and her warriors about what they wanted to see, Julien and Cordelia concluded the rental process and brought out the grav cars.

The warriors yipped at the opportunity to ride in the vehicles that allowed the wind to ruffle their fur. Homsaff heard her warriors’ approvals, and her tail lowered and curled around a leg.

“Homsaff, please ride up front with me,” Alex offered.

“I’ll ride with Cordelia,” Renée said.

“Climb aboard,” Alex called out, and the Dischnya hurried to claim seats.

Simlan, by dint of seniority, got the front seat of Julien’s car.

The rental agent gave Alex an indication of what to expect when they landed in the city center. His mouth was agape, and he stared wide-eyed.

Alex knew the Harakens had imagery of the Dischnya. However, a vid didn’t prepare a viewer for the real thing. The warriors, with their formidable muzzles, furred bodies, and powerful hocked legs, commanded attention. From their great clawed feet to the crowns of their heads, they averaged more than two meters.

The grav cars lifted and cruised toward Espero. Alex chatted with Homsaff and the others in his car about what they saw.

“Is this a typical human city, Dassata?” a warrior asked.

“For Haraken and New Terra, yes. For Méridien, no,” Alex replied.

“Green among the buildings, like Toral,” another warrior noted. “Like this,” he added.

“Our Omnian plains need this,” Homsaff pronounced with definitiveness.

“We’ve been worried that developing forests on the plains would attract the fauna of the green,” Alex replied.

“Deadly,” Homsaff commented, referring to the venomous fauna of Omnia’s polar forests.

Alex was considering how he’d guide the Dischnya through stunned Haraken crowds, when he received a link from Julien. When he connected to it, he heard his sister’s voice.

<This is a Christie flash. The Omnian fleet is overhead, as you know. If you’re near the Christie Media Center, you might be fortunate to catch a glimpse of some of the fleet’s heroes, as they exit the building. My big brother, Alex Racine, will be accompanied by Queen Homsaff and her Dischnya warriors. Watch for their three grav cars.>

Christie ended her flash with a brief vid of the warriors’ fight against the bots to take down the towers. It was a mesmerizing sequence.

<Clever, you two,> Alex sent to the SADEs and copied Renée. He’d detected Julien’s inventive machinations in coordinating the flash and Cordelia’s artistry on the hastily assembled vid.

<Alex, there’s a rooftop landing zone for grav cars atop Christie’s building,> Julien sent. <I’ve programmed your vehicle, if you’d like to release the controller.>

The flight should have been a matter of minutes, but Alex signaled the cars to cut their speed, when they reached the edge of the city.

The Dischnya yipped and barked at the grav cars and flits that zoomed around them. Some vehicles came abreast and paced them. More were added, and they grew into a flotilla.

Alex dropped the elevation of his car, and the others followed. People had assembled on rooftops to wave and yell.

Without Alex’s intervention, his car rose at the approach of a tall building. He was surprised that it was the one that belonged to his sister’s enterprise.

On the street level, a significant crowd had formed in front of the building. Homsaff looked down, saw the throng, turned to Alex, and chortled.

“Always full of surprises, Dassata,” Homsaff said, and Alex was relieved that a social disaster was being averted with the help of his family and friends.

Christie met the grav cars as they landed on her building’s roof. She wasted no time leaping into her brother’s hearty embrace. When she extricated herself, Alex introduced her to Homsaff.

“Queen Homsaff, it’s an honor to greet you,” Christie said, extending her hand.

Homsaff grasped it, and her tail rose high. “Any Dischnya queen would welcome the meeting of Alex Racine’s litter mate,” Homsaff replied. She flashed her rows of sharp teeth, and Christie barely held her place.

Christie hugged the other Omnians and then led the group to an expansive lift. She thought to organize the party into two groups to comfortably manage its number. However, the Dischnya piled in, leaving plenty of space for their queen, Alex, and the others.

As they descended, Christie turned to Homsaff and asked, “Have you ever participated in an interview, Queen Homsaff?”

“Explain,” Homsaff requested.

Christie’s pulse quickened. She had an opportunity to be the first to interview an alien queen. She glanced at Alex and expected him to weigh in on the subject, but he appeared uninterested. In her opinion, this was probably far from the truth.

“You and I talk about many subjects,” Christie explained, “and our conversation is sent across Haraken. It would also be heard on other human worlds.”

“This is possible,” Homsaff replied, “but I choose the subjects.” She’d moved her muzzle close to Christie, as she spoke, and her eyes challenged Christie’s.

“As you wish … Queen Homsaff,” Christie replied, only stumbling briefly.

Christie heard Alex’s chuckle. He sent, <A Dischnya queen isn’t a title or status, Christie. It’s a way of being.>

<Relax, brother,> Christie shot back. <This won’t be any more difficult than interviewing our red-headed president.>

The interview was set for the following day, giving Christie’s marketing people time to announce it.

On the lobby floor, Christie said goodbye, and Alex and Homsaff led the entourage across the lobby and out the central doors.

They were met by a dense cluster of bodies and raucous cheering. Harakens reached out to touch every member of the group. It took the Omnians a while to get clear of the mass of people, especially when the warriors tended to wade into the crowd to reach other well-wishers.

Julien and Cordelia led the party toward the marketplace square. More people stopped to greet the Omnians wherever they went, which delighted the Dischnya.

At one point, Homsaff asked Alex, “The honors are welcome, but why are they being given?”

“Christie announced your arrival and broadcast a vid of your actions on Toral,” Alex explained.

“Ah, they’re cheering warriors,” Homsaff replied. “This can be corrected during my interview.”

Alex’s initial reaction to the suggestion of the interview had been to object. Then it occurred to him that this was another subject where he had no right to intervene. He knew Homsaff intended to make a case for Dischnya equality, and she was right to do so.

In the marketplace, the Dischnya coveted a plethora of goods they wanted to possess. Alex told them it would be his pleasure to purchase anything for them that they wanted, and the warriors took him at his word.

A pile of purchases grew until it would be cumbersome to carry them back to the transports. Alex located some Haraken SADEs and requested they fly the cars on Christie’s rooftop to a place near the shoppers.

When the shopping wound down, the Haraken SADEs helped carry the goods to the grav cars atop the building where they’d brought the grav cars.

As the party climbed into the transports, Alex paused to thank the SADEs. They were recent immigrants from the Confederation. Before Alex could speak, the SADEs placed their right hands on the left side of their chest and lowered their heads. It was a Leader’s salute.

The female of the trio sent, <Ser Racine, it’s been a privilege to be of some small service to you in repayment for our release. May the stars protect you and the fleet.>

The SADEs didn’t give Alex an opportunity to respond, as they quickly vacated the rooftop. Alex watched them disappear into a lift, and he flashed back to his time with Allora, who had started it all.

Haraken was doing that often to Alex. He was constantly being immersed in his past. In many ways, it was unsettling.

As Alex climbed behind the grav car’s console, it occurred to him what would be a fitting end to the day.

<Julien, the president’s residence, if Terese is there,> Alex sent.

Their cars rose, and Julien confirmed that Terese was waiting for them.

Alex smiled to himself. It was appropriate for a president to meet a queen.

The introductory moments of Terese and Homsaff went as Alex expected. Terese regarded Homsaff’s erect and twitching tail and arched an eyebrow.

Homsaff regarded Terese’s flaming hair and remarked, “It’s a fine color, if only it covered your entire body.”

Terese fired back, “Without fur, it’s easier to dry off.”

Homsaff chortled and said to Alex, “She has the personality of a queen,” and he grinned.

The presidential staff had set an evening’s repast to host the Dischnya. While the guests were toured through the residence, Renée corrected the Dischnya’s table settings, substituting bowls for glasses and removing the utensils and adding cleansing bowls.

Alex warned Terese and Tomas, and the couple did a commendable job of curtailing their reactions, when the queen and her warriors dined in Dischnya fashion.

Afterwards, Alex saw the Dischnya to the traveler, which waited on the residence grounds.

“You did not comment on my interview tomorrow, Alex,” Homsaff said, after the warriors had hopped aboard, carrying their cache of purchases.

“It’s not my place,” Alex replied.

“No, it’s not,” Homsaff replied. She’d said it softly to ensure that Alex didn’t take it as a rebuke. Then to underline it, she curled her clawed hand and stroked Alex’s cheek with the back of her furred fingers.

“Thank you,” Homsaff said, before she turned and leapt through the hatch opening.

<Extraordinary female,> Terese sent. She stood in the doorway of the grand portico.

<Yes, and she’s about to lead the Dischnya to take their place among the technologically capable races,> Alex replied.


-35-
A Warning

Alex listened to Homsaff’s interview. It was stirring, and Alex had to give his sister credit. She’d become an adroit interviewer. The queen spoke for her race and its future. She made it clear that their reason for joining the fleet was to prove their worthiness to take their place beside humankind.

Homsaff’s broadcast, and his conversation with Terese, reminded Alex that he had his own story to tell. Human worlds deserved and needed to know what had transpired in the federacy. However, he reasoned an interview wouldn’t suffice. A presentation needed to be orchestrated. The necessary data had to be interspersed within his speech.

The pieces came together quickly for Alex. He requested Terese allow him to update the Haraken Assembly, which she did. He contacted Christie to record the presentation and ship copies to the Confederation Council, New Terra’s Assembly, and the planets’ media services.

Christie argued for broadcast rights. Alex countered with an offer to pay for her efforts to record and ship the presentation. That embarrassed Christie, and she volunteered to do it for free.

Next, Alex sat quietly for a couple of hours and composed his speech. Then he sent it to Cordelia to augment his words with imagery.

<Are we intending to educate, impress, or frighten?> Cordelia asked.

<Mostly the first and some of each of the last two,> Alex replied.

Came the day of the presentation, Alex had flashbacks, as he sat in a wing of the dais, waiting for Terese to complete the Assembly’s business. Afterwards, she introduced him without fanfare.

“I’m here today to help you understand who occupies the space not far from our worlds,” Alex said.

Images of the colony ship, New Terra, appeared on the Assembly’s multiple holo-vids.

“We discovered my birth world’s colony ship. It had been transported to a dead system by aliens. Human tissue was extracted and used to clone workers to toil in mines and aboard freighters.”

The assembly was abuzz with horrified exchanges.

“We confiscated operations, ended the cloning, and liberated the babies and children. They now live on Omnia. The older clones died soon after reaching their twenties. We couldn’t recover them after they’d been overtaken by an alien controller. We made the adults comfortable and waited for their passing.

“The alien controller was sentient and communications with it brought a Nua’ll comm sphere to the system. We received an invitation to visit the entity that populated our systems with probes and sent the great spheres of the Nua’ll to destroy our habitable worlds. Naturally, we accepted the invitation.”

Alex’s remarks generated subtle laughter in the Assembly and the crowded gallery, which needed an emotional release.

“The entity was an artificial intelligence called Artifice, and it controlled a vast amount of space, which included hundreds of races. It ruled by virtue of dominating every ship, station, dome, power plant, and major device with insidious and destructive codes. With the help of allies, we took Artifice’s home system away from it and truncated its ability to communicate.”

Cordelia augmented Alex’s words with a running display. After the external vids of the New Terra, she’d shown the emaciated, cloned children and the controlled adults, who evinced rundown conditions. Then she added later vids of the children playing aboard the Our People, and the adults being humanely treated.

Later, the vids displayed imagery of the federacy battleships. In one vid, a traveler approached a black-hulled Toralian battleship, which gave the audience an indication of the ship’s enormous size.

“Artifice’s rule has ended,” Alex continued. “The federacy’s races are free, and therein lies the problem. During Artifice’s cruel reign, it would order the fleet of one race to reduce a rebellious one. This happened over generations. Now some races are embracing their newfound freedom by choosing to live in peace. Others are seeking revenge against races for the destruction that was visited on them.

Cordelia played a variety of images to illustrate the various races Alex and the fleet had contacted. Alex elaborated on the images by saying, “Your neighbors come in many shapes.”

The audience saw Chistorlans, Toralians, and Gotlians. “By the way, these are peaceful races,” Alex added.

Scenes recorded by the Vivian’s Mirror were shown next.

“These are members of a technically advanced race, the Dutterites. They’re harvesting the carcasses of this world’s fauna and primitive sentients.”

Gasps and gagging issued from the audience, and several in the gallery ran for the facilities.

“What is happening will continue to happen,” Alex said. “Federacy races, with their powerful battleship fleets, will seek to expand their territories. Some, like the Gotlians, have selected a single water world. They were forced to abandon the only world they knew. The Sojourn explored this world. Here are the coordinates for that system.”

Cordelia displayed a wireframe model of human worlds, the federacy wall, and the approximate location of the water world system, with its coordinates.

“The Gotlians are constructing domes to inhabit this world,” Alex continued. “They’re a benign, aquatic race and should not be bothered. Understand, they’re under the protection of Omnia.”

That comment started another round of whispers and linking.

“As you can see, removing our mortal enemy, Artifice, created other unexpected problems. We can’t adopt a general attitude that federacy races are dangerous. Some are; some aren’t. What will need to be done is to make preparations to repel aggressors and welcome peaceful races.”

The last images Cordelia sent were of the Omnians working side-by-side with several races. Many of them were enlightening and several of them were humorous, such as the one of Miranda pulling a grav sled. Julien held a Chistorlan, and the Toralians were flying their wings.

“I thank you for your time,” Alex said, ending the presentation, and he walked from the dais. He wasn’t interested in taking questions. The events had happened over years, and it was too much to explain all that had transpired.

Afterwards, Alex met with Christie. It was their first private moment together.

“You’ve done well, Christie,” Alex said, after admiring her tastefully decorated top floor office suite. “I’m proud of you.”

Christie laughed hard, hugged her brother, and indicated a seat he should take.

“Big brother,” Christie said, “I built a media company. You’ve settled worlds. You lead a powerful fleet that has eliminated an enemy dangerous to our existence. By the way, do I understand that you pay the fleets’ personnel?”

“Actually, Omnia Ships does,” Alex replied.

“And aren’t you the majority stakeholder in the company?” Christie accused.

“That’s true,” Alex said, shrugging.

“How much are you worth?” Christie asked, suddenly becoming serious.

“Julien recently apprised me of our accounts. I admit I was surprised,” Alex replied.

Christie’s serious expression disappeared, and she laughed until she choked. When she calmed down and wiped her eyes, she shook her head at the irony.

“I know every credit this company earns and spends,” Christie said. “I know the value of its assets and the extent of its liabilities, while my brother builds empires and hasn’t a clue of his worth.”

“Credits are a means to help others,” Alex said. “Julien, Mickey, Emile, and others invent ways to accumulate them for me.”

“They do that because they believe in you and your lovely partner,” Christie pointed out. “Did they discover any wonderful technological advances, while you were out playing with the aliens … something that might enhance your income arsenal?”

Alex grinned, and Christie pointed a finger at him. “They did,” she accused.

“Yes, they did,” Alex admitted, “but it’s not ready for release yet.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” Christie said, excitement tingeing her words.

“A deal for what?” Alex asked.

“To package and distribute your presentation,” Christie replied.

“You’ve already offered to do it for free,” Alex reminded her.

“Then call it a favor … brother to sister,” Christie pleaded, giving Alex one of her patented teenage expressions, which made Alex chuckle.

“You want to make the announcement about our new find,” Alex surmised.

“Yes. Yes, I do,” Christie replied eagerly.

“That I can do,” Alex said.

“What’s it called?” Christie slyly pressed.

Alex wagged a finger at her, and said, “See you for evening meal.”


* * *




Adrianna stared at the uniforms in her wardrobe.

Defense Minister Reynard was hosting an evening meal for the Omnian fleet’s senior officers. Tatia had made a point of personally telling her that she was expected to be there.

The Guardian’s temporary captain had allowed Adrianna to contact her superior first and report the events at the water world and Talus. When she reached the part of the story about being temporarily assigned the role of vice admiral and, later, rear admiral under an Omnian vice admiral, her superior halted her.

<Best you explain this to Minister Reynard,> the officer told Adrianna. <It’s above my level.>

That was why Adrianna was staring at her uniforms. An Omnian commodore’s dark blues hung next to a Haraken captain’s uniform.

Which do you want to be? Adrianna asked herself. She made her choice, dressed quickly, and hurried to catch the next traveler to the surface.

The evening’s invitees were scheduled to arrive at twenty-two hours, about dark. Adrianna had an appointment with the minister an hour before that.

The traveler dropped its passengers at the city center, and Adrianna caught a grav car to the minister’s residence. The front of the residence was festooned with flowerbeds. It was a strong indication of the minister’s home world, New Terra.

Adrianna signaled the transfer of credits to the driver and stepped out onto the walkway. She strolled slowly up the stone path, pausing to touch the flowers and sniff some of them.

“You walk any slower, Admiral, and your appointment time will be over before you make this porch,” Sheila called from the top of the steps.

The tightness in Adrianna’s chest eased. She’d chosen to wear the Omnian uniform. She was proud of it and thought she’d earned it. That the minister had called her by rank gave her heart.

Adrianna hurried to join Sheila on the porch. She’d crafted and discarded tens of ways to start the conversation, but the minister swept the subject aside.

“Alex has a way about him, doesn’t he?” Sheila asked.

“If you mean he can convince people to do most anything he wants, you’re right, and I’d put the fleet admiral right there beside him,” Adrianna replied. A corner of her mouth quirked up, admitting that she’d been willingly co-opted.

“I’d like to hear the story of how this happened,” Sheila said. “We’ve got time.”

They sat in Sheila’s study on a comfortable nanites couch.

Adrianna began her narrative with the Gotlian fleet and described her maneuvers to keep the battleships away from the water world and the lost traveler.

“A lone Trident against battleships,” Sheila remarked.

“Not so difficult, Minister. We discovered later that the Gotlians had no expertise in fighting or with their battleships,” Adrianna said, laughing at the aliens’ awkward attempts to catch and disable her ship.

“Tell me more,” Sheila urged. She hungered to hear the stories of the officers fighting to protect their worlds. In contrast, she’d spent the years since Alex left for Omnia as a peacetime admiral and then an administrator.

Adrianna described the conflicts at Talus, her role as vice admiral, and her request to be demoted under Ellie.

“It takes courage to know and admit your limitations,” Sheila said.

“Not if you’re comparing yourself to Ellie Thompson,” Adrianna declared. “I’d have to be an idiot to think my level of experience gave me the right to command her.”

“I remember when Alex recruited some of the Independents on Libre,” Sheila mused.

Adrianna remained silent, and Sheila fell into telling her story.

Time passed swiftly, with Sheila doing most of the talking. She knew the stories about Alex’s beginning, and Adrianna marveled at his success with so few resources.

“Yes, fortune has always ridden on Alex’s shoulders,” Sheila admitted.

Soon a staff member interrupted the pair, saying, “Your guests are arriving, Minister.”

“Come, Adrianna,” Sheila said pleasantly. “Take your rightful place among the Omnians.”

Adrianna followed Sheila into a long salon that had been set with an enormous banquet table. One end of the room was left bare for individuals to mingle.

Sheila worked her way through the guests, starting with a joyous hug for Tatia. Others, old friends, received the same treatment.

Then Tatia introduced Sheila to most of the unknown fleet officers, the commodores. Standing at the end of the line were the only captains to be invited — the de Long twins.

Sheila held on to Étienne and then Alain for an extra length of time. She was misty-eyed, when she released Alain.

Staring at the twins’ senior captain insignias, Sheila asked, “Who’d be foolish enough to command the two of you?”

Gazing around at the assembly, Sheila saw Descartes, Alphons, and Ellie raise their hands.

“Figures,” Sheila commented dryly, and the officers laughed at her tease.

“Wait. If the two of you are flying Tridents, who …” Sheila asked, letting the question dangle.

“Z and Miranda,” Tatia replied and sent images. They were of the SADEs standing quietly behind their charges.

“Black space,” Sheila whispered. Her implant held a series of images.

“You’re looking at Z and Miranda in their Cedric Broussard and Frederica avatars,” Tatia explained, “and they’ve become much more dangerous than they were originally.”

“I knew of Z and his avatar,” Sheila commented. “I wasn’t aware that Miranda had adopted the same sort of avatar. Is there relevance to which individual the SADEs are standing beside?”

“You’ll notice, Minister, that Miranda is always beside Alex, and Z is with Renée,” Franz interjected.

“Interesting,” Sheila mused.

“Renée told me,” Reiko added, “that the SADEs find that Alex doesn’t feel the need to engage Miranda as much, which allows him time to think, to focus on what he needs to ponder.”

Questions occurred to many officers in the room about that arrangement, but the reason for how that had come to be, beginning with a SADE called Allora, was a secret known only to a few.

“Well, let’s get all of you some refreshments,” Sheila said, and her staff immediately entered the salon with trays of aigre, fruit drinks, and ice water.

Sheila felt as if she was holding court, as she’d seen in an ancient vid. She was the center of attention. Her guests wanted to hear the latest about Haraken, and she wanted their stories.

The conversations continued over dinner and dessert. Three hours later, the guests were leaving.

Sheila took the opportunity to personally congratulate Ellie on her promotion.

“It’s well deserved,” Sheila said.

“It’s scary. That’s what it is,” Ellie riposted.

“I can imagine,” Sheila sympathized. “Before, you could rely on a superior to develop the strategies and communicate your orders. Now, you’re that individual.”

Sheila saved her last goodbye for Tatia.

“Do you regret not sailing with us, Sheila?” Tatia asked.

“No,” Sheila admitted. “I’ve been content here. I had the nagging feeling that fortune deserted me. And you, Tatia?”

“I couldn’t do anything else but follow Alex,” Tatia replied. “Each new challenge appears to be more impossible than the last one, but we seem to struggle through them. We might be getting a break now.”

“Renée has changed,” Sheila commented.

“Yes, the persona of a protected daughter of a Méridien Leader has faded,” Tatia said, smiling at her memories. “You’re seeing the rising star of Alex’s co-leader. I rather like it.”

“Hmm,” was all that Sheila said. Then she questioned Tatia about the one thing that had bothered her. “The first evening the four of you evinced a strange reaction when you were asked about why the entire fleet sailed this way. Why was that?”

“Nothing strange about it,” Tatia replied offhand. “We’ve lived peacefully, isolated in our ignorance, for hundreds of years. Now the galaxy’s dangers are being revealed to us, and we’re intent on protecting humankind’s primary asset, Alex.”

Sheila experienced the same reaction, as she had previously. It was obvious that Terese and she had failed to understand the Omnian fleet’s mentality. She considered it was the difference in experiences between passively defending Haraken and offensively taking on the enemies of humankind. Now, she’d just repeated her error.

“My apologies, Tatia,” Sheila said sincerely. She tried to think of something appropriate to say, but words failed her.

Tatia gave her a warm but quick hug and departed.

As Sheila watched her friend head down the pathway to the waiting grav car, she thought, May the stars protect the one you guard, Tatia.
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Fleet personnel enjoyed Haraken hospitality for three weeks. The Dischnya became local celebrities, and they enjoyed every minute of it.

Alex watched the wariness fade from his people’s eyes. Their tense stances gave way to relaxed postures. Satisfied that personnel had enough time to rest and visit with family and friends, Alex ordered the fleet to sail.

The Omnian ships were flowing through the deep dark for several days, when, in late evening, Homsaff requested time with Alex and Renée.

“Homsaff requested I be present?” Renée queried for clarification.

“She was specific,” Alex replied.

“When?” Renée asked.

“Now. Make yourself comfortable. This should be interesting,” Alex commented.

“I believe you’ve been told more than once not to use that word, when speaking about serious subjects,” Renée admonished.

Alex didn’t get an opportunity to reply. There came a soft scratching at the suite’s entry frame, and Alex signaled the door aside.

Homsaff strode through the opening, greeted Alex and Renée, and took a seat, without invitation, in the special chair Alex had constructed for her.

Renée glanced at Alex, as he walked from behind Homsaff, and he arched an eyebrow in reply. Alex took a seat on the couch next to Renée and faced the queen.

“How can we help you, Homsaff?” Alex asked.

“You were generous with the sisters, when they left the fleet,” Homsaff replied.

“Nothing more than they deserved,” Alex said.

“Do the Dischnya deserve your generosity?” Homsaff asked.

“They do,” Alex answered simply.

“Would you elevate my warriors and me with Omnian technology … the implants and the cell gen injections?” Homsaff asked.

“No,” Alex replied.

Homsaff’s yellow eyes narrowed. She glanced toward Renée, who wore a pained expression.

Before Homsaff could speak, Alex added, “But I’ll agree to give the tech to the Dischnya race, if they wish it.”

“If the queens decide in favor of the technology, then you’ll approve it?” Homsaff asked. There was a slight growl in her speech.

“The queens influence the Dischnya, especially the warriors, but they no longer speak for the soma,” Alex replied, which infuriated Homsaff.

Renée interrupted the exchange. “Homsaff, Méridien technology has been a stumbling block for new cultures ever since Alex rescued my ship. It’s been difficult to establish rules that ensure a fair adoption of cell gen injections and implants across a society.”

“My warriors and I deserve these things,” Homsaff objected. Her tail was erect, and its tip thrashed defiantly.

“Yes, you do, and Alex has said so, but you’re missing the point, Homsaff,” Renée pleaded. “If you and your warriors adopt the implants, a new world of communications and learning will open to you.”

“This would be a good thing,” Homsaff stated hotly.

“It would be,” Renée agreed. “But what would happen when you returned to the Dischnya plains? What would you feel when you sent Nyslara a thought, forgetting she couldn’t hear you?”

“The same is true for the medical nanites, Homsaff,” Alex added. “You and your warriors would live beyond the lives of your mates and pups.”

“This technology can isolate you from your race,” Renée said. She left the couch to take a seat beside Homsaff, and her hand covered the queen’s. “The entire race, or at least most of it, must choose to adopt the tech … choose to be uplifted together.”

Homsaff’s tail eased to the floor. She placed her other hand over Renée’s and patted it. “Wise counsel,” she said.

When Homsaff turned her gaze toward Alex, her eyes hardened. “My warriors and I want this. I expect Dassata to stand erect before the Dischnya and deliver this bounty to the soma.” She stood, and Alex barely had time to trigger the door before Homsaff would have had to halt her march from the room.

“Well, that went well,” Renée quipped, but Alex’s frown turned her gaze sympathetic.

“Homsaff is right,” Alex said. “She and the warriors deserve our support and our technology, but I don’t want to see them isolated. They need to remain an integral part of the soma. More important, their experiences can guide the Dischnya, if they’re ready to listen.”

“Let’s hope in the years that we’ve been gone, the Dischnya have made some advances,” Renée replied. “I’m anxious to see Neffess.”

“If the Dischnya choose to partake of our tech, they won’t have to wait,” Alex said, and he gave Renée a sly smile.

“Emile’s already perfected the implants and cell gen nanites,” Renée guessed. “When?”

“The nanites about a year ago, and the implants while we were at the water world,” Alex replied.

“But the implants haven’t been tested,” Renée pointed out.

“Emile was successful with the Swei Swee implants, which I think were more difficult medically,” Alex replied. “What do you want to bet that Homsaff will insist on being the first test subject?”

“Bet? Against you?” Renée replied, laughing. She slapped Alex’s leg and ambled off to the refresher.

Alex waited a moment, thinking through the coming confrontation with Homsaff, the queens, and the soma. Nothing to do until it happens, Alex thought. Then he decided to join Renée.

Days later, the fleet exited their transit into Omnian space. The comm traffic strained the controllers’ capabilities to handle the loads.

Homsaff used the Freedom’s bridge to request contact with Nyslara. When the queens were connected, Homsaff reported the loss of the four Dischnya.

“Most unfortunate,” Nyslara commented. “Were your warriors useful to Dassata?”

“Exceedingly … twice,” Homsaff replied.

“Then it’s our time,” Nyslara said.

“I believe it is, but do others?” Homsaff replied.

“We’ll wait and let your warriors spread their stories,” Nyslara replied. “That will sway the queens’ opinions.”

“There’s a problem with that way of thinking,” Homsaff said. She glanced warily at Cordelia, who appeared to ignore her, but experience had taught Homsaff that the SADEs were always listening. “We’ll speak in detail, when I arrive. You’re on the far side of Celus. The fleet will transit above the ecliptic. Then we’ll be on station within two days.”

“I await your coming, with eagerness, Homsaff,” Nyslara said, and Cordelia closed the comm for the queens.

Homsaff’s eyes bored into Cordelia’s, and the SADE waited patiently for the queen to speak.

“Do you think we deserve to be equals?” Homsaff asked.

“We are equals,” Cordelia replied. “As a sentient, you have that right.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Homsaff retorted.

“I presume that you’ve spoken to Alex about your request, yes?” Cordelia asked.

“Yes,” Homsaff affirmed.

“Then you have your answer,” Cordelia replied.

“SADEs!” Homsaff said heatedly.

“Queens!” Cordelia shot back, imitating Homsaff.

Homsaff barked her laughter at the exchange, whirled, and, with long strides, exited the bridge.

When the fleet made Omnia, it was necessary to spread out the ships, which put the travelers to good use.

Alex ordered minimum crews on duty, allowing the maximum number of fleet personnel to descend on Omnia.

Hector stayed aboard the Our People, and Trixie flew from the surface to join him.

Alex headed to a bay to catch a traveler. He was surprised to see Miranda in her Frederica avatar standing beside the hatch.

<Miranda, this is Omnia,> Alex sent. <I think we can dispense with security.>

<I’m sure that in human calculations the odds of a misstep or dangerous incident are extremely low, Alex,> Miranda replied. <However, SADEs find even remote probabilities unacceptable.>

Alex shrugged and boarded the traveler. He instructed the pilot to give him a flyby of the orbital station first.

<Which one, Alex? The Sardi-Tallen or the Valenko?> the pilot sent in reply.

<The Valenko?> Alex queried.

<While we were gone, a second station was built, but apparently it was unnamed,> the pilot explained. <I understand the locals just called it number two. After our list of losses were downloaded, it was renamed Valenko Orbital Station.>

Alex glanced at Miranda. The SADEs knew about the new station and its name change. They already knew the important things that had transpired on Omnia. Apparently, he was meant to discover the transformations.

The older station had been a combination of passenger and construction arms. Its body had added two more arms, but now not a single liner was docked. The new station was a multi-armed structure, handling travelers, liners, and small freighters.

<Thank you,> Alex sent to the pilot, after they’d cruised past both orbital platforms. <Omnia City, please.>

A few minutes later, Alex asked Miranda, “What’s that?” His implant held an image of an extensive lake south of the city in the middle of the plains.

The two Omnian continents possessed twin polar regions, which were populated by dense forests, due to the abundant rainfall. The tilt and spin of the planet produced a band of dry, dusty plains around its broad circumference.

Somehow, in Alex’s absence, Omnians had created a lake. A thick belt of green surrounded the water.

“Engineers tunneled to the southern region and tapped a major reservoir,” Miranda explained. “Then every ship moving through the belts stopped to collect water ice and add it to the lake.”

“What about fauna and flora from the green?” Alex asked.

“It’s a concern,” Miranda said. “Precautions have been taken, and the SADEs are vigilant, employing planted sensors.”

Alex considered that the council would have had to approve the lake’s development, but he had concerns about the water and foliage attracting dangerous elements of the green.

The pilot cruised over Omnia City, and the population growth was evident to Alex. It had three times the footprint as when he left.

<The beach next, please,> Alex requested.

The pilot understood the simple request. He flew across the ocean to the other continent toward a specific bluff. He set the ship down on a cliff overlooking a beach and signaled the hatch open.

Alex leapt through the hatch.

Miranda saw the first smile on Alex’s face since they’d boarded the traveler.

Alex walked briskly to the edge of the cliff and loosed a long, shrill whistle.

Swei Swee along the beach, mostly young females, matrons, and younglings, paused to stare at the clifftop. A matron was first to recognize Alex, and she echoed his whistle.

Then the sound of greetings reverberated up and down the beach and over the water. Males, searching for food in the ocean, dove under the waves to signal Wave Skimmer, the hive’s First.

Wave Skimmer surfaced and handed off his catch. With powerful strokes of his six limbs, he danced across the wavetops to reach the beach.

In the meantime, Alex hurried down the path the Swei Swee cut in the cliff face.

Miranda was reminded of her remarks to Alex about the possibilities of accidents. Alex raced down the steep path and slid through the switchbacks, often on the verge of losing his balance. He was laughing as he ran.

Alex gained the beach, as Wave Skimmer crested the final wave and shuttled through the shallows. The two, human and alien, slid to a stop in front of each other.

Wave Skimmer, who towered over Alex, whistled a greeting and held out his enormous dark blue claws. Alex bunched his fists and smacked the top of the Swei Swee’s claws. Then Wave Skimmer returned the respect by hammering his claws on Alex’s fists.

Alex never forgot the technique to protect his hands. As the claws contacted him, he swung his arms down and away. He knew Wave Skimmer was aware of what he did, but the First wouldn’t embarrass him in front of the hive by failing to strike fully.

“We’re pleased to see the Star Hunter First returned safely to these waters,” Wave Skimmer whistled.

“I’m pleased to see the First is safe, and the hive is growing,” Alex whistled in reply.

“Food is plentiful. Our numbers increase, and the young of the most dangerous predators are reduced,” the Swei Swee whistled proudly. “Have you returned to stay?”

“I can’t see my future. It’s uncertain,” Alex replied.

The giant Swei Swee and human strolled the beach and chatted about small things, and Miranda captured imagery for the SADEs. She tagged the image with the words: A human who’s at home with aliens.

Miranda occupied her time with spinning the younglings. It’d been a favorite pastime of Alex when he played with the Swei Swee. For Miranda, it was initiated when one of the younglings had stared up at her after trying to sample her avatar’s clothing.

Miranda instructed the youngling to fold his legs and recess his four eyestalks. With the little alien in her hands, she approached the edge of the water and spun the youngling along the shallows. His squeal was a strident call of joy.

Immediately afterwards, Miranda was besieged by younglings who wanted to be spun. While Alex enjoyed his time with Wave Skimmer, Miranda sailed the young Swei Swee.

Alex’s chronometer signaled him. He was due to meet Renée. She’d left the Freedom earlier than him to visit with Nyslara, Pussiro, and Neffess, the young heir.

Reluctantly, Alex said goodbye, whistling a salute to the First and the hive. Visiting with the hive was an exercise in suspended time for Alex. In the virtual bubble, he forgot the galaxy’s troubles and his own.

Miranda left a disappointed crowd of younglings behind her, as she followed Alex up the pathway and across the clifftop to the traveler.

“We need to locate Renée, Miranda,” Alex requested, knowing his partner’s implant couldn’t connect to the ship until they were closer to her.

“Renée is at the Market Center, Alex,” Miranda replied, and sent the coordinates to the pilot.

Alex felt detached. The worlds he once knew had gone on without him. He was becoming a stranger to them.

“Enlighten me,” Alex requested of Miranda.

“The nests became proficient at raising local crops,” Miranda explained. “Many of the products have become desirable as ingredients in food stocks. Demand has escalated and created an ever-increasing flow of credits into the Dischnya coffers. The soma pooled its resources and built a sprawling market building. It’s allowed the crops to be congregated and buyers to purchase the products in bulk.

“So, the warriors became farmers, and now they’re merchants,” Alex mused.

“What’s next for them?” Miranda prompted. The SADEs had postulated whether the Dischnya would choose to adopt Omnian technology.

“Independence, I hope,” Alex replied.

Just then, the pilot dropped velocity. He spiraled the ship down and triggered the cabin lights.

Alex connected to the controller. The Market Center was indeed an enormous construct, and grav vehicles were entering and leaving every side of the building.

“Incidentally, Alex, the Market Center has a powerful comm station,” Miranda said. “It allows the buyers to communicate with one another and their ships. It also allows the instant transfer of credits from the buyers to the Dischnya accounts.”

The traveler touched down, and Alex and Miranda exited the ship.

Alex could detect Renée’s implant, and he followed her signal. A grav hauler, filled with tubers, led Alex and Miranda through a wide opening into the building.

Inside, the Market Center was frenetic with activity. Displays of the Dischnya efforts were stacked two meters high in large bins, a meter on each side. New Terrans, Harakens, and Méridiens hurried through the aisles to make purchases before they were scooped up by others.

As fast as bins were sold, the Dischnya transported them to waiting cargo travelers. Then more bins were stacked in their places.

“Just how much have the Dischnya accrued?” Alex asked in wonder.

“Are you requesting I access their accounts?” Miranda riposted.

“Negative,” Alex replied definitively. He was embarrassed that he’d asked. He knew it was wrong.

Alex watched a young female Dischnya focus on him. She strode straight toward him down a main aisle. As she drew near, her mouth opened, and her tongue lolled to the side of her muzzle. She was laughing.

Without an implant, Alex couldn’t identify her, but it was obvious that she knew him. A moment before she threw her arms around his neck, an uncharacteristic greeting for a Dischnya, Alex spoke her name, “Neffess.”

“Yes, Dassata,” Neffess replied, completing her hug and stepping back. “We’re pleased you’ve returned to us. Nyslara, Pussiro, and I have been visiting with Ené.” Then she eyed Alex and added, “But you know these things, don’t you?” She reached out a clawed hand and a single digit touched his forehead.

Neffess had noticed that the eyes of Alex’s companion had tracked her movements.

When Alex saw Neffess focus on Miranda, he introduced them.

“She protects you,” Neffess pronounced. When she didn’t receive a reply, she chuffed in dismissal.

Alex saw a teenage human approach from behind Neffess. She had the bones of a heavy worlder but not the expected mass. She wore a vest, without a shirt. Her skin was tanned, and her arms were corded muscle.

The moment the tall teenager spotted Alex, her smile faltered.

In Alex’s implant, he received, <Greetings, Leader Racine.>
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Neffess and Nata

“You’re looking well, Nata,” Alex replied vocally.

“Where’s Ude?” Nata asked curtly.

Alex saw Neffess’s tail curl around Nata’s calf. It was a queen’s signal intended to calm a nest soma.

“Ude chose to stay on a planet that’s faraway, Nata,” Alex replied, as gently as he could.

“Why?” Nata demanded.

“The entity who directed the actions of Faustus exists there,” Alex explained.

“It still lives?” Nata accused.

Neffess’s attempt to control Nata wasn’t having any effect, which was eroding the heir’s confidence. Her eyes widened. Nata, her friend, was confronting Dassata.

“The entity is called Artifice, and it has no power now. SADEs requested the right to care for it, and I didn’t object,” Alex replied.

Nata took a menacing step toward Alex. Simultaneously, Neffess growled, and Miranda stepped beside Alex.

Before another word could be uttered, Queen Nyslara stood next to Nata. She regarded the cloned girl’s angry face and the confrontational postures.

Neffess immediately slipped her tail free of Nata’s leg, and both teenagers dropped their heads.

“I came to greet you, Dassata,” Nyslara said, “and I would have expected this to be a joyous occasion. I appear to have been misinformed.”

“There’s much to be shared,” Alex remarked.

Nyslara gazed at the intense expression that Alex wore, and the way in which the huge avatar stood protectively beside him.

“Obviously, pups have yet to learn the manners of the soma,” Nyslara scolded, eyeing Nata and Neffess. “Difficult discussions are held in private after proper greetings are extended. For an individual with a distinguished status, such as Dassata, this must never be forgotten.”

“Go,” Nyslara commanded. The two teenagers turned quickly, but they weren’t fleet enough. Nyslara’s whip-like tail lashed across both sets of buttocks, and the young females yelped.

Alex covered his smile.

Nyslara turned toward him, and said, “That’s the expression I’d prefer to see on your face. She hugged him and slipped a long tongue around his ear. It caused Alex to laugh heartily and Nyslara to chortle.

“I believe it brought you good fortune last time,” Nyslara said, indicating Alex’s ear. “I wished to renew it.”

Nyslara regarded Miranda, and commented, “A formidable female.”

“Beauty comes in many shapes,” the SADE quipped.

“Miranda?” Nyslara asked in surprise.

Miranda smiled and tipped her head.

“I definitely approve,” Nyslara said, stepping close to examine the avatar. She chuffed, and said, “This is something all females should be able to do.”

Alex’s ears perked up. That statement, coming from a prominent queen, was an indication of the arms-open acceptance of Omnian technology and the SADEs.

After admiring the avatar, Nyslara glanced toward Alex and then Miranda. In her mind, she saw the postures of the foursome she’d interrupted.

Staring at Miranda, Nyslara said, “You watch over our Alex.”

“I do,” Miranda replied.

“You need this here?” Nyslara asked Alex.

“The SADEs wish to minimize any chance of misstep on my part,” Alex temporized.

“Perhaps,” Nyslara allowed, “and perhaps like Ené, you’ve become too important to let misfortune befall you. One of Miranda’s kind accompanies Ené.”

“Z, my partner,” Miranda replied.

Nyslara’s muzzle dipped in acceptance of the information. Her discussions with Renée were beginning to make sense to her.

“Come,” Nyslara ordered. “I left Pussiro to entertain Ené, while I came to find you. Knowing the conversational skills of my mate, your partner will be forced to carry both sides of the exchange.”

Nyslara barked a laugh at her own joke and led the way to a lift in the corner of the building. The lift opened on the second floor. They walked down a corridor covered with murals. A corner of the building was open to the air, and thin curtains blocked much of the harsh light of Celus.

Renée chatted happily with Pussiro and Homsaff. She smiled when she saw Alex and patted the space beside her.

The extensive flow of cushions, which wrapped the space, accommodated Dischnya and human physiology. It didn’t allow Z or Miranda much opportunity to be near their charges, without being obtrusive. They chose to stand on either side of the doorway.

“Did you see Neffess?” Renée asked. “Hasn’t she grown?”

“I did, and she has,” Alex replied, settling beside his partner, “and I met Nata.”

Renée’s smile faded, and she focused on Nyslara.

Pussiro and Homsaff had slid along the cushions to allow Nyslara to sit near Renée.

“My attempt to keep Nata occupied failed,” Nyslara said apologetically, “but I did arrive in time to rescue Alex.”

Pussiro and Homsaff chortled at the idea that Alex needed protection from Nata, especially with a SADE present.

“I’m sorry, Alex,” Renée said. “When I found out Nata and the wild ones were here, I hoped to be able to talk to you first.”

“One thing for certain, Nata and I have a conversation to finish,” Alex said. “Otherwise, her anger will fester. She’s livid that Artifice lives. I suspect she believes that if Artifice was destroyed, Ude would have returned with us.”

“Homsaff has shared with us the story of your colony ship,” Pussiro said. “So many lost,” he lamented.

“Are all the wild ones on this continent?” Alex asked. Of all the cloned children, he worried most about the ones who’d escaped the clutches of Faustus’s minders. They’d hidden in the bowels of the giant colony ship, venturing out only at night and existing on meager rations they stole from storerooms.

“No,” Renée replied. “Hector sent the children, with their teachers, to the surface, when he left Omnia with our replacement ships. The professors said they had a difficult time integrating Nata’s clan with the population. They thought introducing them to the Dischnya pups here would help.”

“Logical and empathetic,” Alex allowed. “They played with the pups on the New Terra.”

“Neffess and Nata bonded in no time,” Nyslara explained. “They became inseparable, and Nata refused to return to Omnia City. She started attending classes at the tech school with Neffess.”

“And the others?” Alex inquired.

“They’re a nest,” Pussiro replied, referring to the Dischnya name for soma under a queen. “The cloned children rebel. When they’re old enough, they join Nata’s nest.”

“It’s about a sixty-forty split, Alex,” Renée added. “In three or four more years, the babies we rescued will be bonding with the Dischnya.”

“The cloned children join the wild ones, and they merge with the newest generations of Dischnya,” Alex mused, shaking his head in disbelief at the irony.

“A potent combination,” Pussiro agreed.

During the discussion about the wild ones, Alex had watched Nyslara. She seemed disturbed.

“I would hear your thoughts, Nyslara,” Alex requested. He saw her glance briefly toward Homsaff, and he believed he knew what she would say.

There was an uncomfortable silence, and Alex disliked seeing Nyslara wrestle with her thoughts.

“This is about the Dischnya’s future, isn’t it?” Alex pursued.

Nyslara nodded her head in reply.

“Perhaps, it would have been better if humans never landed on Sawa Messa,” Alex suggested.

A chorus of Dischnya denials met Alex.

“Then we can agree on at least one thing,” Alex responded, smiling.

“Dassata, the wily one,” Homsaff commented. She was chortling, but her eyes were quiet.

“Nata has her implant. I imagine that influences Neffess,” Alex suggested.

“It does,” Nyslara replied.

“And Neffess leads most of the pups. Many of them are older than her,” Pussiro supplied.

“Adding to those conditions, you have the triumphant return of a queen and her warriors,” Alex said, holding out a hand toward Homsaff.

Homsaff’s eyes hardened, and her tail thrashed. “You speak as if we don’t deserve to be honored by the soma,” she accused.

“No,” Alex replied evenly, without shifting his gaze from her, “but I’ve the impression that in the space of a single morning that you’ve been pushing your agenda.”

Nyslara and Pussiro regarded Alex and Homsaff, troubled by the clash of wills.

“Homsaff has been most persuasive this morning,” Renée interjected, interrupting the staring contest. It did force Homsaff to shift her focus to Renée.

Renée interrupted Homsaff’s retort, saying, “I would have thought that a queen and a leader would have been more occupied with lamenting her dead with their soma.”

Homsaff was dumbstruck. She wanted to lash out at Renée for siding with Alex, but the criticism was accurate. She should have been gathering the soma of the four who were lost and relating the stories of their deeds. Warriors deserved that.

Homsaff rose, and her tail fell and curled around a powerful calf. She turned to leave but paused when she heard Alex’s voice.

“Omnia isn’t Dischnya or Swei Swee or human or SADE. It’s all. It’s Omnia,” Alex said. “We can argue and disagree with one another, providing we continue to respect the others’ opinions. Please know, Queen Homsaff, that you have my respect.”

Homsaff’s eyes softened, and she dropped her head in tribute to Alex before she left.

Pussiro stared quizzically at Alex. “Then you’re not in favor of the Dischnya receiving implants and the medical nanites?” he asked.

“On the contrary, I am,” Alex replied quietly. He was regarding the space Homsaff had vacated.

Pussiro’s eyes lit. This was a strategy he understood. “Warriors return successful from a raid. Their stories have a powerful influence on the soma. Ené and you remind Homsaff of neglected duties, which will focus the soma on its dead. It will blunt her influence.”

“It was unfair but necessary,” Renée commented. This was a part of the co-leaders’ duties that she could do without.

“Homsaff knows how much we value what she and her warriors have accomplished for the fleet,” Alex said. “I’ve told her that I support the Dischnya receiving the tech, but I won’t release it to just her and the warriors.”

“That explains Homsaff’s words,” Nyslara mused. “She wants me to speak privately with each queen and voice that I’m in favor of adopting the tech.”

“What did you say to her?” Alex inquired.

“That it was improper,” Nyslara replied. “This should be spoken in a queen’s meeting, where all can express their opinions openly.”

<Don’t, Alex,> Renée sent urgently. <Leave it alone. I’ll speak to Nyslara and Pussiro privately.>

<Nyslara and Pussiro are thinking of the old ways,> Alex sent. <That’s no longer acceptable. I leave this in your capable hands, my love.>

“I want to speak to Nata before she acts out,” Alex said to the Dischnya, as he rose. “If you’ll excuse me.”

As Alex and Miranda left the room and walked the corridor, he asked, “Can you locate Nata?”

“Yes, Alex. Neffess and she are chatting with our pilot,” Miranda replied. “They’re trying to entice him to take them up and let them fly the ship. They’re being most persuasive for young females.”

Alex glanced at Miranda. She was smiling. “Remind me not to put you in charge of teaching these two.”

“I hadn’t thought you would be frightened by the prospect of powerful females?” Miranda replied straight-faced.

“Strong females are fine; rulers of the galaxy aren’t,” Alex riposted.

“With these two, the latter opportunity is certainly possible,” Miranda commented.

Alex saw a subtle shift in Miranda’s eyes. “You’re eavesdropping, Miranda,” Alex accused.

“Humans eavesdrop; SADEs monitor,” Miranda replied.

“And the difference?” Alex asked, as they rode the lift to the building’s first floor.

“Humans fail to compartmentalize the information they acquire,” Miranda replied.

“Meaning, we can’t keep secrets,” Alex supplied, grinning at Miranda.

“Some humans are better at it than others,” Miranda allowed.

As the pair crossed the busy market space, Alex had an opportunity to appreciate what the Dischnya had achieved in the space of the past seven years. The products were well displayed, the floor clean, and the sales pace brisk.

<Miranda,> Alex sent to the SADE to remain private, as Dischnya adults greeted him. <Do Homsaff and the warriors have accounts?>

<No, Alex, they don’t,> Miranda sent.

<I need one for each of them,> Alex replied. <The four we lost were unmated, correct?>

<Affirmative,> Miranda sent.

<Patriarchs and matriarchs?> Alex queried.

<Yes, a pair for each of the four still lives, and they’ve their own accounts. They’re active market merchants,> Miranda explained.

There was a pause, while Alex responded to the adults’ greetings, and he considered what was appropriate.

<Miranda, transfer these amounts from our personal funds to the twenty accounts,> Alex sent, attaching a set of figures for the warriors, the squad leaders, and Homsaff.

<Generous,> Miranda commented. <It’s done. Will you inform them?>

<Yes, in due time,> Alex replied, as they exited the building into the bright sunshine.

They threaded their way in silence through the grav vehicles that came and went. Alex chuckled at the antics of the Dischnya operators, who drove their vehicles as if there was an emergency.

“Can you imagine these individuals as traveler pilots?” Alex quipped, and Miranda loosed the wail of a siren, at the idea. Dischnya heads spun at the klaxon’s sound.

“In all fairness, I wouldn’t want them as my shuttle pilot, but could you imagine them in the frenzy of battle?” Miranda replied.

That comment made Alex reconsider his remark. He regarded Miranda and slowly nodded his head several times in acceptance of her point.

As they neared the traveler, Alex noticed that Nata, who was aboard the traveler, didn’t detect their approach. Either you’re a novice, Nata, or you’re untrained. Which is it? he thought.

They found Neffess and Nata in the pilots’ seats. Both wore helmets, although Neffess had the faceplate up to accommodate her muzzle. The pilot was explaining the ship’s operations.

<That’s a future change,> Alex sent to Miranda, with an image of Neffess and her muzzle. He expected the SADE would transfer the issue to Miriam and Luther for design and development.

“Alex,” the pilot said.

It caused the young females to snatch their helmets off.

Neffess stood and faced Alex, but Nata dropped her helmet into the seat and attempted to exit the cabin. Unfortunately for Nata, Alex filled the opening, and he had no intention of moving.

“It’s not good for us to meet and speak,” Nata said curtly. She was curbing her temper to remain civil. Nyslara’s condemnation was bad enough, but Neffess, her friend, had more to say to her afterwards. Her words had stung.

“That’s too bad,” Alex said. “I came to ask if the two of you wanted to go up in the traveler.”

“We’ve flown in travelers many times,” Nata replied with disdain.

“Oh, didn’t I make myself clear?” asked Alex innocently. “I thought you might want to fly the ship.”

Nata and Neffess’s eyes flew wide, and Alex could imagine the conversation that would be taking place if both of them had implants. He sent a hope Renée’s way that she was successful with Nyslara and Pussiro, who would face a difficult task convincing Homsaff and the other queens of what Alex proposed.

“We fly the ship, Dassata?” Neffess asked earnestly.

“That can be allowed but under one condition,” Alex replied. “After you’ve flown the ship, the three of us sit and talk.”

“For how long?” Nata challenged. She was dubious of the undefined condition.

“Until I’m done,” Alex replied, his voice firm.

Nata hesitated. She felt trapped. She desperately wanted to pilot the ship, but her anger at Alex burned. Neffess tipped the scales. Her friend’s eyes implored her, and for her, Nata relented.

Alex wasn’t satisfied with Nata’s response. He sent to her, <I require more than a tip of the head and a glance of hard eyes. Do you agree to my terms?>

<Yes,> Nata sent in reply.

<Good,> Alex sent. Then he spoke to them. “Do you understand the principle of piloting the ship?”

“Yes, Dassata,” Neffess replied eagerly. “An implant is required to speak to the ship’s mind. Only Nata can talk to it, but I can see everything in my helmet.”

“That’s correct,” Alex replied. “The ship’s mind is called a controller. It’s not sentient, but it’s an extremely capable device.”

“How do we begin?” Nata asked.

“Don your helmets and tell the ship what you want it to do,” Alex replied.

Neffess and Nata snatched their helmets and pulled them on. Even with the faceplate up, Neffess could view the helmet’s heads-up display, which was projected onto her eyes.

Alex motioned the pilot to follow him into the main salon. <Relax,> Alex sent to the perplexed and nervous pilot. <Miranda will control the craft.>

To Miranda, Alex sent, <Well, you wanted to protect me from harm. Here’s your opportunity.>

<What type of experience would you like them to have?> Miranda inquired.

<Thrill them. I need them giddy, but don’t scare them or us,> Alex replied.

Nata’s first command to the controller was <Fly.>

Miranda signaled the hatch closed, gave the controller a vector, and shot the ship into the sky, as she pulled up the landing gear.

In the main cabin, they heard squeals. Alex monitored the controller. Neffess and Nata saw the planet recede beneath them. Before the amateur pilots knew it, the colors of the sky turned into the black of space. The controller reported that the pilots’ elevated heart rates bordered on panic.

Nata anxiously sent, <Down,> and Miranda obliged with a dive at the planet.

<Nata,> Alex sent, copying Miranda, <you can communicate to the ship to stop, to cruise, and to seek a specific elevation.>

<One thousand meters. Then stop,> Nata sent hurriedly.

The traveler’s missile-like approach to the surface shifted to a deceleration, and the ship leveled out at the requested height. Then it came to a halt.

The controller reported to Alex that heartbeats were returning to respective normals, and he heard giggling coming from the forward cabin.

Afterwards, Nata was more specific with her requests. The traveler shot across the continent, crossed the ocean, and overflew Omnian City. Nata had the ship circle the new lake. When she returned the ship to the Dischnya continent, she had the traveler skim the ocean’s surface, throwing a spray behind it.

Miranda kept watch for Swei Swee on the surface. The controller angled the ship’s trajectory upward to clear the cliff, and Miranda added increased elevation for safety’s sake.

Alex leaned out from his seat and glanced toward the pilot’s cabin. Neffess and Nata were holding hands. Their grip was tight enough that Nata’s knuckles shown white through her tan. They were overwhelmed by the experience.

A pair of wild ones, Alex thought.

Nata overflew the Dischnya buildings and made a bold move to pass over the green, which Alex allowed. Neffess’s chortles could be heard. Below, the dangerous forest stretched out, and she flew with impunity over the treetops.

After a half hour more of flight, Alex sent, <Nata, time to return home.>

<How?> Nata asked.

<Request the Market Center,> Alex sent.

Miranda landed the traveler, dropping the landing gear and then opening the hatch.

Alex asked the pilot to excuse them.

Neffess and Nata were flush from their adventure, and Alex invited them to take seats in the main cabin across from him.

Nata noted Miranda was still with them. Alex had told her that only the three of them would talk. She considered that it wasn’t an error on Alex’s part, but perhaps he’d been referring to biologicals. She thought it gave her an insight into how Alex viewed the SADEs. Unfortunately, her assumption was entirely mistaken.

<How long have you had your implant, Nata?> Alex sent.

<An annual, maybe more,> Nata replied.

Nata’s answer confirmed for Alex that the teenager wasn’t receiving the training that she needed.

Switching to vocals, Alex said, “Nata, many SADEs, who helped the fleet, chose to join an alien race called the Toralians. They formed a society and selected the name Talusians. Artifice is buried deep on their planet, Toral, and the SADEs think they can rehabilitate it.”

“Do you think they can?” Nata asked. She was frightened of the answer.

“No,” Alex said definitively, “and I placed a condition in their agreement that Omnians must test Artifice and approve its rehabilitation before it can be reconnected to comms.”

Nata breathed a sigh of relief. Then she remembered her missing leader. “Ude will not wait,” she said.

“No, he won’t,” Alex agreed, “but I want you to know that I took steps to ensure that Ude is protected. The SADEs, called sisters, monitor Ude’s position via drones that fly overhead. They’ll ensure he receives food and medical care, if he needs it.”

“He lives to destroy Artifice,” Nata said.

“Yes, he does,” Alex replied. “This is the way Ude wanted it. We didn’t drop Ude on the planet. He snuck aboard a traveler and ran into the forest when it landed.”

“You knew this,” Nata challenged.

“I did, and I judged that this was best for Ude. It’s what he desires above all things. The SADEs will care for him. In time, Ude might learn forgiveness, or at least he might find something more important in life than the destruction of an incarcerated entity.”

“What is incarcerated, Dassata?” Neffess asked.

“Locked up, imprisoned,” Alex explained. He regarded Neffess, who was looking at her friend. He saw compassion in her eyes, and he believed that she’d learned something critical about Nata.


* * *




Two days later, Homsaff and Nyslara addressed the assembled soma. The queens stood in the corner of the Market Center’s second floor, where Alex had first met with them. The open corner looked out over thousands of Dischnya. Every adult, with their pups, was present. Speakers were installed to carry the queens’ voices over the throng.

The assembly represented the heart of Alex’s argument. It was what Renée worked to convince Nyslara and Pussiro to adopt. In turn, Nyslara had called the Fissla, the queens’ conference, not to approve or disapprove of the adoption of the tech, but to agree to surrender their supremacy over the soma. If the Fissla said yes, no longer would the queens govern the Dischnya’s path.

Nyslara and Homsaff watched in dismay, as the queens split over their acceptance of the proposal.

At one point, Homsaff asked, “If this body were to vote to approve Omnian tech for the soma, how many would agree?” She was surprised that little more than half would have assented, and by far, it was the younger queens who were in favor.

That was the moment when Homsaff and Nyslara realized the wisdom of Alex and Renée’s advice. Omnian tech represented a different future, a new path, for the soma. It would be embraced by the newer generations. A good portion of the queens were living in the past and coveting their power.

Homsaff stood and laid out her case for the queens stepping aside. She was passionate about the sacrifices the warriors had made on behalf of the soma.

“They endured the perils of things that many of you couldn’t imagine,” Homsaff said. “They fought, and some died, not for you, the queens, but for the future of their race. Don’t dishonor the dead by standing in the way of the soma’s right to control its destiny. We, the queens, must advise, offer our experience, but not decide for our Dischnya.”

Homsaff managed to convince a few queens to change sides, but the vote fell short of the unanimous approval that was a requisite of the Fissla.

Some of the elder queens thought they’d won until Pussiro stood up, which produced growls from queens and wasats alike, but Pussiro ignored them.

“For most of my life, this body wouldn’t allow me to attend these conferences,” Pussiro said. “As a wasat, I could attend, but I couldn’t speak. I’ve listened to the queens this evening, to the arguments in favor and against. I’ll make no comment about the words that have been offered. I’ll only say that I’m done attending a Fissla. They no longer serve a purpose. I renounce my position as a wasat. It has no value either. As of this moment, I’m Dischnya, a member of the soma, mate to Nyslara, and patriarch to Neffess.”

Amid the growls of disapproval and barks of support, Nyslara stood beside Pussiro. “I’m soma,” she declared.

Then Homsaff jumped up and said, “I’m soma.”

Other queens and their wasats joined the challenge against the antiquated dominance of the Fissla.

“What does this mean?” an elderly queen challenged Nyslara.

“It means that we’re inviting the soma to hear the proposal to accept Omnian tech, without the blessing of the Fissla. You’re welcome to speak your minds to others. But, in the end, the soma will decide. It will do so in the Omnian fashion. The members will vote, and the majority will rule.”

“Will you force everyone to be invaded by these Omnian atrocities?” another elder queen asked.

“The soma, by majority, will choose whether the tech will be made available to the Dischnya,” Homsaff replied. “Each individual will have his or her choice to accept it.”

With that, those who were in favor of the soma’s rights left the Fissla. Behind them remained the queens and wasats who would be relegated to a past that had once existed but was gone and would never come again.

The soma had assembled. Alex and Renée stood to the side of Nyslara and Homsaff, with Miranda and Z behind them, in case there were questions. However, Alex thought their presence was unnecessary. The queens were doing a good job of presenting both sides of the arguments for and against adoption.

Renée glanced down. The wasats and other queens occupied the front rows of the soma. As Nyslara had warned her, she saw two distinct groups. The darker furs of youth versus the grayed ones of age identified which group was which.

Alex’s eyes strayed over the Dischnya. They were uncharacteristically quiet, which meant he couldn’t discern the soma’s overall sentiment.

Nyslara concluded their presentations with, “This is for the future of our race. Every adult will have a say in what path the Dischnya will take.” Then she announced the soma would assemble again in four days to vote.

Four days later, in the early morning, the soma reassembled. Each member held a green ball and a red ball.

“We vote,” Nyslara announced, from the front of the mass of Dischnya. She walked forward and dropped her green ball into a one-meter-high, empty water barrel. Then she passed a second barrel, three meters away with a covered top, and released her red ball into a small hole in the top. It was to ensure that no one would know how she’d voted. The bottom of each barrel was swathed in a Dischnya textile to prevent impact noise.

Homsaff went second. The queens followed in order of seniority. Then the wasats voted.

The soma formed a line, and each individual voted his or her mind. It was unknown by everyone whether the elder queens had been able to influence the soma to any great degree. Homsaff, her warriors, and the younger queens certainly did their share of convincing.

When the last individual, a young female, cast her vote, four queens, two from each side of the argument, carried the first barrel to a wide basin, intending to empty the barrel into the basin.

“Empty the results on the dry ground, where we’ve scratched a living for far too long,” Nyslara ordered.

Two of the queens tipped the barrel onto the hard soil. It was obvious to all who could see. Green balls, indicating a yes, dominated the pile. Red balls were difficult to spot. There was no need to count, and the four queens turned to Nyslara and Homsaff.

The soma had voted. They’d embraced a future alongside humans and SADEs, adopting implants and cell gen injections. More important, the rule of the queens and their Fissla had been repudiated.

<Julien,> Alex sent. <Tell our professors that the Dischnya school needs mandatory implant training courses. Institute the games, my fine referee.>

Nyslara, Pussiro, Neffess, Nata, and Homsaff walked over to speak with Alex and Renée.

“Congratulations,” Renée said to the Dischnya.

“I wanted to vote,” Neffess stated petulantly.

“In due time, Neffess,” Renée replied. “I’m sure there will be many more occasions in the future.”

“Dassata, did you know the Fissla would prove to be an impediment?” Homsaff asked.

Alex’s reply was noncommittal — he shrugged.

“That translates as probably,” Renée replied, and she laughed.

Nata gazed at Renée. She was a co-leader of the fleet, but she was much different than Alex. Where Alex frightened or angered her, depending on the moment, Renée intrigued her.

“We will be the last of our kind,” Nyslara said solemnly. “When we pass, there will be no more queens or wasats.”

Alex looked at Neffess. “Do you feel that way?” he asked.

Neffess considered the question and said, “Queen captain or queen commodore … those titles don’t work for me. Besides, I’ll be Admiral Neffess.” She barked a laugh, and her tongue lolled wide to the side.

Nata gazed at her friend, with warmth in her eyes. Soon Nata would be able to communicate with the Dischnya, as she did the wild ones. She had great expectations.

“You’ve managed to navigate tremendous changes, as Sawa Messa was transformed to Omnia,” Alex said to them. “However, implants will accelerate the Dischnya’s adoption of our technology and our ways. But you mustn’t copy us. You’re unique, and you must never forget your past. However, it will be difficult to choose which traditions to keep and which to discard. In that, I wish you good fortune.”
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Wombo’s Message

<Alex,> Cordelia sent, <you’ve a message from Olawale. Here’s the link.>

Alex turned off his monitor. He’d worked late again. It seemed there was more to do to support the running of his company than there was fighting aliens and establishing new societies. He leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes, and selected the link. He heard Olawale’s voice.

<Alex, my deepest apologies for missing many of my quarterly reports to you. So much has transpired since my last message that’s it difficult to know where to start.>

<I’ve probably … no, I’ve definitely exceeded my mandate, my authority. I’ve discovered that, in our absence, Earthers have made incredible progress in reforming their society. Our old friends, Patrice Morris, Nikki Fowler, and President Elbert Munford, are doing well. That’s certainly a sign of Sol’s social progress.>

<Well, enough of my anecdotal evidence in defense of my actions. I’ve authorized the sharing of our entire technological database with Sol. To be clear, the Sol Enclave, the system’s government, has built Tridents and travelers. They’re attached to the naval force, but they’ve been constructed for a specific purpose.>

<This might sound like a bit of déjà vu, but there’s a deep desire among Earthers to know the fate of their colonists who were launched aboard their ships to settle new worlds. I know that was what led to the disastrous confrontation between your forces and United Earth warships, but I believe this is different. For one thing, Patrice Morris will be the Sol Enclave representative. Furthermore, President Munford has agreed that I will have authority as expedition leader, and our own Captain Lucia Bellardo will assume the role of Trident senior captain.>

<We couldn’t ask for better proof of the president’s willingness to ensure that this isn’t a repeat of the ill-considered expedition to Méridien by the defunct United Earth.>

<You’re probably wondering what we’ve chosen as our target. We’ve recovered the data records of one of the original expeditions. The SADEs did a tremendous job of resurrecting the information from some archaic storage devices. They discovered that a colony ship sailed in a nearly opposite direction from Omnia, Haraken, New Terra, and Méridien. It left Earth in the same century as the other colony ships. It was called the Honora Belle.>

<By the time you receive this message, we’ll have set sail to find the descendants of the Belle’s colonists. We hope for the best, but we fear the worst.>

<All of us from Omnia hope the stars have protected the fleet, and this message finds Renée and you well.>

There was silence, and Alex nearly closed the link before he heard Olawale’s voice again.

<Uh, Alex, I had some final thoughts. It occurs to me that Sol is a huge, mature, manufacturing engine. If we need ships or, for that matter, crew, Sol could supply them in generous numbers.>

<The licensing fees for the ships were scrupulously negotiated and applied by Edmas, Jodlyne, and Esteban. They’ve been invaluable individuals to have on this trip, and I thank you for requesting they accompany me. As you might guess, the Sol Enclave isn’t prepared to pay the fees, since a financial exchange system hasn’t been established. Of course, we could take it out in trade.>

<One more point, Earthers love the travelers. Twelve were built for the Tridents. These are beam capable, as are the Tridents. At last count, eighteen more travelers have launched, and fifty-seven are under construction. The Sol government has outsourced construction rights to major passenger transport companies, but they’re collecting the licensing fees and are holding the funds for Omnia Ships.>

<I think that’s all, at this time. I’ve been asked to tell you that we miss our friends and Omnia.>

Alex waited. He heard nothing more. Ending the link, he kept his eyes closed and thought on what Olawale had said. He didn’t doubt the professor’s judgment about Sol. The man’s decisions had been proven to be sound too many times.

Alex found his mind wandering to what Olawale and his small fleet might find. The colonists of the Honora Belle would have had nearly eight centuries, after landing, to develop their foothold, if they’d succeeded in locating a habitable planet.

I wish you good fortune, Olawale, Alex thought. Then he turned off the lights and went to bed.

 

 

— Alex and company will return in Alliance. —



 

The next Silver Ships novel, Alliance, explores the fate of an Earth colony ship, the Honora Belle, and the transport of the Pyreans. If you’ve not read my second series, I recommend it to you for a better understanding of the Pyreans’ history. The books include Empaths, Messinants, Jatouche, and will conclude with Veklocks.




Glossary

Chistorlans – Alien race who lives underground

Gramab doma Farla-Hesta – Female monarch

Lipsit doma Draga – Female astronomy scientist

Miftra ona Grata – Male observatory head

 

Dischnya – Intelligent species on Omnia

Hessan – Squad leader under Homsaff’s command

Homsaff – Queen and commander of Dischnya forces

Neffess – Progeny of Nyslara and Pussiro

Nyslara – Queen, Pussiro’s mate, mother of Neffess

Pussiro – Wasat commander and Nyslara’s mate

Simlan – Squad leader under Homsaff’s command

 

Dischnya Language

Dassata – Peacemaker, Alex’s Dischnya name

Ené – Pronunciation of Renée

Fissla – Dischnya queen’s council on Sawa Messa

Soma – Term for Dischnya collective

Wasat – Warrior commander

 

Dutterites – Alien race chased back to federacy space

 

Earthers – Natives of Sol Enclave

Elbert Munford – President

Nikki Fowler – Rim governor

Patrice Morris – Promoted to Sol Enclave representative

 

Federation Entities

Artifice – Digital entity that ruled the federacy, defeated, remains alive in care of the Sisterhood

Faustus – Digital entity, adjunct of Artifice

Nua’ll – Collective occupying the comm spheres and the great spheres

 

Gotlians – Alien race, aquatic lifeforms

Ba-Geesaa – Gotlian leader

Di-Orsoo – Gotlian leader

Ja-Faasoo – Stricken diver

Moma-seefaa – Sea spirit, Gotlian myth, word spoken to Yoyo

Or-Deebaa – Fleet commander

Sa-Foosee – Captain of battleship, where the leaders reside

 

Harakens

Adrianna Plummer – Captain of the Trident Guardian, former New Terran, later Omnian vice admiral

Asu Azasdau – Captain of the Sojourn, mission co-commander

Bethany Latimer – Security lieutenant, New Terran

Christie Racine – Owner of Christie Media Center, Alex’s sister

Diana Newell – First mate on Sojourn, New Terran

Edward Sardi – Earther physicist, deceased

Elizabeth – SADE to Terese Lechaux

Emon Ortiz – Member of rescue party, New Terran

Gerald Thorne – Senior scientist

Gil – Scientist

Ginny – RT officer, partner to Teague Racine, hive singer to Swei Swee

Ian Moody – RT drone tech

Mutter – SADE who has collected classical Earth music, Swei Swee hive singer

Orly Saadner – Research traveler pilot, New Terran

Rosette – SADE aboard the Sojourn

Sheila Reynard – Haraken Defense Minister

Smitty Lange – Security sergeant

Teague Racine – Senior expedition leader (SEL), partner to Ginny, son of Alex and Renée

Terese Lechaux – Haraken president

Tomas Monti – Partner to Terese Lechaux

Ullie Tallen – Méridien scientist, deceased

Verlan – Expedition shuttle pilot

Willem – SADE, mission co-leader of the Sojourn

Yoyo Tamora – RT electronics tech

 

Méridiens

Chandra Khatri – Cargo shuttle pilot in the fleet

Descartes – SADE, Trident senior captain, promoted to fleet commodore

House Brixton – Méridien House responsible for creating SADEs

Lemoyne – House Leader

Mahima Ganesh – Ex-Council Leader of the Confederation, SADE was Hector

Teressi – House Leader

 

New Terrans

Alphons Jagielski – Trident commodore, promoted to rear admiral

Nata – Cloned teenager, friend to Neffess

Ude – Leader of the cloned children

 

Omnian Sisterhood

Miriamal – Aboard Freedom

Miriamette – Aboard Franz Cohen’s traveler, Sisterhood liaison, and then leader of the sisters

Miriamopus – Aboard the city-ship, Our People; chose new name, Lydia

Miriamtess – Aboard Chandra Khatri’s cargo shuttle

 

Omnians

Alain de Long – Twin and crèche-mate to Étienne, Trident senior captain, partner of Tatia Tachenko

Alex Racine – Partner of Renée de Guirnon, Star Hunter First, Dassata

Allora – SADE absorbed by Miranda

Beryl – Lead scout ship SADE

Bethley – SADE aboard Killian’s scout ship

Cedric Broussard – Z’s New Terran avatar

Claude Dupuis – Engineering tech, program manager for SADE avatars

Cordelia – SADE, partner of Julien, rear admiral, captains the Freedom

Darius Gaumata – Trident rear admiral, flagship is OS Prosecutor

Deirdre Canaan – Trident rear admiral

Dormir – SADE aboard Beryl’s scout ship

Edmas – Engineer sent to Sol, ex-Earther, partner of Jodlyne

Ellie Thompson – Trident rear admiral, promoted to fleet vice admiral, partner of Étienne de Long

Emile Billings – Biochemist

Esteban – SADE sent to Sol with Edmas and Jodlyne

Étienne de Long – Twin and crèche-mate to Alain, Trident senior captain, partner of Ellie Thompson

Franz Cohen – Fighter command rear admiral, partner of Reiko Shimada

Frederica – Miranda’s New Terran avatar

Genoa – Lead scout ship SADE

Hector – SADE, fleet admiral Our People, Omnian, partner to Trixie

Jodlyne – Engineer sent to Sol, ex-Earther, partner of Edmas

Julien – SADE, partner of Cordelia

Killian – Plaid-skinned SADE, friend of Vivian, lead of scout ship Vivian’s Mirror

Linn – Lead scout ship SADE

Lucia Bellardo – Trident senior captain, sent to Sol

Luther – Comms SADE, direct report to Mickey Brandon

Lydia – New Omnian name chosen by Miriamopus to separate from the Sisterhood

Mickey Brandon – Chief engineer, partner of Pia Sabine

Miranda Leyton – SADE, partner of Z

Miriam – Engineering SADE, direct report to Mickey Brandon

Nichols – SADE aboard Genoa’s scout ship

Olawale Wombo – Professor, ex-Earther sent to Sol

Pia Sabine – Head of medical suite aboard the Freedom, partner of Mickey Brandon

Reiko Shimada – Fleet vice admiral of the Tridents, partner of Franz Cohen, ex-Earther

Renée de Guirnon – Co-leader of Omnian fleet, partner of Alex Racine

Satir – SADE aboard Beryl’s scout ship

Svetlana Valenko – Trident rear admiral, deceased

Tatia Tachenko – Fleet admiral, partner of Alain de Long

Trium – SADE aboard Killian’s scout ship, Vivian’s Mirror

Trixie – SADE, partner to Hector, Omnian representative

Vivian – Dance partner with Killian, Independent

Z – SADE, partner of Miranda

 

Rootogs – Alien race who attacks Talus

 

Swei Swee – Alien aquatic lifeform located on several worlds

Bobs a Lot – Explorer aboard the Sojourn for several voyages

Sand Flipper – Explorer aboard the Sojourn for several voyages

Swift Claws – Explorer aboard the Sojourn for several voyages

Wave Skimmer – Hive First on Omnia

Whistles Keenly – Explorer aboard the Sojourn for several voyages

 

Talusians – Converted Toralians, the Sisterhood, and others who inhabit Talus

 

Toralians – Winged alien race

Dortagut – Sunnamis’s captain, promoted to fleet commander

Durgat – Colony governor

Sargut – Toralian, became Talusian president

Somgut – Colony governor

Sotagar – Somgut’s fleet commander

Sunnamis – Colony governor

Suntred – Talusian president’s liaison

Taralum – Talusian fleet commander

Tortred – Colony governor

Tratget – Colony governor

Tsunamis – Toralian fleet commander who hired Suntred and promoted her to fleet liaison

 

Vinians – Sentient alien lifeform resembling plants

 

Places and Things

Banisher – Mickey’s small vessel for removing probes

Confederation – Collection of Méridien worlds

Espero – Major city and capital of Haraken

Market Center – Dischnya building where local crops are bought in bulk

Omnia Ships – Business owned by Alex Racine and others

SADE – Self-aware digital entity, artificial intelligence being

Sol Enclave – New name for Sol constitutional government

United Earth – Name for previous Sol government, now defunct

 

Planets, Colonies, Moons, and Stars

Celus-5 – Sawa Messa, Dischnya’s second world, now called Omnia

Gotl – Dying home world of the Gotlians

Haraken – Cetus colony in Hellébore system, home of the Harakens

Hellébore – Haraken’s star

Libre – Original colony of Méridien Independents, now a private enclave of Swei Swee

Méridien – Home world of Confederation

New Terra – Home world of New Terrans, fourth planet outward of Oistos

Ollassa – Vinians’ home world

Omnia – World settled by the Dischnya, Swei Swee, SADEs, and humans

Sawa Messa – Celus-5, Dischnya’s second world, now called Omnia

Sol – Star of the Earthers

Talus – Toralian star

Toral – Toralian home world

 

Ships and Stations

Dark Whispers – Toralian fleet’s lead battleship

Freedom – Alex’s primary city-ship

Guardian – Haraken Trident warship that escorts the Sojourn

Idona Station – Sol station at the crossroads to the far belt and inner worlds

New Terra – Derelict Earth colony ship

Our People – Alex’s second city-ship

Rêveur – Alex’s passenger liner, originally lost in space and time

Sardi-Tallen Orbital Platform – Primary station orbiting Omnia

Scout ships – Small vessels crewed by SADEs

Sojourn – Haraken explorer ship

Travelers – Small ships with beam weapons

Trident – Omnian tri-hulled, beam-armed warship

Valenko Orbital Station – Second platform orbiting Omnia, named for Admiral Svetlana Valenko

Vivian’s Mirror – Killian’s scout ship


My Books

Sojourn, the thirteenth novel in the Silver Ships series, is available in e-book, softcover, and audiobook versions. Please visit my website, http://scottjucha.com, for publication dates and locations. You may register at my website to receive e-mail updates on the publication of my upcoming novels.
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From my early years to the present, books have been a refuge. They’ve fueled my imagination. I’ve traveled to faraway places and met aliens with Asimov, Heinlein, Clarke, Herbert, and Le Guin. I’ve explored historical events with Michener and Clavell, and I played spy with Ludlum and Fleming.

There’s no doubt that the early sci-fi masters influenced the writing of my first two series, The Silver Ships and Pyreans. I crafted my stories to give readers intimate views of my characters, who wrestle with the challenges of living in space and inhabiting alien worlds.

Life is rarely easy for these characters, who encounter aliens and calamities, but they persist and flourish. I revel in examining humankind’s will to survive. Not everyone plays fair or exhibits concern for other beings, but that’s another aspect of humans and aliens that I investigate.

My stories offer hope for humans today about what they might accomplish tomorrow far from our home world. Throughout my books, humans exhibit a will to persevere, without detriment to the vast majority of others.

Readers have been generous with their comments, which they’ve left on Amazon and Goodreads for others to review. I truly enjoy what I do, and I’m pleased to read how my stories have positively affected many readers’ lives.

If you’ve read my books, please consider posting a review on Amazon and Goodreads for every book, even a short one. Reviews attract other readers and are a great help to indie authors, such as me.

 

The Silver Ships novels have reached Amazon’s coveted #1 and #2 Best-Selling Sci-Fi book, multiple times, in the science fiction categories of first contact, space opera, and alien invasion.
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