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    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    LOCATION: Rogue TERRA starship PHOENIX, just outside the Ni star system 
 
    YEAR: 2145 
 
      
 
    The massive human starship rocked from several energy blasts. The armada of Screen ships attacking were relentless. Jacob Diego had to grab a wall handle to prevent himself from falling to the ground. When the ship stabilized, he rushed over to the console where Professor Donavin was feverishly working. He could see why he was pulled to engineering from his security duties. PHOENIX was up against over 170 Screen vessels. They needed anyone with engineering skills to help repair and maintain systems during the battle. The crew did what they could to prepare, but it was still overwhelming. None of them had ever gone through such a large-scale battle. 
 
    “I’ve managed to reroute energy from the damaged primary plasma grid through a secondary network,” Lieutenant Diego reported to Professor Donavin. 
 
    Donavin checked the readings on his console. “It’s holding, but I don’t know for how long.” Another set of blasts rocked the ship. “Damn Screen! Can’t they give us one minute?” Donavin took it as a personal insult that the Screen were trying to destroy a ship he worked so hard to build. 
 
    Another volley of attacks caused PHOENIX to rock again. Alerts blared on the various consoles in engineering. “We’ve got ruptures in the secondary conduit network,” an engineer reported from a station across from Donavin and Jacob. 
 
    Donavin adjusted his eyeglasses as he checked the damage. “We need to close the rupture in Zeta 9A; otherwise it’ll bleed over to the primary network and melt the entire grid.” Donavin wiped the sweat from his head as he tried to adjust the energy flow. “They had to hit a vulnerable area…” He slammed his hands on the console. “I can’t reroute the flow.” 
 
    “I can go and fix it,” Jacob offered without hesitation. 
 
    “Ops to engineering,” came the voice of Alex’sis Brandus. “We’ve got fluctuations in our weapons network.” 
 
    “On it,” Donavin replied as he looked to Jacob. “Get that rupture sealed or we’re dead. I’ll take care of the weapons systems.” 
 
    Jacob grabbed a toolkit and rushed out of engineering without saying a word. There was little time to waste. They were barely keeping up repairing all the damage the ship was taking from the enemy vessels. PHOENIX was huge, but it was being outmatched by the Screen armada it was fighting. 
 
    “Alert, enemy hostiles have boarded the ship. Repeat, hostiles on board,” communications officer Bret Richards reported over Jacob’s pip as the lieutenant ran through the only corridor in and out of engineering. He pulled his pulse gun and activated it. The last thing he needed to deal with was enemy combatants. He had to get to the damaged grid. PHOENIX was fighting overwhelming odds. If they couldn’t keep up with repairing critical systems, they were doomed. A part of him felt he needed to help defend the ship from the boarding parties. He ignored that thought. He needed to help with repairs, not engage in combat. There were plenty of people handling security.  
 
    The ship was taking a lot of damage from the ongoing attacks. When Captain Roberts announced they were coming here to protect the Ni from a planned Screen attack, people became nervous. Despite the ship’s massive size and victories against the Screen in multiple encounters, many of the crew felt protecting the Ni wasn’t in the best interest of their mission. But they respected the captain’s decision and were willing to follow his orders. On Professor Donavin’s recommendation, anyone with engineering experience was assigned to repair duties for the fight. Although he was a security officer, Jacob had extensive training in the ship’s engineering systems and was reassigned. With civilians supporting security in repelling boarding parties, Jacob could afford to help the engineers. 
 
    The lieutenant tried not to think about the ship being pummeled with weapons fire. The human starship was massive. It bristled with its own arsenal of weapons to defend itself, but it was outmatched by the sheer number of Screen vessels attacking it. The engineers could only do so much in helping to keep the systems running. PHOENIX needed to prevail in battle or withdraw if they were to survive. Jacob already knew retreat was not an option. Captain Roberts was intent on protecting the Ni. 
 
    Jacob reached the entry to the maintenance shaft and hit the button. The door wouldn’t open, forcing him to pry it open with his hands. He wasted no time crawling into the small space. He could see the rupture in the conduit network up ahead. Sparks flew around him and lights flickered in the distance as more blasts struck the ship. 
 
    “Donavin to Diego. I need that conduit fixed!” 
 
    “I’m in the shaft and approaching the rupture. Give me a of couple minutes.” The professor’s tone made it clear the situation was dire. Jacob needed to fix the conduit ASAP. 
 
    “Hurry! We’re barely keeping the systems running. Shields are beginning to fail!” 
 
    Jacob moved quickly through the maintenance shaft despite the constant rocking of the ship from the Screen’s repeated attacks. Once he reached the damaged conduit, he pulled out a scanner to assess the damage. It was bad. The best he could hope to do was isolate the rupture and try to reroute power through a nearby junction. It would take time to fix. The nearby conduits were already pumping plasma energy beyond their capacity. Any of them could breach. If they did…well, the lieutenant wouldn’t be around very long to think about it. Plasma tended to make human flesh melt. 
 
    As he began repairs, a massive set of explosions shook the ship violently, preventing Jacob from fixing the conduit. Another set of explosions rocked the ship so hard it threw him from side to side and knocked him unconscious. For the remainder of the battle, he lay motionless in the conduit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    May 2147 
 
    Location: Infinity City, Luna 
 
      
 
    Admiral Vargas reviewed the commander’s file. He wanted to be familiar with the officer’s career history before meeting with him. Despite reading the dossier several times, questions still lingered in his mind. Why would an officer, who served on the rogue starship PHOENIX, voluntarily choose to leave that ship? Everyone who served on it during the Screen mission were considered heroes by the public. Welcomed back into the fleet, every officer in TERRA clamored to get a post there. It made no sense for an officer to want to transfer off that ship. The admiral had no problem granting the commander’s request, but he wanted to know his motivations. Very few officers who served on PHOENIX during the Screen mission left for new assignments. It was a challenge for TERRA to figure out where to put them. 
 
    Vargas never had an issue making a tough decision, but times had changed. He had to be sure any decision he made didn’t impact him negatively. Ever since the Screen’s defeat and PHOENIX’s return, the government had been removing most of the high-level officers in TERRA, replacing them with Earth Security (ES) personnel. While PHOENIX was away, tensions grew between TERRA and the government, almost leading to an armed conflict between TERRA and Earth Security. Upon the starship’s return, the government made sweeping changes to TERRA. They installed people in key positions to reassert control over the military branch. Admiral Vargas was never one to make waves, and he had enough friends in the government to ensure his position was safe. Despite that protection, he felt he was in a precarious place. He thought through every decision before finalizing his choice. He had been in TERRA too long to lose his career over a rash decision. 
 
    “Admiral Vargas, Commander Diego is here to see you,” came the voice of his bot assistant over the office speakers. 
 
    “Send him in.” The admiral stood up as the door opened. “Commander Diego.” He felt certain about approving the commander’s transfer but wanted to speak with Diego before signing off on it. 
 
    “Admiral,” Jacob replied. He stood in the center of the room with his hands behind his back, waiting for the admiral to respond. There was no pleasantness in his voice. 
 
    Vargas circled around his desk and approached the commander, extending his hand out. Jacob looked at it, seemingly unsure as what to do. Eventually, he extended his hand, and they shook. “It’s finally good to meet you, commander.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jacob replied. “Forgive me, sir. I’m just not used to being treated with pleasantries.” 
 
    Vegas was quick to reassure him. “You don’t have to explain it to me. I’m aware that the officers who served on PHOENIX are not well regarded in the fleet, despite your popularity with the public. I’m not one of those officers. You and the others risked your lives and careers to free us from the Screen. I, for one, am grateful for what you did.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Jacob was not convinced of the admiral’s sincerity. Since leaving PHOENIX, Jacob’s encounters with officers he worked with and for were full of people who held a high level of disdain for him, even hatred. “I wish more officers had your way of thinking.” 
 
    “I’ve been in TERRA for over thirty years,” Vargas said as he returned to his desk. “I may be old, but I’m not so set in my ways. I’ve been around long enough to see that changes need to happen if TERRA is to survive as humanity’s military arm. Earth Security would be more than happy to replace us. We have no choice but to adapt.” 
 
    Jacob was aware of the fallout from PHOENIX’s return. ES personnel had taken over enough key positions that they essentially now controlled TERRA. Many officers disagreed with some of the changes these ES people were making but remained silent for fear of being drummed out of the service. These changes were even affecting TERRA Academy. Enrollment was down as more young people finishing their secondary education were choosing to sign up for duty with Earth Security rather than try to get into the Academy. Even some Academy graduates were forgoing a position in TERRA and signing up for service with ES. The days of young people dreaming of a career in TERRA seemed to be gone. Projections were that, for the first time in the Academy’s history, there would be vacancies in the incoming freshman class. 
 
    Vargas picked up his data acquisition terminal (DAT) and looked at Jacob’s file. “I’ve gone over your history several times, commander. I still don’t understand why you chose to leave PHOENIX. Your performance reviews were stellar, in both security and engineering. Chief Davers even offered you a promotion as security chief of the night watch shift.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one who left,” Jacob pointed out. “Twenty-seven other officers vacated their positions.” 
 
    Vargas noticed how the commander didn’t even address the promotion offer from Davers. “I read all their files. Each of them had their reason for leaving PHOENIX, but there’s nothing in your file to explain why you left. You said it yourself—things have not been easy for you at the engineering bureau. So why leave PHOENIX?” 
 
    “All I can tell you, sir, is I have personal reasons for leaving. If that in any way would prevent you from approving my transfer…” 
 
    Vargas held up his hand. “It doesn’t. I’m more than happy to approve your request. I’m just perplexed by your decision. PHOENIX left to conduct deep space exploration. You already took a chance serving on that ship during the Screen mission. It seems space exploration would be natural for you, given your experience.” 
 
    “I feel my talents would be better served on a capital ship.” 
 
    Vargas was unconvinced by the commander’s response. “You do realize that all the capital ships will be doing are patrols for the foreseeable future. Until the new generation of starships are built, we only have the capital ships to defend the solar system. Even retrofitting them with alien technology, their inherent designs makes them substandard to the other alliance vessels.” 
 
    “The alliance is already providing us with military support,” Jacob reminded him. 
 
    That remark did nothing to ease Vargas’s concerns about TERRA’s ability to protect the solar system. “I know you and your former crewmates have a lot of faith in the alliance. I don’t. With the Screen gone, I expect the other races will focus more on their self-interests and be less inclined to engage in cooperative efforts. We’ve already seen it with the Cresorians. They’ve all but cut off diplomatic relations with the alliance.” 
 
    Jacob was quite aware of the Cresorian situation. He had only met the one who served on PHOENIX, Drix. Jacob found him to be a pleasant individual. It was a surprise that his race had seemingly descended into anarchy trying to rebuild their homeworld. 
 
    “Even though you’ll be serving as executive officer, I expect you’ll have a challenge getting SOLARA’s officers to respect you,” Vargas added. “Even Captain Dewis has voiced his opposition to any former PHOENIX crew member serving under him. If he had it his way, you wouldn’t even be allowed to set foot on his ship.” 
 
    That warning did nothing to dissuade Jacob. He was committed to going through with this new assignment. “I understand what I’m walking into. I accept whatever awaits me. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    The admiral studied the commander for a moment. He just couldn’t get a bead on why Jacob would choose to serve in what would undoubtedly be an uncomfortable and contentious commission. There were a lot of bad feelings from TERRA personnel towards the PHOENIX officers. It was made even worse when Captain Roberts refused to select any of the more seasoned officers to serve on his ship. 
 
    The admiral gave up trying to figure out Diego’s motivations and relented. “Alright, commander. Consider your transfer request approved. I’ll transmit the orders to Captain Dewis. You can report to the SOLARA as early as tomorrow.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Yes sir. Thank you, sir.” 
 
    “Dismissed.” Vargas studied the commander as he left the office. The admiral sensed that Diego had left PHOENIX because he was running from something. If that was the case, it didn’t seem to impact his performance. In both his time on PHOENIX and his recent tenure at the engineering bureau helping design the next generation of TERRA starships, he garnered excellent reviews on his job performance. The officers he worked under may have hated Jacob, but they couldn’t deny the excellent work he did for them. Hopefully, Jacob Diego would be able to weather the unfriendly atmosphere waiting for him on the SOLARA. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    It was an uneventful last day at the Mars communications station for David Block. He told none of his colleagues that he was leaving permanently, or about his new assignment. He simply ended his shift and walked out without saying a word to anyone. It was no different than any other day. He kept to himself while at work and didn’t socialize with fellow officers off-duty. His days were spent sitting in his apartment alone in Crimson City, either reading a book or watching an entertainment show. He never imagined living such an isolated life. Things were supposed to be better for him. He was instrumental in helping his friends free humanity from the Screen. While they enjoyed public adulation and saw their careers skyrocket, David was left behind. 
 
    It was his name. The Block family was prominent and influential in TERRA. For years, the Block name meant respect and admiration from officers in the fleet. Even when TERRA could no longer post all the officers coming out of the Academy to positions, anyone in the Block family was guaranteed a place in the fleet. David’s father sat on the command council, which afforded the family additional perks. David was fortunate to be part of his family as he was not a remarkable individual. His grades at the Academy were average, and he had a timid demeanor. Despite his shortcomings, it was expected that he would eventually become an admiral, but in a low priority position. He would never hold a position of importance. Even though his father recognized David’s lack of confidence, he still pushed his son to become more assertive in the hopes he could climb the ranks to a position of power. Although the senior Block knew it was unrealistic, he still held out hope that David could someday get command of a capital ship, maybe even a position on the command council. 
 
    None of that would ever happen. Since the Screen’s defeat, the government was swift in removing TERRA officers in key positions. One of those officers removed was David’s father, who was replaced with an ES officer on the command council. Those lucky few who weren’t removed were either ostracized by their peers or made so uncomfortable they resigned their commissions. David was no different. He was shunned by those he worked with at the Mars communications center. Things had become so bad he reached out to his friend John Roberts, who commanded the flagship PHOENIX. John refused to come back for his friend, instead sending a message back explaining he had responsibilities to his crew. David took it as an excuse. The John Roberts he knew would never have used obligation to duty as an excuse to not help a friend. 
 
    David had served a brief stint on PHOENIX, but he couldn’t get accustomed to living with the variety of alien species on the ship. He transferred to Mars, assuming working side-by-side with his other good friend, Billy Pedia, would satisfy him. Instead, Billy was promoted to head of the station and David rarely saw him. Even outside of work, David never heard from his friend. It was as if Billy didn’t want to associate with David because of his family name. It seemed everyone had abandoned the young man. 
 
    As soon as he got back to his apartment, David finished packing. Even if things didn’t work out at his new assignment, he wouldn’t return to Mars. There was no need to keep the lease on the apartment. On the coffee table he spotted a picture frame holding a photo of him, Billy, and John. It was taken their last year as cadets at the Academy. David picked up the frame and studied it. It was taken in front of John’s place in Dorm Row. David smiled, recalling the memories of those times. John and Billy took him under their wing and included him in all their fun. It was the last photo they took before John was whisked away to the EXODUS Project. 
 
    David recalled how they always talked about how self-serving TERRA officers were. They promised each other never to become such officers. It seemed that Billy and John turned out to be typical TERRA officers. They got what they wanted. To hell with everyone else, even their former friends. David’s heart grew heavy, realizing that his two best friends had become exactly what they promised each other they would never be: self-centered officers. 
 
    No, he was done feeling depressed. David dropped the picture into the trash, grabbed his suitcase, and left the apartment. Less than an hour later, he was on a transport to Luna. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Captain Dewis stepped off the docking tube at the Luna shipyard and onto the SOLARA. Waiting for him was a contingent of security officers. It was customary for a security detail to greet the ship commander after a long absence from the ship. The captain prided himself on instilling the importance of protocols to his crew. 
 
    Waiting along with the security detail was the chief engineer, Lieutenant Jonas Walters. He was fiddling with two DATs. The captain looked around in confusion. Someone was missing. “Lieutenant, where’s Commander Ali?” 
 
    “She sends her apologies,” Jonas started. “The commander was unexpectedly recalled to Mars just twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    The captain wasn’t pleased to hear this. He expected his executive officer to be here to give him a tour of the ship. Given all the upgrades done to the SOLARA, the captain wanted a breakdown of everything that was installed. It was the responsibility of the executive officer to give him that tour. 
 
    “When will she be back?” 
 
    “She isn’t. She’s officially relieved of her duties here. She detailed all the information in a message to you.” 
 
    The captain hadn’t had time to check his personal inbox. Ali wasn’t supposed to assume her new post for another couple of days. She had served as Dewis’s executive officer for six years, and he had great respect for her. He was looking forward to one final dinner with her so he could impart some advice and recall some of their better times together. 
 
    “They must really need her at the new alien diplomatic core to have her start early,” Dewis remarked. If Ali started her new assignment, that meant TERRA had assigned a new executive officer to the SOLARA. The captain was anxious to learn who would be reporting to him. He had shot down several prospects with Admiral Vargas, but the last time they talked the admiral made it clear that the captain’s opinion would have little impact on who was assigned. As the admiral said, “Times have changed, and you’re lucky to still be a ship commander. Don’t push your luck.” 
 
    The captain looked at his engineer. “I take it you’ll be giving me the tour.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ve compiled a list of everything new on the SOLARA. We can start with engineering.” 
 
    Dewis took the DAT Jonas handed him. “Let’s get on with it then.” Both men proceeded down the dark gray corridor. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    SOLARA had been in service for twenty-five years and was the youngest ship in the fleet. TERRA never saw the need to add additional vessels to the five they had in service for fear of antagonizing the Screen. The alien race had kept humanity contained within the solar system for nearly a century. The military believed building up their fleet could anger them. SOLARA’s design wasn’t elaborate but served its purpose. Just as the PHOENIX was rounded and organic-looking, almost like a living thing, the SOLARA was angled and blocky, not too different from an industrial cargo ship. There was a beauty to the design, especially in its silver hull color. The ship comprised thirteen decks and had a standard crew complement of 532 officers. In an emergency, the ship’s life support could accommodate over 2,000 people. Only the JORDAN was smaller than the SOLARA, whereas the AURORA was the largest ship in the fleet. 
 
    When it was decided that all the capital ships would be upgraded with the same alien technology that was put into PHOENIX, TERRA engineers voiced their concerns that it may not be possible. A capital ship’s systems were fully integrated. A refit meant ripping out the old systems, which routinely included new bulkheads and structural supports. But the council was adamant that all capital ships be upgraded with alliance technology. The ship commanders of the AURORA, SYRIA, GENESIS, and JORDAN went to the council and argued why their ships should be upgraded first. All they managed to accomplish was angering the council with their self-serving arguments. In the end, SOLARA was selected first for a refit. 
 
    Captain Dewis marveled at the new engine core pulsating in the center of the SOLARA’s engineering area. He reviewed the specs on his DAT as Lieutenant Walters consulted with some of his staff. After the Screen were defeated, the moratorium on the construction of hyperdrive engines was lifted. Engineering corporations wasted no time designing and building the latest generation of engines. TERRA selected TriCON Corporation to supply engines for TERRA’s existing five capital ships. The SOLARA’s engineering section was never designed with the thought that a hyperdrive would someday be installed. It took a lot of creative thinking to get the engine squeezed into the engineering section. 
 
    The captain saw something on the specs that got his attention. “Lieutenant,” he called to Jonas. “This shows the engine isn’t interfaced with the ship’s power distribution network.” 
 
    “That’s correct,” the chief engineer confirmed as he joined the captain by the engine. “We haven’t been able to resolve the incompatibility issue with the n’quadrin network that’s powering the ship.” 
 
    That didn’t resonate with the captain. “I thought the engineering bureau resolved it.” 
 
    “They’re still working on it. The hyperdrive is strictly human design. The rep from TriCON told me they’re still trying to figure out how to incorporate Onixin engine designs. Until they figure that out, we’ll have to resupply periodically when the ship’s n’quadrin runs low.” 
 
    Dewis brought up an obvious solution. “We can’t install a generator?” 
 
    Jonas shook his head. “There’s simply no room. I’ve gone over the specs with the engineering bureau and TriCON countless times. We’ll have to wait until they figure a way for the engine to interface with the n’quadrin network. The only solution would be to add another deck to build a generator large enough to handle our network. That could take up to a year to complete.” 
 
    Dewis didn’t like the notion of SOLARA being tied to returning to the solar system so often to fuel up. Even though they would be only conducting patrols of the sector, the captain considered his ship the best in the fleet. He was even bold enough to think the SOLARA could outclass PHOENIX, even though TERRA’s flagship was far bigger and brimming with more advanced technologies. SOLARA’s crew of 500 paled compared to PHOENIX, which could hold up to 50,000 people. 
 
    Jonas did have some good news to give to the captain. “I’ve optimized the utilization of our power systems. N’quadrin will power our ruialon emitters, life support, and all auxiliary systems. The hyperdrive will power our shields, particle emitters, and torpedo tubes.” 
 
    Jonas’s comment about the particle emitters caught the captain’s attention. “How come the particle beam weapons haven’t been removed?” 
 
    “We couldn’t remove the plasma network without tearing the ship apart. It was easier to lay the new n’quadrin network parallel to it. Since the plasma network is pretty much acting like a backup now, it made sense to keep the particle beams in place.” 
 
    Captain Dewis nodded in agreement. He liked the idea of SOLARA brimming with its old armaments along with the new weapons. It would certainly give the ship an edge in battle. “What about the starburst system?” 
 
    Jonas brought up the starburst design specifications on his DAT as reference. “Still having issues with it. I’m keeping it offline until we can fix it.” He could see the frustration in the captain’s face. “Sir, it’s natural we’d be running into these problems. SOLARA wasn’t designed for these alien systems. It’s going to take time to work them out.” 
 
    “Maybe that alien engineer who’s joining our crew can help you,” Dewis suggested. 
 
    “Yes, sir. I’ll consult with her as soon as she comes on board.” Jonas was a little surprised the captain made that suggestion. He made it clear he wasn’t happy having an alien coming to serve on SOLARA. The chief engineer was pretty sure the captain took those concerns all the way up to the command council. If he did, they didn’t listen as her name was still on the incoming crew roster. Jonas was sure the captain was further incensed that the alien was coming to serve as a senior officer on the ship. 
 
    “Let’s continue the tour,” Dewis instructed. He was anxious to get up to the command deck. He wanted to access his personal message box. Although he wasn’t about to say anything to the crew, he had been out of the loop on the ship’s refit while on Luna. It was only a few days before that he got confirmation he’d be returning to the SOLARA. He needed to get up to speed on current events. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Captain Dewis and Lieutenant Walters entered the captain’s office from the command deck. They finished going over the rest of the new systems during the tour. The captain was satisfied with everything he read and saw. It seemed the improvements installed on SOLARA would greatly enhance its capabilities. As usual, his chief engineer did an exemplary job of facilitating the refit. 
 
    “Have a seat, lieutenant,” Dewis invited as he took a seat behind his desk. The office was small, with only room to accommodate maybe five people. The only decorations were medals the captain earned in his twenty-three years in TERRA. He was proud of his accomplishments and had no qualms showing his achievements off to his staff. To him, showcasing his medals was a way to motivate his crew to be the best officers they could be. 
 
    “There are two items I’d like to discuss,” Jonas said as he sat down. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The first are the fighter ports. I’d like you to reconsider and have the launch bays reconfigured to accommodate fighter bots.” 
 
    “I’ve read through your proposal, but my decision stands. Most of our pilots have served faithfully on SOLARA for years. I’m not willing to replace them with bots who I’m not convinced can do a better job.” 
 
    “The other capital ships will be putting them in,” Jonas pointed out. 
 
    Dewis wasn’t interested in what the other capital ships were doing. “At the captains’ discretions. Our fighter group is the best in the fleet. We’ll stick with them. Next item.” 
 
    Jonas wasn’t about to press the issue. When the captain made up his mind, there was no changing it. The engineer wasn’t thrilled about putting their fighter pilots out of a job, but he couldn’t ignore the advantages fighter bots provided. Why risk the lives of good officers when bots could easily handle such duties? The pilots could always be retrained in new skills. But the captain was adamant in his decision and Jonas had to respect him. 
 
    Jonas cleared his throat before continuing. “It’s our DATs. I’d like the ship to move over to holographic versions.” 
 
    Dewis wasn't surprised that Jonas was making this recommendation. “As an engineer, you love new technology. We’ve had quite a bit thrown our way since the Screen’s defeat. But I’m not about to abandon something that’s worked so well for us. I see no reason to switch to these holograms. I like holding something physical when I read reports. We’ll continue to use standard DATs.” 
 
    “Understood.” Jonas was disappointed. He loved his post on the SOLARA, having served here for seven years, but it came with a price. Captain Dewis was hesitant to change. Jonas and the engineering bureau had to sit with the captain and go over every new system they wanted to install on the ship to get his approval. 
 
    Jonas had tried to get a position on the PHOENIX, but his application was summarily rejected. His only motivation to serve on the flagship was to learn all about the new technologies the ship possessed. Beyond that, he was happy to continue serving on the SOLARA. He planned on climbing up the ranks to become a ship commander someday. His chances of accomplishing that had greatly improved. Word was that TERRA planned to build over thirty starships in their first wave. It was an ambitious target, as they were still building new shipyard facilities around Earth, Luna, and Mars. There was even word that a large space station would be built around Mars. 
 
    “Anything else?” Dewis asked Jonas as he pulled up his unread messages on his DAT. 
 
    Jonas double-checked his own DAT. “I think we’ve covered everything. All our maintenance bots have been downloaded with the specs of the new technologies we’ve installed. Commander Ali already debriefed the staff on our joint patrol mission with the Quix. They’re getting up to speed on Quix protocol.” 
 
    The joint patrol mission was something else the captain wasn’t happy about having to do. He would have preferred conducting it with another capital ship, but the council insisted that joint operations with the alliance become a regular thing. The government was fully committed to making the alliance with the Quix, Senfo, and Onixins work. The council made it clear that there was no room in TERRA for anyone who didn’t agree. It was around the time of that alliance building that Dewis saw many of his colleagues forced out, replaced by officers from Earth Security. 
 
    “Make sure the crew knows we don’t need to learn the actual names of the Quix we’ll be working with,” the captain reminded Jonas. “We can address them by their much shorter military titles.” 
 
    Jonas breathed a sigh of relief. “They’ll be relieved to hear that.” Quix names tended to be paragraph-long phrases. Going by their military titles would be much less of a tongue-twisting challenge for the crew. 
 
    Dewis found a message from Admiral Vargas and brought it up. The content of the message was something the captain didn’t expect, and he was not happy about it. He was ready to contact the admiral, but the message was clear that Vargas’s decision was final. Any further discussions about it would not be tolerated. There was even a notation stating any attempts to bring this issue to the command council would certainly result in Captain Dewis finding himself forcefully retired from TERRA immediately. It was the same threat made to the captain in his previous conversation with the admiral. 
 
    Lieutenant Walters saw the angry look on the captain’s face. He knew from experience that when Dewis got mad, he tended to take it out on the crew. The best thing to do was to leave and let the captain stew. 
 
    Jonas quickly got up to make his exit. “I’ll finalize our remaining preparations. I’ll have a detailed report for you and our new executive officer.” 
 
    “Just send me the report,” Dewis clarified. “I don’t want you wasting your time with our new executive officer until I know for sure he’ll be staying here.” 
 
    Jonas found that to be an odd statement. “Uh, yes sir. I’ll have it to you by 1700 hours.” The engineer left without waiting for the captain to say anything more. 
 
    Dewis read Admiral Vargas’s message again. It was crystal clear. He was stuck with this new executive officer. The captain got up and poured himself a glass of water from the decanter on the side table. The last thing he wanted was a former crewmember of the PHOENIX serving on his ship. He still harbored bad feelings from when that Onixin ship disabled the SOLARA on orders from PHOENIX’s executive officer. It was humiliating to be taken out so quickly. No, if he had it his way, Dewis wouldn’t allow anyone from PHOENIX to step foot on his ship. Unfortunately, he had no say in the matter. It appeared TERRA was intent on implementing these new changes, regardless of what their experienced officers thought. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    Jacob approached the security officer at the docking bay door and handed his identification card to him. The guard quickly scanned it and checked the credentials on his station terminal. 
 
    “Commander Diego, I’m showing you’re not scheduled to arrive for another six hours. They won’t have your welcoming committee ready.” 
 
    Jacob took his ID back. “It’s okay. The formality isn’t necessary.” 
 
    “Shall I notify them you’re coming on board?” the guard asked. 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “I’m planning on going to the captain directly.” 
 
    “Very well.” The guard accessed his controls and opened the docking bay doors. “Welcome to the SOLARA, commander.” 
 
    Jacob stepped through the doors and made his way down the tube that was connected to the capital ship. Waiting for him on the other side was a security guard who had already received notification that the commander was coming through. As soon as the executive officer stepped onto the SOLARA, the guard saluted him. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the TCS SOLARA, Commander Diego.” 
 
    “At ease,” Jacob replied. The commander was not a fan of these formal protocols. 
 
    The guard quickly felt the need to apologize. “I’m sorry, sir, but we weren’t notified that you were coming early.” 
 
    Jacob held his hand up. “It was a last-minute decision on my part. Where’s Captain Dewis?” 
 
    “He’s on the command deck. Shall I have an escort take you there?” 
 
    “I know the way.” The commander headed down the corridor. He had familiarized himself with the ship’s layout and knew which lift to take to get to the command deck. Jacob also wanted the time alone to prepare for what he expected to be an unpleasant welcome from the captain. From everything the commander read about him, Captain Dewis was your typical by-the-book TERRA officer. To Jacob, that meant that the captain harbored bad feelings towards anyone who served on PHOENIX during the Screen mission. Well, it wasn’t anything the commander hadn’t already dealt with during his time since leaving PHOENIX. The officers who Diego worked with at the bureau made it very clear his presence was not welcomed. He almost got into a fight with a group of them at a local bar at Infinity City frequented by officers. It was only the presence of several Earth Security officers that kept things from spiraling out of control. Despite what they thought of those who served on PHOENIX, TERRA officers weren’t about to degrade themselves by fighting with a fellow officer in front of ES people. They were better than that. 
 
    Though he was ostracized socially, Jacob did settle into a comfortable routine at the bureau. Eventually, those he worked with accepted his presence and collaborated with him on projects. He could have easily remained at the bureau, but he was too close to Earth. It was too tempting to try and look up his past, the life he had before the EXODUS Project. No, he needed to leave that be, and transferring to a capital ship would ensure he’d stay far away from Earth. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Although there were significant differences between them, Jacob was familiar with the layout of all of TERRA’s capital ships. His time at the engineering bureau was focused on designing new starships; however, he spilt his time by also assisting with integrating alliance technologies on the existing capital ships. He helped retrofit PHOENIX during its reconstruction after the Screen battle at the Ni star system and learned a lot about combining different technologies. 
 
    TERRA was reluctant to scrap their capital ships that had served as the military’s fleet for decades. The council insisted on upgrading them with the technologies acquired by PHOENIX during the Screen mission, even though it would do little to augment TERRA’s fleet when compared to the might of the Onixins, Senfo, and Quix. Once the first crop of new starships entered service, the capital ships would be retired. 
 
    The narrow, brown corridors of the SOLARA were starkly different than the wide corridors of the PHOENIX. These were only wide enough to allow two people to walk side by side together. It wasn’t an issue on the SOLARA as the ship’s crew complement wasn’t too big. Jacob looked around and was impressed by the pristine condition of the interior. The SOLARA was the youngest of the five capital ships, but it was still over twenty-five years old. It was thanks to a regimented schedule of refits and upgrades over the years that it was kept looking new. It also helped that the only combat the ship had seen was against the Screen armada near Mars. But the SOLARA, like the other capital ships, was kept in the back of the alliance fleet and had minimal participation in the battle as their armaments and defensive systems were substantially inferior to the PHOENIX and alliance ships. None of the capital ships took so much as a scratch in that battle thanks to the Ni vessels that protected them. 
 
    Commander Diego expected the captain had already contacted Admiral Vargas to challenge Diego’s appointment to the ship as executive officer. Captain Dewis, like most of TERRA’s long-serving officers, were not happy with the changes that had occurred since the Screen’s defeat. They knew punishing the entire PHOENIX crew wouldn’t happen, but they at least wanted John Roberts and Julie Olson, the commanders of that ship, court-martialed and thrown in prison. When that didn’t happen, they lobbied to have John removed from commanding PHOENIX. Jacob knew that the other ship commanders were eager to remove Captain Roberts so they’d have a shot at commanding TERRA’s largest starship. 
 
    Earth Security took over a lot of key positions in TERRA, removing many long-serving admirals and high-level officers. The new requirement to work with the alien alliance military groups, dictated by ES on orders from the government, was too much for many officers to accept and a good portion of them resigned. Fortunately, they were replaced with seasoned ES personnel. Out of the five capital ship commanders, only Captain Dewis and the captain of the SYRIA remained. When the other captains were removed from their posts, they weren’t even given their retirement benefits. This was partly done to encourage the remaining high-level TERRA officers to cooperate with the changes being implemented. Adherence to the old ways of thinking would no longer be tolerated. 
 
    Jacob stepped onto the lift. “Command deck.” He waited a few moments and realized the lift wasn’t moving. It was only when he looked at the buttons on the control panel that he realized he couldn’t tell the ship’s computer where he wanted to go to. He had to press a button. As soon as he pressed the command deck button, the lift began to move. This wasn’t the PHOENIX, whose main computer controlled most of the ship’s functions. The SOLARA’s computer was designed to conduct only critical functions, and lift operations wasn’t deemed critical. The commander had to remind himself that the SOLARA was an old ship. It would take time for him to get used to not having the amenities he enjoyed on PHOENIX. 
 
    The lift stopped, and the door opened. A guard was standing in front of Jacob, and the commander promptly flashed his ID. Reviewing the card, the guard allowed Diego to step onto the command deck. It wasn’t much different from PHOENIX’s command deck, just a lot smaller. Instead of a pit to walk down into, the SOLARA’s command deck was a single, flat level. Also, the windows running along the walls were narrow slits. An officer had to get right up to one to see out into space. 
 
    None of the command deck staff paid any attention to the commander. They were busy at their stations working on getting the ship ready for launch. The SOLARA had spent the last three months moored at the Luna shipyard while its new systems were being installed. 
 
    Jacob didn’t see the captain and assumed he was in his office. No reason to put off the introductions. He expected the meeting to be quite unpleasant. He walked over and rang the office door chime. Let the fun begin. 
 
    “Come in,” came the voice of the captain. 
 
    Soon as the door opened, Jacob walked in. “Commander Jacob Diego reporting for duty, sir.” 
 
    The captain put down the DAT he was reading and looked at the commander. He studied him for a few moments before saying anything. “What are you doing here, commander? You’re not due to arrive until this afternoon.” 
 
    Jacob could already tell the introduction with the captain would not be pleasant. “My business at the bureau was finished. I thought it best to come here and help with the remaining launch preparations.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to notify us? Notify me? You came on board without the proper welcoming committee.” 
 
    Jacob remained composed. “Such protocol isn’t necessary for me.” 
 
    Dewis corrected him. “It’s not for you; it’s for the crew. Our officers need to see that we properly salute our commanding officers and give them the courtesy they deserve. What you did was a disservice to them.” 
 
    “Shall I leave and come back this afternoon?” Jacob was serious about doing it. If Captain Dewis wanted to play this game and follow old school protocols, the commander would go along with it. 
 
    Dewis tossed his DAT on the desk. “No, I’m sure word of your arrival is already going around. A welcoming ceremony would be moot at this point. As the ship commander, I welcome you on board the SOLARA.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Jacob wondered if the captain would at least stand up and shake his hand. He didn’t. 
 
    Dewis was ready to make his feelings clear to his new executive officer. “Let me be blunt. I’m not happy you’re here. Your assignment to this ship was made without my approval.” 
 
    No surprise to Jacob. “I understand, sir. I know those of us who served on PHOENIX are not popular in the fleet.” 
 
    “For good reason. As far as I’m concerned, you’re all traitors who should be in prison. I don’t care that you managed to defeat the Screen. Stealing a starship, humiliating TERRA in the process, and putting the entire human race in jeopardy was too great of a risk. You’re lucky the Screen didn’t just come in and obliterate us as soon as you left. 
 
    “When I learned you were assigned as my executive officer, I protested it. I don’t respect you and don’t trust you: two components necessary for a captain and XO to work together. But I was told the decision was final. If you choose to remain, you do so without my support. I can guarantee you this crew feels the same as me. You have no friends here.” 
 
    Their first meeting was going along just as Jacob expected. “May I be equally blunt, sir?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “I’ve been dealing with people like you ever since I left PHOENIX. I’m used to being ostracized and undermined. I’ve learned to live with being the outcast. I expect to be treated no differently here than I was at the bureau.” 
 
    “Then why even stay?” Dewis asked. “If officers are treating you poorly, why continue serving in TERRA? More so, why even leave PHOENIX?” 
 
    “My reasons for leaving PHOENIX are my personal business. I don’t have a problem with how people treat me. I’m here to do a job, nothing more. I’m not interested in a popularity contest.” 
 
    “Fine.” The captain wasn’t interested in the commander’s reason for leaving PHOENIX. “Then why come to the SOLARA? You can continue at the bureau until one of those new starships you helped design gets built. You can serve on one of those. Why come here? This ship is nothing like what you had on the PHOENIX.” 
 
    “My experience will serve this ship well. There’s nothing more I could offer at the bureau. You may not believe it, but I have a lot to offer here.” 
 
    Dewis shook his head. “The only thing you’ll offer is a disruption to ship operations and resentment from the crew. You also made getting a promotion a lot more difficult for yourself. There’s no way I’d ever recommend you for a ship commander post.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” was all Jacob said. 
 
    Captain Dewis considered the commander’s lack of a meaningful response. Any other officer would be working an XO position in such a way to ensure a promotion to ship commander, but it appeared Commander Diego was unfazed by the captain’s comment. “It seems you’ve made up your mind. I can’t forcibly remove you. For now, we’re stuck with each other, but now you know where you stand with me.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. May I begin my duties?” 
 
    Dewis picked up his DAT. “The last of our new officers should be on board tonight. Review the duty roster and debrief me on it tomorrow. I understand there’s been some last-minute changes. Also, consult with Lieutenant Walters on the launch schedule. He’s taken up Commander Ali’s responsibilities since she left.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Understood, sir.” 
 
    Dewis leaned forward on his desk. “One more thing, commander. We have an alien coming on board who’ll be serving as our chief operations officer…another decision taken out of my hands. I believe the alien’s a Senfo?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jacob confirmed. “Fotell is her name.” 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “We served together at the bureau.” He was about to go on about what a benefit she would be to the ship but figured the captain had little interest in her qualifications. Why waste his breath. She was an alien, someone who didn’t belong on a human ship. 
 
    “You’ll be responsible for handling her training and acclimation to our operations,” Dewis explained. “I expect my interaction with her will be limited to necessary engagements on the command deck. Beyond that, I have no interest in learning about her or her culture.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure you’re insulated,” Jacob promised. 
 
    “And make sure you do the same with me,” Dewis added. “I expect us to interact only regarding ship business, nothing more.” 
 
    “You’ve made your opinion of me very clear, captain. I’ll stay out of your way.” 
 
    “Then we understand each other. Dismissed.” 
 
    Jacob left the captain’s office. Dewis was hoping to convince the commander that serving here wasn’t a good idea, but he seemed committed to staying. The captain did notice how emotionless Diego came across—almost robotic in his demeanor. It was probably the result of the commander trying to shield himself from the treatment he received from his fellow officers. If the commander was smart, he’d keep up that demeanor here. Captain Dewis had no intention of protecting Diego from the crew. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “Make sure you get your homework done. While I’m gone, your dad will be checking that you're keeping up with your schoolwork.” Lieutenant Kelly Nalus was in her quarters, talking with her two daughters. With the SOLARA getting ready to conduct its first interstellar patrol mission, she knew she’d be too busy to call back home and wanted to take one last opportunity to talk with her family. This would be the longest she’d be away from them, and the thought of being gone for an extended length of time was hitting her. 
 
    “Alright, girls. Go get yourselves ready for dinner,” came the voice of their father, Kelly’s husband, from behind them. 
 
    “Okay,” the girls replied in unison. “Love you, mom,” they said as they waved to her. 
 
    Kelly blew them kisses and smiled. Once she saw they were gone from the room, she spoke up. “How are they handling this?” 
 
    “Better than me,” Able admitted as he sat down. “To them, this is just another mission you’re doing. The fact you’re leaving the solar system doesn’t seem to have fazed them. I would have thought they’d be more excited their mom’s going out into deep space. Wish I wasn’t so worried.” 
 
    Kelly could understand his concerns but was determined to assure him she’d be fine. “I told you nothing’s going to happen. It’s just a quick patrol of the sector.” 
 
    “What if some hostile aliens attack you?” Able asked. 
 
    “The Screen are gone. We’ve got alliance ships patrolling the sector. If something comes up, they’ll alert us.” 
 
    Able still wasn’t convinced. He had made it very clear to his wife he wasn’t enthused about her serving on a ship that was now going to make routine trips outside the solar system. He tried to convince her to transfer to a ground installation, but she wouldn’t hear of it. Kelly loved serving on a capital ship, and her goal was to become a ship commander someday. The fact that ship commanders could start expecting to leave the solar system didn’t bother her. No matter how many arguments they had, Kelly wouldn’t budge from her stance. Her career was important to her. 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Able admitted. 
 
    “I don’t want to leave with you mad at me,” Kelly remarked. 
 
    “I’m not mad; I’m just worried. I want you to be safe.” 
 
    “The SOLARA has a good crew, and they’ve fitted the ship with new weapons. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    Able knew his wife would continue reassuring him. “Just don’t run the ship into an asteroid.” 
 
    Kelly crossed her arms. “You didn’t just make a negative remark about my navigation skills, did you?” 
 
    Able winked at her. “Just keeping you on your toes. Seriously, be careful out there…and call me when you have a chance.” 
 
    “I will, I promise.” Kelly put her hand on the monitor and smiled. Able did the same, then the communications link ended. 
 
    Able worried too much about his wife’s well-being, but Kelly wouldn’t have it any other way. She liked having someone worry about her. Able never shied away from voicing his concerns about her career and she appreciated that he didn’t internalize his emotions. It was that open communication that made their marriage strong. 
 
    It wasn’t the mission itself that worried Kelly. Even though this would be the first time her and the SOLARA crew had ventured outside the solar system, she was ready for it. What bothered her was the new executive officer coming on board. Although Captain Dewis hadn’t made an official announcement, he already informed some of his longer-serving officers about Commander Diego. She was disgusted she would have to serve under someone from the PHOENIX. She, like many of her fellow officers, felt that crew—no, those rebels—betrayed TERRA. It didn’t matter that they defeated the Screen; it didn’t justify their actions. They knew nothing of what it meant to serve in a cohesive military structure. They would bring nothing but chaos to TERRA’s operations with their outrageous ideas. 
 
    She also had another reason for not wanting the commander on board. With Commander Ali’s departure, Kelly had hoped to get promoted to security chief. She assumed Chief Gimron would become the new XO, leaving a vacancy in the security chief slot, a position Kelly had wanted for years. But with Diego’s arrival, no one would be promoted. 
 
    Kelly would make it very clear to Commander Diego that she wanted him gone. Anything she could to do encourage his departure from SOLARA, she would do. It didn’t matter that he was a superior officer, she’d do whatever she could to undermine his authority. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jacob obtained his DAT from the requisition department and went to meet up with Lieutenant Jonas Walters to go over the ship’s launch details. As he walked through the corridors, the commander noticed a lot of stares from the people he passed. They undoubtedly knew he was their new executive officer. No one smiled at him, let alone acknowledged him. Jacob was used to it. Opening himself up to make new friends was something he wasn’t willing to do. Why bother? No wanted to get to know him, and it was easier this way. He didn’t want to make friends only to possibly lose them to some catastrophe. He started thinking about PHOENIX’s battle with the Screen at the Ni star system, but quickly stopped himself. Now was not the time to wallow in sadness. 
 
    The commander found the chief engineer on deck nine in the computer core. The lieutenant was consulting with a computer specialist as two bots conducted maintenance on the core when the commander walked in on them. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Jonas asked as he looked over to Jacob. 
 
    The commander held up his DAT. “I’m here to go over some final launch details with you.” Jonas had a confused look on his face. “I’m Commander Jacob Diego, the new executive officer.” 
 
    Jonas’s eyes beamed with delight. “Commander, yes!” He looked at the computer specialist. “Run the diagnostic in engineering. I’ll stay here and finish up the recalibration.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the specialist replied as she left the room. She gave Jacob a disparaging look before walking out. 
 
    Jonas approached the commander with a smile and saluted him. “Welcome aboard, sir. If we’d had the welcoming ceremony, we would have already met.” 
 
    Jacob had enough hearing about protocol and snapped. “Captain Dewis already chastised me for showing up early. I don’t need to hear about adhering to protocols from anyone else.” He could put up with the captain’s disdain, but he wasn’t about to put up with attitude from the crew today. They could at least act like they respected him for one day. 
 
    Jonas was taken aback by the commander’s reaction. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to imply anything. I’m glad you showed up early. To be honest, I was getting a little tired of playing executive officer. I meant no offense.” 
 
    It seemed Jonas was being sincere. Jacob realized he was too much on-guard. “Understood, lieutenant. My apologies, it’s been a long day.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know who was taking the XO position until an hour ago when the rumors started that you were here. The captain hasn’t made the official announcement.” 
 
    “He’s made it very clear he doesn’t want me here.” Jacob didn’t know what possessed him to say that. Maybe he was tired of pretending everything was fine and trying to keep up appearances. They were all adults. If the captain didn’t like Jacob, why should the commander conceal that from the other officers? It wasn’t going to cause a breakdown in the change of command. 
 
    “Oh…” Jonas wasn’t sure how to respond to the commander’s statement. “Well, the captain’s not a fan of the PHOENIX. It’s a shame too.” 
 
    Jacob was surprised by the engineer’s comment. “You’re glad I’m here?” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I mean, you got to live and work on TERRA’s flagship. I’d love to sit with you sometime and hear your stories of your time there and pick your brain on PHOENIX’s technologies.” 
 
    “There’s not much for me to tell. I did security and a little engineering.” 
 
    Jonas got the distinct impression that the commander had no interest in recalling his time aboard the PHOENIX. Anyone who lived on that ship must have experienced so many new and unusual things. The lieutenant decided not to press the commander to discuss his time there. Maybe once the commander got to know the chief engineer he’d be more comfortable about talking about his time on the flagship. 
 
    Jacob changed the subject. “How are we for launch?” 
 
    Jonas activated his DAT and pulled up his to-do list. “I’m sending you an updated list of what’s left to do. All we have are some minor things. We should receive our final shipment of supplies tomorrow. Beyond that, we should be on schedule to launch in two days.” 
 
    Jacob reviewed the list on his DAT. “Looks like you’ve got everything under control. I took the opportunity to review the new systems that were installed. I see you’re having problems getting the starburst to work.” 
 
    “The one time we used it the weapon’s exhaust bled into the n’quadrin power network and disrupted almost half our systems,” Jonas explained. “I’ve tried fiddling with the power settings, but the simulations still show a problem with bleeding.” 
 
    Jacob was familiar with what the lieutenant was describing. “We had the same problem when the Ni installed it on PHOENIX. We traced the problem to an excess amount of n’quadrin being pumped into the emitters that caused a feedback loop.” 
 
    Jonas looked at the commander’s DAT and reviewed the specs with him. “We’ve been addressing the amount going into the emitters, not the rate at which we’re sending it.” 
 
    “If you reduce the flow rate by about fifteen percent, that should take care of your problem.” Jacob quickly ran a simulation on his DAT. Sure enough, it reported the bleeding problem gone. 
 
    Jonas was amazed by the commander’s technical prowess. “I wish you were here sooner. We spent months trying to tackle this problem. Thank you, commander. I’ll let the captain know.” 
 
    “You could have contacted the engineering bureau for help,” Jacob pointed out. 
 
    “I know, but I wanted to solve this problem myself. Learning about all these new alien technologies has taught me more about engineering than my time at the Academy. I guess my pride got in the way. I thought I could figure it out.” 
 
    Jacob appreciated the engineer’s honesty. One was hard pressed to find any TERRA officer admit to a deficiency. It was a sign of weakness and many felt that sort of candor would sabotage their aspiring career prospects. 
 
    “You can tell Captain Dewis you solved the problem,” Jacob offered. “I don’t need the credit.” 
 
    Jonas didn’t know how to respond. It wasn’t normal for an officer to solve an issue and let another take credit for it. In TERRA, officers were always trying to one-up each other as they climbed the military ranks. For the commander to willingly let the chief engineer take credit for something the commander solved was unusual. 
 
    Jacob spoke up when Jonas didn’t say anything. “The rest of the new systems look fine. I’ll let you handle the remaining launch details. I’ll take care of the new crew evaluations, including greeting our Senfo operations officer.” 
 
    “Do you know her?” Jonas asked. 
 
    Jacob nodded. “She did a brief stint in the bureau while I was there. She’s good. She’s learned all our procedures and will fit right in.” 
 
    Jonas looked forward to working with an alien. “I hope I work well with her. I’ve never served with an alien. I don’t want to say anything to offend her.” 
 
    “The Senfo are pretty easygoing. Read the file on them and you’ll be fine. Just be sure to get your micron injected. I know a supply was delivered here, but most of the crew haven’t been injected yet.” Microns were nano-size devices that resided in the brain and translated alien languages. It allowed different races to converse with one another without needing to know each other’s languages. Jacob was certain most of the crew would refuse to get injected out of some unsubstantiated fear. From what he heard, TERRA wasn’t ready to mandate that their officers have them. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to do that,” Jonas promised. 
 
    “Good, then I’ll leave you to it.” 
 
    Jacob headed out of the room but stopped when Jonas called him. “Commander.” Jacob turned around. “I meant what I said. Welcome aboard.” 
 
    Jacob broke a weak smile. “Thank you, lieutenant.” 
 
    Jonas returned to the recalibration. The commander was nothing like what the engineer expected. He had heard all these stories about PHOENIX’s crew members. The stories made them out to be larger than life individuals, but Commander Diego was subdued. His unwillingness to discuss anything about his time on that ship was odd. What was his story? It almost seemed like he didn’t want to remember any of his time on PHOENIX. Maybe the commander would loosen up. Jonas decided it was his goal to make the commander feel at home on the SOLARA. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “What’s it like on your world?” 
 
    “Are all of you this size?” 
 
    “What’s with the hat? Is that part of your military uniform?” 
 
    “Was your race really asleep for hundreds of years?” 
 
    Fotell found herself the center of attention. She was with a group of new officers assigned to the SOLARA waiting in the docking tube to be cleared to board the ship. None of them had ever met an alien before and were fascinated by this short gray-skinned individual in their presence. 
 
    “You are all such inquisitive individuals,” the three-foot alien replied. She didn’t know which questions to answer first. After spending months working alongside humans in their military organization, she could still barely keep up with their constant barrage of questions. She kept in contact with the Onixins and Quix that were part of the new alliance military exchange. They voiced the same experience they were having with the humans. They were certainly an inquisitive species.  
 
    “You have to tell us what it was like serving on PHOENIX,” one of the officers said. 
 
    “I never served on that vessel,” Fotell clarified. It was another misconception they made. For some reason the humans assumed she had served on that ship. Fotell served on one of the first Senfo cruisers launched when the rebuilding of her homeworld, Flutori, commenced after PHOENIX visited the planet. Her cruiser did participate in the battle against the Screen armada here in the humans’ star system. 
 
    Before anyone else could ask her a question, some beeping sounds emanated throughout the docking tube and the door in front of them opened. There stood a man in a black TERRA uniform, standing with his hands clasped behind his back. He took a step forward and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “Welcome to the SOLARA. I’m your executive officer, Commander Jacob Diego. Due to the lateness of the hour, your briefing will be held at 0900 hours tomorrow. The two officers behind me will issue your DATs. Please report to your quarters and get settled in. “Fotell and Lieutenant Block are to remain here. The rest of you can go.” 
 
    The officers filtered past the commander to get their DATs as Fotell approached the commander. 
 
    Jacob smiled at his diminutive friend. “It’s good to see you, naporun.” 
 
    Fotell tipped her hat towards Jacob. “It brings me great joy that you remember my military designation. Rev’ib. I was elated when I learned you would be serving on this vessel. I enjoyed our collaboration at the engineering bureau.” 
 
    “TERRA promoted me and insisted I take a more prominent role elsewhere in the fleet. This seemed like a good fit.” It was a lie, but he wasn’t about to tell her, or anyone, his true reasons for transferring to SOLARA.  
 
    Jacob looked over at the young man standing in the corner. He had his head down, looking at no one. “I have some other matters I need to take care of. Once we leave Luna I’ll have some time to catch up with you.” 
 
    Fotell smiled. “Your executive officer position comes with many responsibilities. It would delight me to spend some time with you again.” 
 
    Jacob motioned her to the officers behind them. “Go ahead and get yourself settled in. I’ll see you later.” The commander looked over at the two security officers. “I’ll take care of the lieutenant. You can go.” 
 
    “Yes, commander,” they said as they headed down the corridor with Fotell behind them. 
 
    Jacob turned his attention to the last new officer reporting for duty. “I just got the order of your transfer here only forty minutes ago from Admiral Vespia. You have friends in high places.” 
 
    David Block kept his head down as he replied to the commander. “A friend of mine knows her.” 
 
    “I recognized your name even before reading your profile,” Jacob continued. “You and Billy Pedia were responsible for the PHOENIX Movement.” 
 
    Billy and David were John Roberts’s best friends. John was the cadet who helped steal and command the PHOENIX. During that mission, PHOENIX’s crew sent video logs back to the solar system, which Billy and David secretly distributed to the media to counter TERRA’s claim that the ship was destroyed. It was successful in rallying the public’s support of the ship’s mission. 
 
    David showed no reaction to Jacob’s revelation. “Public opinion thinks that only Billy was responsible for the movement.” 
 
    Jacob could pick up the despondent tone in his voice. “Well, I’m surprised you’re here. You did a short stint on PHOENIX after I had already left, then worked at the Mars communications center. According to the transfer, you’re here to serve as a communications officer. With your experience, why weren’t you given the senior comm position?” 
 
    “My transfer was approved by Admiral Vespia. I don’t need to explain my reasoning for coming here. If you have an issue with me being here, take it up with her.” 
 
    Along with despondent, this officer had some pent-up anger that Jacob picked up. The commander could pull rank and demand an explanation for David’s transfer, but that’s not how he operated. Whatever demons David was running away from, it wasn’t Jacob’s place to hear them. According to his profile, David excelled in his work. Given that his own reputation was not good on the SOLARA, Jacob needed officers who excelled in their positions. 
 
    Jacob handed David a DAT. “Alright, lieutenant. It’s my responsibility to ensure that officers here are utilized to their fullest potential. I went ahead and reassigned you to the senior comm position.” 
 
    “What about Lieutenant Scores?” David asked, referring to SOLARA’s senior communications officer. 
 
    “He’s elected to transfer off the ship, which he did two hours ago.” When the commander informed Scores of his decision, the lieutenant went to Captain Dewis to protest. Diego never learned what was said. After that meeting Scores submitted his approved transfer to Diego via intercommunication. The commander heard that Scores had told several colleagues he couldn’t stay and work with traitors and was moving to Earth to work at the Academy. 
 
    “Whatever you think is best.” There was no hint of gratitude in David’s voice. No one ever moved into a senior position right away on a capital ship. They had to prove their mettle to the ship commander to even be considered for a senior post. 
 
    “Go to your quarters and get some sleep. You have a long day tomorrow,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    David took the DAT from the commander without saying another word. Diego watched the young man walk down the corridor. All he could think was how unhappy Captain Dewis would be having two officers who served on PHOENIX on this ship, serving in key positions. The captain never protested when Diego informed him that he promoted David to the senior comm position, probably because he made sure to include that the transfer was personally approved by Admiral Vespia. Dewis always enjoyed having the leeway of staffing SOLARA with people he knew. Now he had to put up with accepting officers he didn’t want here. 
 
    It was the one thing Jacob didn’t have to deal with on PHOENIX—TERRA politics. In some respects, that’s the only thing he missed about that ship. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was another hour before Jacob got to his quarters. He tossed his DAT on the nearby desk and began taking off his uniform when a call came in. 
 
    “Luna comm station to Commander Diego,” came the voice of a woman over the speakers in his quarters. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “You have a call coming in from Earth.” 
 
    Jacob’s heart skipped a beat. Maybe she had chosen to contact him. 
 
    “Route it into my quarters,” Jacob requested as he sat down at his desk and activated his terminal. He was disappointed when an image of his cousin appeared on the monitor. 
 
    “Michael.” 
 
    “Hey, Jacob. I’m not catching you at a bad time, am I?” 
 
    “Not if it’s what I think you’re calling about.” Maybe this call would be good. Michael could be calling with good news. Jacob was hesitant reaching out to the family but felt he needed to if he was going to try to make amends. Only Michael was willing to talk to him. 
 
    Any hopes this call would be good disappeared when Michael shook his head. “She refuses to see you.” 
 
    Jacob’s heart sank. “I was hoping after all these years…” 
 
    Michael immediately got mad and interrupted Jacob. “That she’d take you back? Forgive you? Most of the family haven’t forgiven you for what you did. Hell, I’m still pissed at you.” 
 
    “Then why’d you agree to try and help me?” Jacob asked. 
 
    Michael folded his arms. “Because we’re family. Even though what you did was shitty, I know you had the best intentions.” 
 
    Given what Jacob had done, he was fortunate that at least one family member was willing to talk to him again. “How’s he doing? Did you see him?” 
 
    “He’s fine,” Michael assured. “But it’s best you just stay away. You took the job on a ship so you wouldn’t be tempted to come to Earth. Stick with that. You’d just cause more heartache if you showed up around here.” 
 
    Jacob nodded. “If staying out of their lives is what’s best, I’ll stay away from Earth.” 
 
    Michael was relieved to hear that. “Maybe in time the rest of the family will come around, but don’t hold out for that ever happening. You have to live with what you did, you know that.” 
 
    “Yeah…” Jacob didn’t know what else to say. “I better turn in. Thanks for giving me the update.” 
 
    “Take care of yourself, Jacob.” 
 
    The communication ended and the screen went blank. Jacob sat in darkness, muddled in depression. He wasn’t expecting her to say yes, but a part of him had hoped she would have agreed to see him. Now that chapter of his life was truly closed forever. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
    The senior staff assembled in the briefing room on deck two at 0900 hours. Commander Diego stayed up late reviewing the crew roster and finalizing his readiness report to the captain. Now that they were scheduled to leave in a day, the newly minted executive officer wanted to make sure everything that needed to be done before launch had been completed. He figured the captain would be so preoccupied with the specifics of the ship’s patrol mission that he wouldn’t be focusing his attention on the commander. Jacob wanted to be sure they launched on time. 
 
    Captain Dewis was already in the briefing room when the other officers began to arrive. Jacob took a seat next to the captain, as was customary for the executive officer. This would be the first time the commander would be meeting most of the senior staff. Even though he expected the worst, he still wondered how receptive any of them would be towards him. It was already a surprise to have Lieutenant Walters be so friendly, which Jacob still didn’t understand. The chance of any other senior staff member being cordial towards Jacob was unlikely. They were all career officers. Per their files, every one of them applied for a position on the PHOENIX and were rejected. Jacob had no doubt they would take their frustration out on him. The commander thought they were hypocrites. They went on about how the PHOENIX crew betrayed TERRA but clamored to get a position on that ship and serve with those “traitors.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Captain Dewis greeted the room as everyone took their seats. 
 
    “Welcome back, captain,” some of the staff replied. 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate the work you’ve put into SOLARA’s refit during my absence. We still have much to do before the launch. I expect this ship to depart Luna with no issues and on time. With that said, some introductions are in order. As you’re all aware, Commander Ali has taken a new position in TERRA. She was an invaluable asset to this crew and her absence will be felt.” 
 
    Jacob knew that was the captain’s way of telling him Dewis thought his old executive officer was far superior to his new commander. It certainly wasn’t going to make things easier for Jacob to cement any working relationships with the other senior officers. 
 
    The captain continued. “With Commander Ali’s departure, TERRA has provided us with a new executive officer. To my right is Commander Jacob Diego. If you haven’t already acquainted yourself with him, I recommend you do so as he’ll be with us for the duration of this mission.” 
 
    It didn’t escape Jacob how the captain phrased the statement “duration of the mission.” The captain was insinuating that there was hope Jacob would leave after completion of this mission. The commander elected to remain quiet and not react to it. 
 
    “Is it true you served aboard the PHOENIX when it was rogue?” Kelly Nalus asked. Normally, such an inflammatory and disrespectful question would have resulted in a quick rebuke from the captain, but Dewis said nothing. He allowed the question to stand for Jacob to answer.  
 
    Jacob wasn’t too surprised that Dewis wasn’t interjecting himself on the question, so the commander answered it. “I did.” It was nice to see the meeting was off to such a pleasant start for the commander. It could only go downhill. 
 
    Kelly was only getting started in challenging the commander. “So why leave such an illustrious ship?” Her tone was seething with disdain. It was all she could to restrain herself and tell the commander outright he wasn’t wanted here. “SOLARA is obviously inferior to the famed pleasure craft you served on.” 
 
    Jacob stood up and leaned forward on the table. He had accepted he wouldn’t be welcomed by most officers, but that didn’t mean he’d have to roll over and take any abuse from them. He was more than willing to stand up and defend himself. “The last time I checked, an officer didn’t have to explain their career motivations. All you need to know is that I’m here as your XO, and I expect to be accorded the level of respect this position calls for. Is that clear, lieutenant?” 
 
    Nalus looked around. She didn’t expect that this commander would come back at her so aggressively. She expected her fellow officers to come to her defense against this deviant officer, but no one said anything. 
 
    “I’m waiting for an answer, lieutenant,” Jacob reiterated. 
 
    Her old instincts kicked in and Nalus relented to the authority of a superior officer. “Yes, sir. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    “You talk like that to me again, and you’ll find yourself in the brig.” Jacob leaned back in his seat and turned his attention to Dewis. “Unless Captain Dewis intends to make some changes to the executive officer position while I’m here.” Jacob was calling out the captain in front of the staff on purpose. Dewis had made it clear he didn’t want the commander here, and Jacob accepted that. But he wanted to know, in front of everyone, if Dewis was going to actively advocate for his officers to undermine Jacob. 
 
    “I see no reason to change the dynamics the executive officer brings to a ship,” Dewis replied. 
 
    That was as close to an endorsement as Jacob was going to get. “Understood, captain.” 
 
    “Getting back to ship business,” Dewis said, as if the unpleasant interaction between Diego and Nalus never happened. “We have two new additions to the senior staff. First is Fotell, of the Senfo Commonality. She’ll be serving as our senior operations officer.” 
 
    No one needed the captain to point out who he was talking about, given that Fotell was the only alien present. The Senfo stood up in her seat and tipped her hat. “It is a pleasure to be working with a human crew. I hope you will enlighten me with the knowledge unique to your species.” 
 
    The officers wanted to dislike her. After all, none of them were enthused about an alien serving aboard their ship, occupying a position that should go to a TERRA officer. But her bubbly demeanor and cute appearance made it difficult to hate her. Many of the staff couldn’t help but smile when she talked. 
 
    Fotell looked at Dewis. “Captain Dewis, I reviewed all operational processes. Everything is within TERRA protocols. The efforts of your crew are evident and appreciated.” 
 
    “Thank you,” a monotone Dewis stated. Her personality and good words did nothing to impress him. He had spent a career working with officers—human officers. He wasn’t inclined to adapt to having an alien crew member on board. He vehemently argued with his superiors about allowing aliens to serve in TERRA, but their decision was final. The captain had to accept an alien on board. “Finally, we have a new communications officer, David Block.” 
 
    The staff just looked at David. No one gave him so much of a nod or acknowledgment. The lieutenant said nothing to his fellow officers. His name was well known throughout TERRA. Unknown to David was that Captain Dewis knew his father. They were friends. When Admiral Block was expelled from TERRA, the captain put the blame squarely on David. It was bad enough having Commander Diego on board, but to have this other traitor here was difficult to accept. But Captain Dewis couldn’t do anything. David was protected by Admiral Vespia, and the captain knew better than to challenge her. 
 
    “With introductions aside, where are we on our launch preparations?” Dewis asked. 
 
    Jonas spoke up. “We’re ahead of schedule. All systems look good. There’s nothing that should prevent us from leaving in the morning. Our maintenance bots are picking up the slack with final launch preparations.” 
 
    Dewis checked his DAT. “I see you resolved the problem with the starburst.” 
 
    “Yes, sir. We still need to make some modifications, but it should be online during our patrol mission.” Jonas felt that he needed to point out that it was Commander Diego, not he, who figured out how to fix the weapon. But he remained silent. The commander had made it clear he was not interested in receiving credit for uncovering the problem. 
 
    Dewis nodded his head. “Keep Commander Diego up to date on your work.” He turned to the chief medical officer. “What’s our medical status?” 
 
    Doctor Nathan Morrell was pleased to be acknowledged, even though he had nothing urgent to report. “I have one patient being treated for minor burns. He should be discharged by the end of the day. All medical supplies have been stocked to requested levels. I’ve received Ms. Fotell’s medical evaluation and she’s been cleared to work on this ship.” 
 
    Fotell tapped Kelly’s arm and whispered to her. “What is a Ms.?” 
 
    Kelly was quick in her response. “A formal title for a woman.” 
 
    Fotell thought about it for a moment. She didn’t like the sound of that title. 
 
    “Have you received the entire allotment of microns?” Jacob asked the doctor. 
 
    “I have, commander. However, we still have a lot of crew members refusing to be injected. So far, only 15% have the micron.” 
 
    Jacob piped in on the subject. “Most of the PHOENIX crew was hesitant to have the microns injected when we first received them. Extensive studies were done showing no ill effects from them.” 
 
    “I read those reports before getting myself and my senior staff injected,” Dewis revealed. “I’m convinced they pose no health threat. As we only have one non-human on board, I will only mandate those crew members whose duties require interaction with Fotell to get a micron.” 
 
    “I’ll post the reports on the micron to the ship’s bulletin board for the crew to read,” Morrell offered. 
 
    “Thank you, doctor.” Dewis turned to the rest of the staff. “Security chief officer Michelle Gimron had to tend to some last-minute business on Luna. As soon as she returns, I’ll have her brief me on the security department’s status. In the meantime, it’s no secret we’ll be conducting a patrol. I would say it’s routine; however, we’ll be the first capital ship to conduct a patrol outside the solar system. We’ll be doing it alongside a Quix starship. I expect all of you to become familiar with their protocols.” 
 
    The staff knew it was a rare privilege for their ship to be selected for such an assignment. Captain Dewis campaigned hard to get SOLARA picked first to be fitted with a hyperdrive and new technologies copied from the PHOENIX. 
 
    “I anticipate no issues during the mission.” Dewis turned to his executive officer. “Commander.” 
 
    “The latest tactical analysis from TERRA shows no impending threats. The Cresorian situation appears isolated to their homeworld. There are some of their ships still roaming in space; however, we’re under orders to report their location to TERRA so they may communicate that information to the Cresorian leadership.” The Cresorian leaders were trying to get all their fellow space-faring brethren back to homeworld to rebuild it, but some refused. Rumors were that conditions on their homeworld were harsh, and the weaker individuals were being tortured. 
 
    “A group of alliance ships is being assembled to inspect and study a jumpgate encountered by PHOENIX on its way out into deep space. We’ve been asked to remain on standby in case they need our assistance. Since TERRA can’t provide any ships at this time for that mission, the government is contracting several private science vessels to participate and represent humanity.” 
 
    Dewis picked up his DAT and reviewed that last bit of information the commander went over. “If there’s nothing else, you’re all dismissed. Commander Diego, please remain behind.” 
 
    Jacob expected to be asked to stay behind. He had no doubt he’d be chastised by the captain for what occurred during the meeting. 
 
    Once everyone had left, Jacob waited for the captain to lay into him. But Dewis was still reviewing his DAT. After about a minute had passed, the captain put it down and looked at the commander. 
 
    “You were pretty harsh with Lieutenant Nalus. Was that necessary?” 
 
    Jacob was a bit surprised by his question. “It’s not the place for a subordinate officer to question their superior’s motives. Her tone towards me was adversarial and insulting.” 
 
    Dewis couldn’t argue with him on that point. “She was out of line, but so were you when you questioned me in front of the senior staff. I don’t appreciate that.” 
 
    “Captain, you’ve made it clear since I’ve come on board that you don’t want me here. I needed to know whether you were going to allow the crew to undermine me because of your personal feelings.” 
 
    “If you had such concerns, you should have addressed them with me in private and not air them in front of the senior staff,” Dewis stated. “Despite my opinion about you, I’ve accepted you’re my executive officer. I will accord you the courtesy that comes with that title. Now the senior officers know there’s friction between us. I don’t like such disruptions on my ship. The chain of command needs to be smooth. I know that concept may be difficult to grasp given your experience on the PHOENIX working under that Cadet Roberts.” 
 
    Jacob knew that was a veiled insult not only about Jacob’s ability but also the command staff of the PHOENIX. There was no point in correcting Dewis’s viewpoint about that ship. “My apologies, captain. I’ve been questioned and undermined so long I just assumed…” 
 
    Dewis interrupted him. “You’re an executive officer. Your duty should be to put your personal issues aside and conduct yourself in a manner that best serves the interest of this ship, just as I’ve done with you. I’ve been accommodating and am willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. I’ll notate this in your personal file. I expect this will be the last time I need to discuss your behavior, commander.” 
 
    “Yes, captain.” Jacob couldn’t argue with Dewis’s stance. He was your typical TERRA officer. Adherence to protocol and the appearance of cohesiveness was important to individuals like him. Jacob wanted to believe the captain when he said he was willing to allow Jacob to succeed on the SOLARA, but the commander believed the captain would rather have him fail. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    Jonas watched as Chief Gimron walked onto the SOLARA from the docking tube. “I thought you were going to be late.” 
 
    A clearly agitated security chief shook her finger at him. “I don’t want to hear it. I was given a list of security procedural changes, all because of that damn alien we have on board.” 
 
    “It’s my understanding Fotell has complete access to the ship,” Jonas said as they walked down the corridor together. 
 
    “Only because TERRA thinks that alliance technology is far superior to the tech we have on our capital ships,” Michelle explained. “They don’t see the risk of an alliance member having free access to our ship because we don’t have anything they consider valuable. We have the stone-aged variety of military starships in the alliance.” 
 
    Jonas almost took that comment as an insult. “So what security changes do they want you to put in?” 
 
    “They want it to appear we’re keeping tabs on system access. TERRA wants to impress the alliance and show they can play with the big interstellar boys. It’s total bullshit. I don’t like implementing procedures that do nothing for us. Just a bunch of smoke and mirrors.” 
 
    Jonas always respected the chief because she was effective and efficient in her job. She never did anything without considering the welfare of the crew. She could be abrasive and a little too blunt sometimes with people; whereas, Jonas tried always being diplomatic. Despite their personality differences, they collaborated well and were good friends. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t go on a rant to the higher ups,” Jonas joked. 
 
    “You bet I did, but none of them wanted to listen to what I had to say. I’ve only been a security chief for years and have lots of experience, but no, I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about. I was ordered to just get it done.” 
 
    Jonas smiled, imagining his friend telling a group of admirals how ridiculous their security proposals were, pointing out every flaw. The chief excelled at her job and had no problem bragging about her expertise to others in order to get her way. 
 
    “How’s our new executive officer?” Michelle asked as they boarded a lift. As they did, an announcement came on alerting the crew the ship would be departing Luna in five minutes. “No one’s tossed him in an airlock yet?” 
 
    Jonas pressed the button for the command deck. “He’s not popular with the crew. He’s got a wealth of engineering knowledge and has been great helping to get some of our new systems online.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Jonas was hesitant to answer. “Well, there were some minor fireworks at this morning’s staff meeting. Lieutenant Nalus tried to challenge the commander, and let’s just say it didn’t go over well for her.” 
 
    Gimron chuckled. She liked Nalus but felt that woman let her emotions rule her over reason.  
 
    The security chief was pleased to hear the new commander was making himself useful, along with keeping the crew in line. “I know he started his career in security. Maybe he can give me some good tips for my department.” 
 
    Jonas agreed. “I think so. Give him a chance.” 
 
    “Alright, if you say so.” Michelle valued Jonas’s opinion. If he said the new commander was worth listening to, she was all for giving him a chance. She hoped the commander could teach her some security techniques she assumed he learned while on the PHOENIX. She wasn’t overly thrilled that he was here, but since he was, she might as well tap into his knowledge and experience. 
 
    The lift beeped, and the door opened. The pair stepped off the lift to find the senior staff at their stations. Captain Dewis was seated in his command chair, with Commander Diego at the operations table with Fotell and Lieutenant Block. Lieutenant Nalus was at the navigation station near the rear corner of the deck. 
 
    Michelle approached Dewis. “Permission to come on board, captain.” 
 
    Dewis acknowledged her presence. “Granted. Glad you made it back on time. Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Just some last-minute things command wanted to go over with me. But everything’s fine.” 
 
    “Take your station then, chief,” Dewis ordered. Michelle took her seat next to the captain. She couldn’t help but stare at Fotell, who was busy reviewing operational data on her console. She’d never seen a Senfo up close before. She’d seen lots of pictures and videos of that alien race, but it wasn’t the same as seeing one in person. It was weird seeing an actual alien in front of her. It was also humorous watching the diminutive Senfo having to stand on her seat to access her station. 
 
    “Engineering’s set to go,” Jonas reported, anticipating the captain’s query. “The hyperdrive is online. All systems show green.” 
 
    Dewis nodded to the engineer. “Thank you.” He looked at Jacob. “Commander Diego.” 
 
    Jacob activated the ship’s internal communications system. “All hands, prepare for departure. Repeat, all hands prepare for departure.” 
 
    “The docking tube is clear of all personnel,” Fotell reported. 
 
    Jacob turned to David. “Contact shipyard control and request retraction of mooring tubes.” 
 
    “Shipyard control contacted.” 
 
    “Mooring tubes have released and are retracting,” Jonas added. 
 
    Jacob looked over at Kelly. “Lieutenant Nalus, activate maneuvering thrusters and move us away from Luna shipyard.” 
 
    Nalus nodded. “Thrusters online. SOLARA departing shipyard.” 
 
    Jacob looked out the window to see the ship slowly moving away from the shipyard. He felt no elation in getting underway. He thought he might be pleased with them starting their mission but found the whole thing anticlimactic. 
 
    Although the commander felt no joy about the SOLARA’s departure, there were many at Luna shipyard who scrambled toward any available window to see the capital ship moving away. The crew worked countless hours getting the SOLARA refitted for its maiden voyage out of the solar system. They felt immense pride knowing their efforts helped to usher a new age for TERRA, one of exploration. As the ship moved away, a chorus of clapping erupted from the shipyard. 
 
    “Message from Luna shipyard,” an equally uninspired David announced from his station. “They wish us well on our mission.” 
 
    “Send our gratitude to the shipyard personnel,” Dewis replied. “Navigation, what’s our current heading?” 
 
    “Course plotted for a straight-line exit out of the solar system. We’ll pass near Jupiter, but the trip should be smooth sailing out of the system.” 
 
    “Adjust course to take us to Mars,” Dewis ordered. 
 
    Jacob turned to the captain. “That will delay our departure from the system.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that, commander. But I’d like the people of Mars to have a chance to see the first capital ship of TERRA that will be leaving the solar system.” 
 
    As far as Jacob was concerned, most people would think of the SOLARA as the second TERRA ship to leave the system, the first being the PHOENIX. If the captain wanted to indulge his illusions of grandeur, the commander wasn’t going to stop him. The commander was pretty sure no one in Crimson City was going to be racing outside to try and catch a glimpse of them. 
 
    Jacob nodded. “Very well, sir. Navigation, adjust course to Mars.” 
 
    “Course adjusted,” Nalus acknowledged. 
 
    Jacob looked over to David, who seemed to show no emotion to the news they’d be passing by Mars. The lieutenant’s last post was at the comm station on the planet, but the news of them heading there didn’t seem to affect him. Maybe David kept his emotions in check, like Jacob, because of being alienated from his peers. The commander decided if he was going to be friends with anyone, it’d be the only other person here who had served on PHOENIX. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the commander’s duty shift was uneventful. SOLARA did reach Mars, and Captain Dewis wasted no time contacting the communications center. He made a grand speech about how it was a privilege to command a ship that will be taking the first steps into a new frontier. It was typical self-indulgent behavior Jacob expected from a TERRA officer. Take something and make it sound so important when it wasn’t a big deal. Jacob remembered when Captain Roberts made a speech just before the PHOENIX jumped out of the solar system. His words were inspiring and encouraged the crew to do their best, whereas Jacob rolled his eyes several times during Dewis’s speech. After he finished, the captain ordered SOLARA to do a loop around Mars before continuing its destination out of the system. Tomorrow morning, they would reach the outskirts of the solar system and jump away. Jacob expected another long-winded speech by the captain before they jumped. 
 
    The rest of the day was uneventful. It consisted of monitoring ship operations and consulting with some departments. As the early evening hour approached, the commander made his way down to the mess hall for dinner. The hall was a typical cafeteria style setup, with lines of tables connected in rows. There were a few round tables at the outer ends of the area. The other capital ships had similar setups. No fancy restaurants or cafés here. That’s another thing Jacob missed about PHOENIX. He could live being in much smaller quarters and working with far less sophisticated technology, but he hated to give up the restaurants and food options PHOENIX offered in Central, its artificial city. On SOLARA, the crew was stuck eating whatever meals the bots whipped up for the day. Breakfast was usually cereal or oatmeal. Lunch and dinner was always a surprise. Unlike the other capital ships, the bots on SOLARA had been programmed not to announce what was going to be on the dinner menu. It had become a quirky tradition on this ship. Some of the officers even made bets what would be served each day. 
 
    As Jacob got in line, he saw the dinner menu was chicken with sourdough bread with three options of sauces for the chicken. So much for getting a rare steak with garlic potatoes and mixed vegetables. Jacob sighed as he grabbed a plate and placed it on his tray. He went and grabbed a glass of water, avoiding a bot moving up and down the tables picking up empty trays and trash. Senior officers had the privilege of having an alcoholic beverage, but Jacob wasn’t one to drink. 
 
    As he proceeded through the mess hall, he noticed the looks he was getting from the crew. No one smiled at him or even muttered a hello. He could have grabbed an empty seat anywhere. If the people around him wanted to move, they could. Instead, he headed to an empty round table and took a seat there. He began eating his meal in solitude, going over some reports in his mind. He hardly noticed the random stares at him. Maybe from here on out he’d take his meals back to his quarters. 
 
    “Looks like you could use some company.” Jacob looked up to see Lieutenant Walters and Chief Gimron, each holding a food tray. 
 
    Jacob didn’t agree. “Not a good idea. You may lose some popularity points with the crew.” 
 
    “That’s the nice thing about being a senior officer,” Michelle said as she and Jonas sat down. “We can do whatever we want and not get any back-lip from our subordinates.” She turned around and looked at the officers in the mess hall. “Any of you got something to say?” The officers turned back to eating their meals, not replying to her. Michelle turned back to the commander and smiled. “See, we know how to keep them in line.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t help but crack a smile. Michelle extended her hand. “I’m security chief Michelle Gimron. Pleased to finally meet you, sir.” 
 
    Jacob shook her hand. “Likewise, chief. It’s nice that you’re not opposed to me being here.” 
 
    Michelle began picking apart her chicken. “I’ll be honest. I wasn’t thrilled when I heard about your post here, but Lieutenant Walters told me all about you and thinks highly of you. If he believes you’re an asset to the ship, then so do I. I’ve learned never to doubt my friend.” 
 
    Jacob smiled at Jonas. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. Although lieutenant, I’m still not sure why you’re giving me a chance. Soon as people learn I was part of PHOENIX’s crew during the Screen mission, they usually treat me like a parasite.” 
 
    Jonas dismissed that notion. “They’re just jealous. They’re only like that because they didn’t get to enjoy being heralded as heroes by the public like you were when you returned. They feel better to bad talk anyone who served on PHOENIX. It’s going to take years to change that mindset. Believe me, I’ve experienced it firsthand.” 
 
    “How so?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “My sister’s serving as the senior operations officer on PHOENIX,” Jonas revealed. “She did me proud, getting posted to the flagship straight out of the Academy.” Jonas had no idea how Shelly got the post. He questioned her extensively and even she was at a loss as to how she was selected. “A lot of my peers, who never met her, were quick to bad mouth her.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you had a sibling on that ship,” Jacob said, who didn’t recall it in the engineer’s personnel report. 
 
    “It’s not discussed publicly here,” Michelle explained. “Lieutenant Walters got into a fistfight with two officers he overheard talking crap about his sister.” She gently nudged Jonas in the ribs. “Luckily, he has pull with the security chief and only spent one night in a cell.” 
 
    Jonas winked at his friend. “After that, the crew learned to keep their mouths shut about Shelly. They won’t even badmouth you to me.” 
 
    It made more sense to Jacob why Jonas was so friendly towards him now that he knew the engineer’s sister was on PHOENIX. In a sense, Jonas had a personal interest in that ship. “Captain Dewis assures me that I have his full support,” Jacob stated. 
 
    Michelle leaned forward. “I know we just met, but I have to ask, commander. Why are you here? I know you served at the engineering bureau for a year before coming here. But why leave PHOENIX at all? From what I heard, only a handful of the original officers left.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t interested in rehashing the past. “It’s complicated, and it’s not worth getting into.” 
 
    Michelle quickly determined Jacob wasn’t going to reveal why he left PHOENIX. She wasn’t interested in putting in the effort to coax it out of him, but she gave it one last try. “You do know rumors are circulating as to why you left.” The rumors were, as expected, varied. Some speculated that Commander Diego had personally insulted John Roberts and was expelled from PHOENIX, others said that Diego was captured, tortured by the Screen, and had deep psychological scars from his imprisonment but refused to resign his commission to get proper medical help. The most outrageous rumor was he got an alien pregnant and escaped PHOENIX so as not to face the responsibility of caring for a human/alien hybrid. 
 
    Jacob had to resist rolling his eyes. “Let them speculate. I’m used to it.” 
 
    When the chief realized she wasn’t going to get the story out of the commander, she moved on to the next topic of interest. “Did you know Lieutenant Block? He served on PHOENIX for a short time after the Screen mission.” 
 
    “No,” Jacob replied. “He joined the ship after I’d already left.” 
 
    “It’s pretty remarkable to have two officers who served on PHOENIX here,” Jonas quipped. Out of all the officers who left PHOENIX after the initial mission, only a handful remained in TERRA. A couple resigned their commissions, but most joined Earth Security. 
 
    “You don’t know why he left that ship?” Michelle asked Jacob. 
 
    “No idea.” The commander did go through the lieutenant’s personnel file, but it didn’t yield anything to explain why he left PHOENIX after only a few short months. Jacob had his reasons for leaving that he wanted to keep private, but he felt it was important to know why David left the ship. A good executive officer made it a point to know his officers’ motivations, whether to help or hinder their career prospects. 
 
    “Wells to Chief Gimron,” came the voice over the chief’s pip. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Chief, that security program you put in my terminal has locked me out.” 
 
    “Damn it to hell!” Michelle blurted in anger. 
 
    “Sir?” Wells replied over her pip. 
 
    “I’ll be right there. Gimron out.” She pushed her tray away as she got up. “So much for a nice sit-down meal.” 
 
    “Need any help?” Jacob offered. 
 
    Michelle shook her head. “No, you two enjoy your dinners. It was good chatting with you, commander. I’ll see you and Jonas tomorrow.” 
 
    “Don’t punch the terminal,” Jonas joked as she left the mess hall. 
 
    Jacob waited until she was gone before saying anything. “I like her.” 
 
    Jonas smiled in agreement. “She’s great. She comes across as tough, but she’s a nice person. She’s quick to let you know if she likes you or not, kind of like Lieutenant Nalus.” 
 
    “As I recall, the lieutenant didn’t directly say what she thought of me,” Jacob recalled, referring to what happened during the staff meeting. 
 
    “She was just being a bitch.” Jonas saw the commander’s eyes widen. “Well, it’s true, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Let’s just say her behavior was unbecoming of an officer.” Jacob was trying to be diplomatic. Despite the low opinion he had about the navigation officer, as executive officer it was expected for him not to be disparaging about anyone serving under him. Even though he liked Jonas and was starting to consider him a friend, he still had to adhere to protocol. 
 
    Jonas realized the commander’s position dictated he had to save face. “That’s okay, commander. I know you can’t say anything. I will tell you what she did wasn’t right. She doesn’t know you and needs to give you a chance. Yes, I know you’ve got that stigma of being a rebel, or traitor, or whatever the hell they’re calling you. But people need to give each other a chance. Next time she gives you shit I will reprimand her. I do outrank her,” he said, referring to his first rank lieutenant class versus her third rank.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t help but smile. “You seem pretty passionate about this.” 
 
    Jonas realized he had become emotional. “I guess because I experienced it firsthand with what people said about my sister.” 
 
    “I appreciate where you’re coming from lieutenant, but I can fight my own battles. Let me have the contentious relationship with the crew.” 
 
    “I’ll try, commander but I can’t promise what’ll happen next time she, or anyone else, gives you lip.” 
 
    It was more than Diego expected, but he was glad he seemed to have made a friend on the ship. “About your sister, how’s your family handling her serving on the PHOENIX?” 
 
    “My other sister Natalie is thrilled for Shelly, but mom and dad are not happy. When Shelly told them about her post, they tried to talk her out of it. They don’t like the idea of their little girl being out in deep space. They think she’s going to get killed.” 
 
    It was rhetoric Jacob heard numerous times. “A lot of TERRA family members never expected their loved ones to serve on a ship doing space exploration.” 
 
    Jonas shook his head. “No, mom and dad have always been weird about traveling off world. They’ve never left Earth and refused to take us kids. When Natalie was twenty-nine, she snuck Shelly and me off to Mars. Our folks flipped out when they found out what we did.” 
 
    Jacob was enjoying this story. “Why even tell them?” 
 
    “We didn’t. Natalie tried to sneak us into a bar and we got caught. I was seventeen and Shelly was only nine. I don’t know how Natalie thought we could pass as legal age. Crimson PD called mom and dad, and we were put on the next transport back to Earth.” It was the one story the three siblings enjoyed reminiscing about whenever they got together. “But that trip solidified it for Shelly and me. We both decided to join TERRA.” 
 
    “What about Natalie?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “She’s always been a bit of a wild child. She never had the patience or the grades to try to get into the Academy. She’s married, lives in Savannah, and has three kids. She’s constantly talking mom and dad down from their worries about Shelly and me.” Jonas realized he had been rattling on for a while. “I’m sorry, I’m talking to much about myself. What about you commander? Any family?” 
 
    Jacob slowly shook his head. He didn’t want to discuss his family situation and kept the answer simple. “No, my parents have been gone for a while. I’ve got no one else.”  
 
    “Ah, a career officer then.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Jacob remarked. He tried not thinking of his past. The one benefit about keeping busy here and back at the bureau was that it didn’t give him much time to reflect on some of the choices he made back then, choices he regretted. 
 
    Neither the commander nor chief engineer noticed they were being watched. On the other side of the mess hall, Lieutenant Kelly Nalus was observing them. She couldn’t understand how Jonas could be sitting there with a smile on his face chatting away with the new commander. She’d worked with him for many years. Surely, he had the same opinion of PHOENIX officers as the rest of the crew. And for Chief Gimron to join them? What the hell was happening on this ship? It was as if they had already given up trying to get rid of Commander Diego and were going to roll out the red carpet for him. It was a revolting thought. 
 
    “Keep frowning like that and you’ll get wrinkles,” remarked Doctor Morrell, who was sitting with her. 
 
    His calm demeanor surprised her. “How can you sit here and eat seeing two of our senior officers sitting with Commander Diego?” 
 
    “Because I’m hungry.” 
 
    “You can’t be happy about the commander’s presence here.” 
 
    Morrell put down his fork and looked at the navigation officer. “I’m not happy about it, but there’s nothing I can do. Like you, I logged my official protest with the captain. Obviously, that did nothing as the commander’s still here.” 
 
    Nalus wasn’t done complaining. “It’s not right. Commander Diego betrayed TERRA. Just because the alliance defeated the Screen shouldn’t mean he walks away without facing any consequences.” 
 
    Morrell nodded. “I agree, but public opinion is squarely in favor of the PHOENIX crew. TERRA’s hands are tied. You’ve seen the government removing most of our key officers and replacing them with Earth Security.” 
 
    “Rumor is they’re planning to merge Earth Security and TERRA into one organization,” Nalus added. That was a notion that made her nervous. If ES could take over TERRA, the organization she was so fond of would fundamentally change. 
 
    “If that happens, you know they’ll stack the key positions with ES people,” Morrell pointed out. “No, I’m afraid we’re stuck with the good commander, at least for this mission.” 
 
     Nalus sat back in her chair. It wasn’t the opinion she wanted to hear, but Doctor Morrell had served in the fleet for fifteen years. She respected his thoughts. She didn’t want anything to stand in her way of climbing up the ranks in the fleet. Given the hostile exchange between her and Commander Diego at the staff meeting, she couldn’t imagine being promoted while he was the XO here. That’s all it took sometimes, one bad exchange with a superior officer and one could find their career stagnant. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Block was lying on his bed doing some reading. He was caught up on his duties as senior communications officer. Reading was the one luxury that afforded him a chance to escape his problems in the real world. He ate one of his ration bars kept stocked in his quarters. It was preferable than going to the mess hall for dinner. He didn’t enjoy being around people and did whatever he could to avoid social situations. He heard several crew members complaining about Commander Diego’s presence on the ship and assumed officers would have the same feelings towards him. It was best to lay low when not on duty. 
 
    Crew quarters on the SOLARA were compact. The one advantage to small quarters was that each crew member had their own private space. The downside was they only had basic amenities. The quarters consisted of a bed, a desk, a personal shower and small bathroom area, and a closet to store clothes and a few personal items. David was glad he brought only a single suitcase of things. He arranged to have the belongings he left in his apartment on Mars to be sold or donated. 
 
    The door chime caught David’s attention and he quickly sat up in bed. “Come in.” He was surprised when Commander Diego walked in.  
 
    David got up and stood at attention. Jacob raised his hand. “At ease, lieutenant.” 
 
    “Is there something wrong, sir?” as David relaxed. 
 
    “No, I just wanted to see how you were settling in.” Jacob looked around. It seemed the lieutenant didn’t bring much with him. The quarters were bare, not even so much of a picture sitting on the desk or hanging on the wall. 
 
    “I’m fine, sir. I want to thank you for promoting me to the senior comm position. I’m sorry I came across as unappreciative.” 
 
    Jacob waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it. You’re more than qualified given your experiences. I just did what was in the best interest of this ship and crew.” David invited him to sit down at the desk, which Jacob accepted. “I came here because I wanted to learn more about you.” 
 
    “Everything you need to know is in my personnel file,” David replied. 
 
    “Not quite. Your file doesn’t explain why you left PHOENIX, or why you chose to leave the Mars communications center and stop working with your friend.” 
 
    David sighed. “Commander Pedia isn’t my friend, not anymore.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t expect to hear the despondent tone coming from this young man. “I’m all for officers keeping personal reasons for their career choices to themselves, but you’re just not anyone. If I’m to have confidence in your abilities and commitment to stay, I need some idea of what motivated you to come here.” 
 
    David contemplated whether to come clean with the commander. He had become so jaded and distrustful of people. Ever since leaving PHOENIX, it seemed he had been treated as an inferior officer by everyone. “Promise me this doesn’t go to the captain. This is only for you to hear, no one else.” 
 
    “You have my word,” Jacob promised. 
 
    “I should have never left PHOENIX. It was a mistake.” Such an admission surprised the commander, but David continued. “Living and working with all those aliens was too much for me. I didn’t know how to handle it. I thought working with John would be enough. As much as I tried, I couldn’t get used to life there. He made living on that ship effortless. I tried to emulate him, but I couldn’t do it. Leaving made sense to me at the time.” 
 
    Jacob was sorry to hear about David’s struggle. A few of PHOENIX’s crew that Jacob had worked with couldn’t handle living with aliens either. Some of them even tried to usurp Captain Roberts’s command because of it. Jacob never had a problem working alongside the Aldarians, Onixins, Senfo, or Quix. He enjoyed it and made friends with many of them. 
 
    David continued. “I thought it’d be okay working with Billy on Mars, but I was even more miserable there. I watched Billy get promoted and given command authority while I was left to rot in my entry-level position. My family used to hold a lot of influence in TERRA, but when dad was court-martialed everyone loyal to him turned against me. Even my own family blamed me for my dad losing his career. Then the story of the PHOENIX Movement started changing. My name was left out. It’s an accepted narrative now that it was Billy who single-handedly started the entire movement.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t know how to respond. All he could do was let David continue to vent his frustrations. 
 
    “Staying on Mars became too much. I realized the only refuge I had left was back on PHOENIX. I sent a message to John asking to let me come back, but even he turned his back on me. He had the audacity to try and justify why he wouldn’t come back to get me.” 
 
    “John…Captain Roberts,” Jacob clarified. 
 
    David looked disgusted hearing that name. “At school, he always acted like he was the underdog, but as soon as he got what he wanted he forgot all about me.” 
 
    This was contrary to what Jacob knew of Captain Roberts. Everyone on PHOENIX admired and respected him. The commander saw him a few times during his time on PHOENIX but never actually met him. He couldn’t validate what David felt towards the captain; it didn’t seem right. He could only sympathize with how the lieutenant was feeling. “I know what it’s like to be ostracized. I’ve experienced that since leaving PHOENIX.”   
 
    David felt better hearing that the commander had also encountered resentment from others. “It seems like being associated with that ship in any way puts a black mark on you.” 
 
    Jacob stood up and offered David some advice. “You can’t let that bother you. You must give it time. Eventually, TERRA’s way of thinking will change. For now, just be the best officer you can be, that’s what counts. In the meantime, if anyone gives you any problems, you let me know.” 
 
    David appreciated Jacob’s words. “Thank you, commander. I’m sorry for unloading this on you. It did feel good to get it out.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. Have a good night, lieutenant.” 
 
    Once the commander was gone, David moved back to lying on his bed. Commander Diego was the first person David had confided in about what happened. He not only felt better after talking about it but also better now that Diego knew of David’s recent history. It was the best he could hope for in this situation. But as he started thinking about his family, Billy and John, the lieutenant got depressed. He finally decided to call it a night. Some sleep would give him a temporary escape from his woes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
    Jacob was right. Before the SOLARA was to jump out of the solar system, the captain got on the ship’s internal communications system and made a grand speech about how they were about to make history. SOLARA was in the vanguard of TERRA’s new frontier exploration and would blaze a trail of accomplishment for others to follow. His speech went on for a good ten minutes. The commander tried to maintain a calm demeanor, but he caught David rolling his eyes at the captain’s speech. Jacob had to bite his lip from laughing. Fotell was enamored by Dewis’s words. To her, these humans were remarkable in their abilities to rally those around them. It was this trait that allowed them to bring the Aldarians, Onixins, Quix, Senfo, and Cresorians together to fight the Screen. 
 
    After the ship jumped, the captain sat back in his seat. “Status.” 
 
    Jonas checked the engineering systems. “The hyperdrive is operating normally.” 
 
    “Our course is steady towards Alpha Centauri,” Nalus added. 
 
    “Captain, there is a minor disruption in the top port thruster emitters,” Fotell reported. “It appears to be affected by the hyperdrive energy field.” 
 
    Jacob checked the data. It was a minor issue. “Shut down the emitter. The residual plasma will bleed off. That’ll solve the problem.” 
 
    Fotell did as the commander instructed. “Confirmed. The disruption has resolved itself. Muko.” 
 
    “Estimated time to Alpha Centauri?” Dewis asked. 
 
    “Three hours, sixteen minutes at our current speed,” Nalus replied. Since this was only a scout mission around the local area of space, they weren’t in a hurry. 
 
    “Very well.” Dewis got up from his command seat and looked over to Jacob. “Commander Diego, join me in my office.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t sure why the captain wanted to see him in private. The jump out of the solar system went without a hitch and they were all caught up with ship business. He hoped the captain wasn’t going to berate him again from some perceived slight.  
 
    “You have the command deck,” Jacob told Fotell as he followed the captain to his office. He never connected that this was the first time an alien was handed command of a TERRA vessel. Protocol dictated that the operations officer assume command when neither the captain, first officer, or security chief was present. 
 
    “Since you’re in command, you can sit in the command chair,” David told Fotell. 
 
    “It is not necessary. I can handle such duties from my current station.” Fotell had a reason to stay at her location. It was difficult hopping in and out of her chair at the operations station. Given her small stature, she’d have the same problem trying to climb up in the command chair. During SOLARA’s retrofit, it was never considered that an alliance military officer might serve on the ship. Even if it was known, the engineers would have been challenged trying to accommodate a Senfo barely a meter tall or a two-meter Quix. Fotell was having no trouble getting around the ship and wasn’t about to ask for any special accommodation. 
 
    “You are familiar with our command protocols, right?” Nalus asked the Senfo. 
 
    “I am familiar with every procedure expected of a TERRA officer in command of a starship. Thank you for asking.” Fotell appreciated that the lieutenant was looking out for her, except that Nalus didn’t ask out of kindness. The lieutenant was hoping to create some friction with the alien and catch her admitting to being unfamiliar with TERRA protocols. She was caught off-guard by the Senfo’s pleasant response and didn’t know what to say next. She lowered her head and focused on her navigation screen. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jacob said nothing as he followed the captain into his office, choosing to let Dewis start the conversation. The captain took a seat behind his desk. “Have a seat, commander,” Dewis said as he picked up his DAT. 
 
    Jacob obliged and sat down. “Has something come up?” 
 
    “I was in contact with TERRA this morning. Our mission has changed.” He handed Jacob his DAT. “We’ll be rendezvousing with that alliance group heading to the Screen jumpgate.” 
 
    Jacob had read the briefing about that mission. It was the PHOENIX that found the jumpgate. After spending a bit of time studying it, the ship transmitted the data it gathered to TERRA before continuing its deep space exploration mission. 
 
    Jacob was confused by this sudden news. This mission was scientific. SOLARA didn’t have the necessary equipment to conduct such an endeavor. “Why does TERRA want us there?” 
 
    “They didn’t. I convinced them.” 
 
    That did nothing to clarify anything for Jacob. “I still don’t understand.” 
 
    “We’re the only capital ship currently equipped with a hyperdrive,” Dewis pointed out. 
 
    “I thought the JORDAN had successfully installed their hyperdrive.” 
 
    “They’re still going through final testing. They won’t launch for another six weeks,” Dewis revealed. “We need to have a ship there representing TERRA’s interests. A couple of private science vessels are not going to cut it. We need a military presence there.” 
 
    The captain’s words caught Jacob’s attention. “TERRA’s interests? Don’t you mean humanity?” 
 
    Dewis was surprised the commander would ask such an ignorant question. “Are you that naïve, commander?” 
 
    Jacob folded his arms. “Assume I am. Explain it to me.” 
 
    “Those of you who served on PHOENIX like to think you cobbled together an alien alliance that defeated the Screen. That’s very idealistic, but let’s look at reality. The aliens only banded together out of desperation from the Screen’s oppression. Do you think any of them were going to pass up the chance to have a massive starship fight on their behalf? Now that the Screen have been eliminated, the alliance races are going to start looking out for their own self-interests. The Cresorians have already broken away from the group. How long before the others decide that the alliance doesn’t serve their interests?” 
 
    Jacob was amazed at how simplistic Dewis’s thinking was about the relationships the aliens had with one another. It was more than just fighting for survival. John Roberts managed to cement a strong relationship in creating the alliance. Its foundation was solid. Jacob personally witnessed, through his interactions with the aliens who lived on PHOENIX, what the alliance represented. Dewis dismissing Captain Roberts and the entire PHOENIX crew’s accomplishments was insulting. 
 
    The commander needed to correct Dewis’s perception. “Excuse me for having a difference of opinion, but I lived with the aliens on PHOENIX. They worked with us for the collective good of everyone. It was more than just trying to survive. They believed in all the alliance had to offer, a chance to learn about each other and collaborate in a variety of areas. It may have started with defeating the Screen, but it’s turned into something more.” 
 
    Dewis was unimpressed by the commander’s words. “Maybe those who worked on PHOENIX truly believe that, but that ship is gone, along with their idealism. We’re left dealing with alien governments who are going to start looking at how they can gain an upper hand. We need to be diligent and make sure they don’t acquire any new technologies they can use against us.” 
 
    It was that exact thinking that was keeping TERRA officers from embracing this new world of freedom and co-existing with aliens. Jacob wanted to point that out to the captain, but why bother? This was a career officer set in his ways. He wasn’t willing to listen to a different perspective. TERRA was still its own worst enemy and still acted as if it was a lone entity. 
 
    Jacob changed the subject. “What about this mission? We’re not prepared for it. SOLARA was prepped for a patrol mission. We have all of two science officers and only rudimentary equipment on board to conduct any sort of scientific survey. If we’re to participate in a scientific mission, we should return to Luna and have the ship properly retrofitted.” 
 
    Dewis shook his head. “It’d take two weeks to get the necessary equipment installed. The alliance ships will be at the jumpgate in seven days. We need to be there to represent TERRA. We’ll have to rely on what we have here. I’m depending on your expertise to make good use of our resources.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t like this course of action. SOLARA was not set up to handle a scientific mission. The commander suspected the captain was using this new mission as an opportunity to make a name for himself. A lot of that was going around. Even though John Roberts didn’t have a good reputation with other officers, it wasn’t stopping those same officers from trying to set themselves up as the next great commander now that PHOENIX was away on its exploration mission. It was hypocrisy at its finest. 
 
    Jacob recommended what he believed was the best course of action. “We should return to Luna for proper refitting if we’re to provide meaningful participation in the mission.” 
 
    Dewis got annoyed by the commander’s statement. “Did you not listen to me? We’re not returning to Luna.” 
 
    “I’m merely giving you my recommendation, like any good executive officer.” 
 
    “We’ll proceed as I outlined,” Dewis insisted. 
 
    There was no further need to try to explain the captain out of his decision. SOLARA was heading to the jumpgate, no matter what. “Yes, captain. I’ll notify the crew and make the necessary preparations.” 
 
    “I also want us there in five days. I want it to be clear to the other alien commanders that SOLARA intends to take the lead. Arriving there first will establish our authority as leaders of the mission.” 
 
    Jacob wanted to reply that the Onixins, Senfo, and Quix didn’t operate as opportunists. But he was talking to a brick wall, so there was no need to point that out. Let the captain learn firsthand how the alliance races operated. “Getting to the gate in five days will tax the hyperdrive to maximum, but we’ll be able to do it.” 
 
    “Very good, commander. I’ll expect an update by the end of the day.” 
 
    Jacob got up and left without saying anything more. He was looking forward to an easy patrol mission. Now he had to plan a comprehensive scientific survey, something they weren’t equipped to handle. On top of that, he’d be coordinating with a hostile crew to work with the other alliance races. No one on this ship was expecting to engage in this sort of joint mission with the alliance. Jacob wasn’t confident that the crew would be receptive. It was frustrating to be working for a ship commander who was using his ship to further his career interests. 
 
    His career...Jacob hadn’t given it much thought, but Captain Dewis was overdue for a promotion. He had served as SOLARA’s captain for eighteen years. Given all the vacancies opened because of the cleaning out of the old guard, he should have been promoted to admiral. SOLARA’s three months in drydock was the ideal time to promote him and install a new ship commander. Dewis was absent from SOLARA most of those three months. What was he doing during that time? From what Jacob recalled in the reports, the captain had spent most of it at headquarters on Luna. 
 
    The more Jacob thought about it, the more it wasn’t making sense. If Dewis wasn’t drummed out of the fleet, he should have been promoted. Something must have happened to explain why Dewis was still commanding the SOLARA. Going to survey the jumpgate implied to Jacob that the captain needed to still prove himself to TERRA to get a promotion. Did the captain somehow fall out of favor with the council? It was something the commander intended to find out. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    “This is bullshit,” Chief Gimron muttered as she tossed a DAT on the pile strewn across her desk. She liked running a tight ship and having procedures in place that worked. Since their departure, all that had been thrown out the window. She had a great respect for Captain Dewis, but recent developments were making her question his motives. Sending the SOLARA on a science mission and having to work with other aliens was happening too soon. She had no formal training dealing with aliens. Hell, she could barely interact with the one Senfo they had on board. On top of that, the ship wasn’t equipped to handle a scientific mission. Now she was supposed to implement new security procedures without the necessary resources. The first batch of protocols she entered in the ship’s systems glitched so badly she had to erase them. 
 
    The doorbell to her office rang. “What!?” she blurted out in annoyance. She didn’t like being bothered when she was upset. She liked to be left alone to stew in her anger. 
 
    “It is I, Fotell.” 
 
    “Sure, come in. Whatever!” Let’s make this day even better by interacting with an alien Michelle wasn’t comfortable being around. She had no idea what weird idiosyncrasies the Senfo had as part of their culture. The chief didn’t have time to read up about their culture. If she insulted the alien, so be it. 
 
    “Is ‘whatever’ another way humans invite others into their personal spaces?” the diminutive Senfo asked as she came in. 
 
    “What?” Michelle was confused. She quickly realized Fotell was referring to how she replied to the door ring. “No, you just caught me off-guard. Sorry, I didn’t mean to confuse you.” Great, now she had to watch how she phrased her sentences. Wasn’t the micron supposed to translate languages so aliens could understand each other? 
 
    “Your apology is not necessary.” Fotell climbed onto the chair in front of Michelle’s desk. She had to hoist herself up to get enough leverage to get into the seat. 
 
    Michelle did find it a bit amusing watching the operations officer struggling to get into the seat. “Sorry about that,” Michelle apologized. “They didn’t give us any furniture to accommodate your stature.” 
 
    “I find the experience of dealing with human-sized furniture most enlightening.” It took a moment for Fotell to climb into the seat and get comfortable. “It is not much different on my world. We tend to build things much bigger than they need to be.” 
 
    “I’ve never been to your world,” Michelle admitted. “Hell, I’ve never even left the solar system until this mission.” 
 
    “Although we are rebuilding Flutori, it is still quite beautiful.” 
 
    Michelle had no interest in visiting any alien world. She liked the familiarity of things. It took her a long time to get used to Luna when she was posted there after graduating from the Academy, and just as long getting used to living on a capital ship. 
 
    “Is there something I can help you with?” the security chief asked. 
 
    “I am here to offer my assistance. I have worked with all the alliance races in the liaison program. I am finding the officers here are unsure how to proceed with some of the new inter-species protocols.” 
 
    Michelle picked up a DAT. “I will admit I am struggling with some of these new security protocols. The captain wants to have all the ship commanders meet on SOLARA when they arrive.” 
 
    Fotell found that request sound. “That is a sensible course of action. However, you do know the Quix cadri will not be able to come on board.” 
 
    Great, more weird words for Michelle to learn. “What’s a cadri and why couldn’t they come here?” 
 
    “Cadri is the title of a Quix ship commander. It is equivalent to your ship captain.” 
 
    Michelle didn’t recall reading that anywhere in the mission briefing. It just reinforced her belief that they weren’t prepared to undertake this mission. 
 
    Fotell continued. “As for the cadri coming here: Quix are over two meters tall and quite large. The height of the rooms and corridors would make it difficult for one to navigate here.” 
 
    Michelle looked dumbfounded. “Gigantic aliens now?” 
 
    Fotell had been around enough humans to tell that the security chief was having doubts in their ability to conduct this mission. “It has been my experience humans are adaptable and can handle unique situations, even if they have insufficient tools and resources.” 
 
    Michelle smiled at the compliment. “Thanks for the high opinion, but we can’t escape that this is all new to us. There’s going to be some screw-ups.” She hoped Captain Dewis was aware mistakes would be made on this mission. 
 
    Fotell was confused by a portion of Michelle’s sentence. “Screw-ups?” 
 
    Michelle wasn’t up to clarifying her meaning. “Nevermind. I’m curious about something. What made you decide to do the liaison program? You have to know that a lot of TERRA officers don’t think highly of aliens.” 
 
    “I am aware of how we are perceived in your military. I do understand why they are suspicious of us. I read up on human history. Like the other local races, humans were oppressed by the Screen. Your government and military were content to live under their regime as they believed it was the best option for your survival. With the Screen gone, humans are moving into a new era where they must coexist and cooperate with the alliance if they are to survive.” 
 
    Michelle was impressed by the little alien. It was evident she had taken the time to learn more about humans. The security chief wished more officers would do the same and learn about the alliance races. So many of them were still trying to cling on the old ways. They believed TERRA could operate without close cooperation with aliens. Then again, Michelle wasn’t much different from her fellow officers. She was hardly jumping up and down with the thought of working with the alliance. She hadn’t even taken time to learn about the aliens in the alliance. 
 
    “I think it’s going to take some time for TERRA to adapt to this new world we’ve been thrust into,” Michelle admitted. “I was resistant to the changes myself.” 
 
    “Was?” Fotell inquired. 
 
    “After talking to you, I realize such thinking is silly. You may be an alien, but in a lot of ways we’re not that much different. Maybe if more officers work with aliens, they’ll start changing their minds too.” 
 
    Fotell was enjoying this conversation with Michelle. “That is the purpose of the program. To answer your question as to why I joined, it was a way to contribute to my homeworld. I did participate with some of my brethren in defeating the Screen in your star system. However, there was only kunkaj between my release from stasis to being assigned to a cruiser.” 
 
    Michelle remembered hearing that the Senfo were forced into hibernation, but she didn’t know the details as to why, only that it had to do with the Screen. She would make it a point to read about it that evening. 
 
    Fotell continued her story. “With the Screen defeated, I elected to serve in a capacity that would insure we would never be subservient to anyone again. By strengthening the alliance, we can repel any hostile race that may threaten us.” 
 
    Michelle couldn’t help but agree with Fotell. “I like the sound of that. I don’t think any of us are able to handle a new threat alone. Hell, we certainly can’t with five outdated ships.” Even though the Screen were gone, Michelle realized how vulnerable humanity would be if another hostile race decided to attack them. 
 
    “I hope we don’t have to deal with anything like the Screen for a long time,” the security chief remarked. 
 
    “We would have ample time to prepare if a threat did come up,” Fotell replied. “Although your TERRA cannot conduct comprehensive patrols, be assured that the alliance has assigned many of their ships to patrol areas around all our home systems. We will not be caught by surprise.” 
 
    That put Michelle at ease. In all her meetings at headquarters, officers kept lamenting how ill-prepared TERRA was to handle space exploration and alien encounters. Its fleet was small. It would take time for all the new starships and space stations now under construction to be commissioned, even with the accelerated construction schedule. It would be years before TERRA was on equal footing with the other militaries in the alliance. 
 
    But for now, there was a lot of work to be done. Michelle looked down at all the DATs on her desk. “You serious about helping me?” 
 
    Fotell nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Michelle handed the Senfo a couple of DATs. “Then let’s see if we can get these new procedures in place.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Jonas raced to catch up to Jacob in the corridor. “Hey, commander. I got the latest numbers for you. We can increase shield strength by 23%. I’ll have to wait until we exit the jump to make the modifications.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Jacob said. “I’m working on something to get a little more juice out of the ruialon emitters.” 
 
    Jonas was curious about why Jacob would be working on weapons and shields. “What’s with trying to improve those systems? It’s not like we’re going to encounter anything hostile at the jumpgate.” 
 
    “I just want us prepared to handle anything that might come up.” Jacob learned during his time on PHOENIX to always be prepared for anything unexpected. 
 
    Jonas was unconvinced. “Unless the Onixin or Quix flip out on us, who do we have to worry about?” 
 
    “The Cresorians,” Jacob replied. “With their homeworld in chaos, a lot of them are still roaming in space. There’s a risk they could show up at the gate.” 
 
    Now that made more sense to Jonas. “Oh, yeah. Good point.” 
 
     “What about improving the sensor pallets?” Jacob asked. 
 
    Jonas was reluctant to talk about it. “That’s another issue. We could make adjustments to get some incremental improvements, but certainly nothing to the level of what we need for this mission. We should have gone back to Luna for a refit, or have the AURORA come out and deliver us the equipment necessary…” 
 
    Jacob interrupted the engineer. “She doesn’t have a hyperdrive.” 
 
    “Right, forgot about that. Well, I’ll do what I can, but I’m not making any promises. We’re going to have to rely on our alliance friends for the detailed scientific stuff.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the captain knows.” Jacob debated whether to bring up another issue about Captain Dewis. Lieutenant Walters had served under him for many years and might be able to provide some insight about him. Then again, Jonas might be protective of the man he’s served under for so long. 
 
    “You got a minute to talk?” Jacob asked. “Off the record?” 
 
    Jonas was intrigued by what the commander wanted to discuss. “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    Jacob looked around. He knew better than to bring this up in public. If a crew member heard them, it would be a perfect way to undermine Jacob with the captain. “Follow me.” 
 
    After checking a few doors, Jacob found a storage room with no one in it. He motioned Jonas to follow him in and locked the door before talking. “Have you ever wondered why Captain Dewis is still here?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I checked his service record. He’s commanded SOLARA long enough that he should have been promoted to admiral.” 
 
    Jonas thought about it for a moment. “Well, yeah I guess that’s true.” 
 
    “The ship’s time in drydock would have been a perfect opportunity to promote him and make the change in command here,” Jacob added. 
 
    Jonas thought about it some more and it made sense. “Yeah, it does seem odd that he’s still here. He’s put his time in and has earned a promotion. Are you looking to replace him?” 
 
    “No.” Jacob had no interest in becoming a captain and had no problem admitting that to Jonas. “I was just thinking about why he’s still here and find it strange.” 
 
    “Maybe they wanted him to command a mission with the ship’s new equipment and do a proper shakedown,” Jonas speculated. “He does have extensive experience in ship operations and has seen the SOLARA through numerous refits.” 
 
    Jonas did make a good point. Maybe the commander was reading too much into things. “You may be right.” 
 
    “I’d say you should go ask him, but it wouldn’t go over well. He’d think you’re after his job.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “I’m fine right where I’m at. I just needed to bounce this off someone.” 
 
    “I appreciate you talking to me about this,” Jonas said. “I know the welcome mat hasn’t been rolled out to you. It’s nice you trusted me enough to bring this up. You could have remained quiet.” 
 
    “I need to show trust in some of my fellow officers, and you’ve been kind to me ever since I arrived.” 
 
    “If I hear anything about the captain, I’ll let you know,” Jonas promised. “And I won’t discuss this with anyone, even Michelle.” 
 
    Jacob appreciated Jonas promise to keep this discussion quiet. Although the engineer had eased his concerns somewhat, the commander’s instincts were telling him there was something odd about the captain still commanding the SOLARA. He could ask Michelle, but Jacob assumed that if Jonas was in the dark about the captain’s continued presence, then the security chief probably didn’t know anything either. If Jacob was to learn why Dewis was still here, it wouldn’t be from anyone on this ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
     CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
    “Arriving at coordinates,” Lieutenant Nalus announced as the SOLARA emerged from its jump. The loud hum from the hyperdrive engine subdued to a low tone as the ship slowed to sub-light speed. 
 
    “Status of ship,” Dewis requested from his command chair. 
 
    Fotell reviewed the data on her operations display. “Primary energy grid is nominal. All systems are functioning within expected parameters.” 
 
    “Any other ships in the vicinity?” the captain asked. 
 
    Jacob checked his tactical display. “No sign of the alliance fleet or any other ship. I’m picking up five fighter bots from the PHOENIX near the jumpgate, which is 80,000 kilometers from us.” 
 
    “Bring us within 40,000 kilometers and begin detailed scans of it,” Dewis ordered. He looked at Michelle. “Send command codes to the fighter bots so we can assume control of them.” 
 
    “Yes, captain.” Michelle brought up the override codes on her console. “Fighter bots are now under our control.” 
 
    “Captain, our sensors aren’t going to yield any more information beyond what was detailed in PHOENIX’s mission report,” Jacob explained. “Their sensors are much more advanced than SOLARA’s sensors.” He purposely threw in that last comments so that Dewis, and the command deck staff, would know the futility of trying to outdo PHOENIX’s research on the gate.  
 
    “Nevertheless, it’s our duty to conduct our own due diligence, even if we produce no new information. I want the alliance captains to know we’ve been working on studying the gate while waiting for them.” 
 
    “Understood, sir,” Jacob replied as he turned to Fotell. “Inform Private Jenkins and Burlap that they can begin scanning the gate,” Jacob said, referring to the only two science officers on the ship. 
 
    “Yes, commander.” Fotell sent the instructions to them from her station. 
 
    “Can we bring up an image of the gate?” Dewis asked. 
 
    Jacob nodded. “We should have enough resolution to bring it up.” He activated the holographic display. An image of the jumpgate appeared over the operations table. Everyone stared at it without saying a word. It looked unremarkable. It was hard to believe that this gate brought the Screen from another galaxy. Three greenish objects appeared to be in rotation around each other in a slow spin. The surfaces of each object were decorated in some sort of cryptograph or language, adding a hint of beauty to something that brought a sinister race to the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
    “So, this is what brought the Screen to us,” the captain muttered as he studied the image. “What do we know about it?” he asked aloud. 
 
    Jacob had prepared for this mission and had all the necessary information ready. “According to the data records uncovered on their world, the Screen used a jumpgate to leave their home galaxy to come here. Scans by the PHOENIX confirmed that the gate’s technology is Screen in origin.” 
 
    Fotell had reviewed the same file too but still had questions. “Did the Screen just use it once?” 
 
    “Apparently,” Jacob replied. “Once they arrived here, they went to find a suitable world to settle on.” 
 
    Nalus spoke up. “I went through the mission file. There wasn’t anything mentioned about any data stored in the gate’s computer system. How do we know they only used it once?” 
 
    “We don’t, but if the Screen’s own records indicate they just used it once to come here, we have to go off of that,” Jacob clarified. 
 
    Dewis spoke up before Nalus had a chance to challenge Jacob again. “We have a lot of questions we want to be answered. Is the gate operational? What’s its power source? Does its computer system contain data about their origins, as well as records of how many times it’s been used?” 
 
    “All we have is the gate’s metallurgic composition and that the three objects rotate in orbit of each other via a low-level magnetic field,” Jacob replied. 
 
    Fotell checked the sensor data. “I am not picking up the magnetic field. We may be too far to detect it.”  
 
    “What about those writings or whatever on the objects?” Michelle asked. “Is it Screen language?” 
 
    “No,” Jacob replied. “They don’t conform to their written language—not even close. It’s still a mystery what they are. They could just be decorative symbols.” The commander wasn’t convinced they were merely decorations made to make the nodes look pretty. His instincts were telling him they were part of a language. But if it wasn’t the Screen’s language, whose was it? 
 
    Suddenly, Michelle’s console beeped. “I’m picking up multiple jump signatures.” 
 
    Jacob checked the readings. “She’s right. We’ve got ships inbound.” 
 
    “Battle stations,” Dewis ordered. “Activate shields and bring weapons online.” 
 
    Jacob quickly figured out who the ships belonged to. “Captain, sensors show one Onixin, Quix, and Senfo vessel exiting jump. It’s the alliance fleet.” 
 
    “Keep weapons and shields active,” Dewis reiterated. 
 
    Jacob was certain Dewis didn’t hear him correctly. “Captain, I’ve confirmed who they are. They’re friendly.” 
 
    That didn’t matter to Dewis. “They’re also early. Until we ascertain why they’re here now, we’re to treat them as suspicious.” 
 
    “They’re alliance members here to conduct a scientific survey,” Jacob reminded him. “A provocative stance isn’t warranted.” 
 
    Dewis shot the commander an icy glance. “My orders stand. I expect you to carry them out.” 
 
    Jacob quickly pounded his hands on the operations table in frustration. “At least send them a communication explaining our stance, unless you’re planning to go to war with them, or need I remind you that TERRA can hardly fight three alien militaries with only five capital ships in our fleet.” The command deck officers were shocked to hear Jacob utter such an accusation towards the captain. They looked at Dewis to see how he would react. 
 
    The captain did not appreciate the comment from his XO but remained composed. “Fine. Lieutenant Block, open a wide-band signal to them.” 
 
    Block nodded. “Frequencies open, captain.” 
 
    “This is Captain Dewis of the TERRA capital ship SOLARA. We were not expecting you for another two days. As a precaution, we have activated our shields and weapons until we can confirm your intentions.” A few moments passed with no answer from any ship. “Confirm they’ve received the communication.” 
 
    Jacob answered before David could. “They heard you. They just need time to convert what two days mean. They each have their different time metrics that the microns can’t translate.” 
 
    The captain didn’t appreciate being called out for not knowing that piece of information. But before he could berate the commander, a reply came over the communications system. 
 
    “This is Vori Tretridic of the Onixin cruiser BEUSMIC, speaking on behalf of the fleet. We are here to rendezvous with you to conduct studies of the Screen jumpgate.” 
 
    “Why are you here early?” Dewis asked again. 
 
    “Your command council contacted us and apprised us of your intended arrival time to the gate. We increased our speed to join you and begin the joint operation early.” 
 
    Jacob looked at the captain with a “I-told-you-so” look. 
 
    “Vori Tretridic, thank you for the clarification,” Dewis said. He had sent his updated mission plan report to TERRA. He never thought they would communicate that information to the alliance ships. “On behalf of the SOLARA crew, I welcome you.” 
 
    “Let us know when we can come on board your vessel to discuss the mission,” Tretridic requested. “We will standby until then.” 
 
    “They’re disengaged communications,” David reported. 
 
    “Deactivate weapons and lower shields,” Jacob ordered as he turned back to the operations table, disgusted by the captain’s behavior. 
 
    “Shall I prepare security for the guests’ arrivals?” Michelle asked Dewis. 
 
    The captain was still caught off-guard by this unexpected development and didn’t reply right away. Jacob was inclined to answer for him but elected not to. Let him figure it out. 
 
    “I’ll be in the science lab to see how they’re doing,” Jacob said to no one in particular as he left the command deck. He didn’t even look at Dewis when walking out. He was too mad at the captain for behaving so ignorantly. It was people like him that would spell the end of the alliance before it even had the chance to flourish. He was certain that Captain Dewis would corner the commander alone later and read him the riot act. Let him. Jacob was more than prepared to reply in kind to him. 
 
    Dewis made no move to stop the commander from leaving the command deck. The captain got up and made his way over to the navigation station. “We’ll hold our position here.” 
 
    Nalus couldn’t hold it in. She had to say something. “You’re not going to let him get away with what he said, are you? What he implied…” 
 
    Dewis cut her off. “It’s not your concern, lieutenant.” 
 
    “Captain…” 
 
    “I mean it. We have a mission to complete. Focus on that.” Dewis gave her a comforting look. “Don’t worry about the commander. What’s important is the mission. I can handle our XO.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nalus got back to work as Dewis stepped away from her station. She couldn’t understand why the captain allowed the commander to get away with such mutinous words. Commander Diego should be thrown into a cell for the rest of this mission. Defying a ship commander in front of the crew was simply unacceptable, but the captain appeared to be letting it go. 
 
    Captain Dewis wished his hands weren’t tied. Commander Diego had demonstrated he was not above questioning him in front of the crew. Dewis wished he could relieve him of duty, but any such action would be scrutinized by the council, and they would undoubtedly side with the commander. As distasteful as it was to admit, unless Commander Diego committed an action that was blatantly disobedient, the captain was stuck with him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
    Because the SOLARA’s staff meeting room was limited on space, it would not be able to accommodate the entire senior staff and visiting alliance commanders. It was decided that the SOLARA would be represented by Captain Dewis, Commander Diego, Lieutenant Walters, and Fotell. Lieutenant Gimron would remain on the command deck, along with Lieutenants Nalus and Block, coordinating security procedures and commanding the ship during the meeting. 
 
    Jacob was responsible for putting together the itinerary for the mission briefing. Protocol dictated that he would go over the agenda in person with the captain, but the commander just sent him a copy with a notation to contact him if he had questions. He was still mad at the captain’s behavior and wanted to avoid as much contact with him as possible. Apparently, the captain felt the same as Dewis never reached out to Diego with questions prior to the meeting. 
 
    Jacob arrived at the meeting room as soon as Michelle contacted him and told him the alliance officers were on board. He timed his arrival so that only seconds would pass before the guests arrived. When he entered, he found the captain with Walters and Fotell already seated. Jacob merely nodded to the others before taking his seat next to the captain. 
 
    “You’ll take the lead on all the agenda items,” Dewis instructed Jacob without looking at him. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Hopefully, that would mean the meeting would go smoothly without any more embarrassing incidents. Still, Diego secretly hoped the captain would make an ass of himself in front of the alliance commanders. 
 
    The meeting room door opened, and a security officer entered, followed by an Onixin, and then a Senfo and one of his officers. Everyone stood up as they came in. 
 
    “I’m Captain Dewis and would like to welcome you to the SOLARA.” 
 
    The reptilian Onixin put his hand on his chest as the two Senfo tipped their hats. Jacob looked over to Fotell. “Open the communications channel to the VFLEP,” he said, referring to the Quix starship. 
 
    Fotell quickly activated the link. An image of a slug-looking Quix appeared over the table. Jacob motioned for the Onixin and Senfo to take their seats. As soon as they did, Jacob began the meeting. 
 
    “Some introductions are in order. Representing the SOLARA is Captain Dewis. We also have our chief engineer, Lieutenant Jonas Walters, and our senior operations officer, Fotell.” 
 
    The Senfo ship commander addressed Fotell. “It is agreeable to see a fellow Senfo working with the humans. I have read about the liaison program and am most impressed. Revib for your contributions to the alliance.” 
 
    Fotell tipped her hat. “The words of a commandrant is always received with gratitude. Revib.” 
 
    The commandrant looked to the other attendees. “I am Commandrant Zuwelic of the dregot ISQUIS. My collab besides me is Orti Pudrig.” 
 
    “Collab is the equivalent of a TERRA executive officer,” Fotell clarified to the human officers. Orti is his official title.” 
 
    “A pleasure to meet you,” Jacob replied as he moved his attention to the Onixin. 
 
    “I am Vori Tretridic.” 
 
    “Vori,” Jacob greeted. He turned to the holographic display of the Quix. “It’s an honor to meet a fellow member of the protectorate.” 
 
    “The honor is mine,” the Quix replied. “I am Cadri Sasasaduigriganabasas of the VFLEP. However, you may all address me as cadri as I am aware your species do have difficulty with Quix names.” 
 
    “We appreciate your accommodation,” Jacob replied as he sat back down. “Let’s all take a seat and get started. I sent all of you a copy of the meeting itinerary.” 
 
    “The priorities outlined for the mission are sound,” Zuwelic started. “Determining how the gate functions, if it still functions, and any data its computer system may contain.” 
 
    “My crew have been analyzing the data already provided by your PHOENIX starship,” Tretridic revealed. “We believe n’quadrin can be used to power the gate to gain access to its systems.” 
 
    “My fellow protectorate here on the VFLEP concurs,” Sasasaduigriganabasas added. 
 
    Dewis then asked a most unexpected question. “Could we power the gate enough to use it?” His question caught everyone off-guard. No one considered activating the gate. This mission was to study it in detail and try to access its computer system, not to use it. 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas was the first to speak up.  “To what purpose would we activate the gate?” 
 
    “To see what’s on the other side,” Dewis replied. 
 
    Tretridic looked around. “I was not aware this was considered an option.” 
 
    Jacob was quick to clarify the intent of this mission. “It’s not. Using the gate to travel to another galaxy is not part of the mission. Our only objective is to study it and learn what we can about how it operates.” 
 
    Dewis had his own ideas about the mission. “I disagree. We’re in possession of a very advanced piece of technology. If we’re to learn all we can about it, we need to activate it and send a ship through. The data collected could yield enormous information that we can use to further our technological development.” 
 
    Zuwelic was not enthused about the captain’s proposal whatsoever. “We would be exposing this galaxy to a potential threat greater than the Screen. They came here to escape an oppressive race that had enslaved them. We all suffered from what the Screen did to each of our races. Do we want to face something worse than them?” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas was receptive to Dewis’s idea. “It is a dangerous proposal; however, Captain Dewis does make a valid point. We could learn much more if we used the gate.” 
 
    “Whoever the Screen escaped from never used the gate to follow them,” Jonas pointed out. “How do we know they’re not waiting on the other side for someone to turn on the gate at this end.” 
 
    “Is it possible there is no gate structure on the other side?” Tretridic asked. 
 
    Jonas shook his head. “Unlikely. Humans developed a gate system once.” He was referring to the mission of the HORIZON back in 2073. That ship was to use a jumpgate to travel outside the solar system. The HORIZON never had a chance to use it as it was destroyed by the Screen. The chief engineer took the opportunity to read up about that technology for this mission and was surprised to learn that the HORIZON jumpgate was not based upon DuBois physics like hyperdrive engines. Instead, the International Space Agency (ISA) that handled the mission used the HORIZON to secretly test wormhole technology. The information was still classified; luckily, Jonas was given access to the files for this mission. 
 
    The chief engineer continued. “Analysis done on the gate we developed shows a stable structure is needed at the origination point to handle the quantum fluctuations of generating a stable wormhole. To have two stable points, a second gate needs to be established; otherwise, there’s a greater risk of the exit aperture appearing randomly anywhere throughout the galaxy.” 
 
    “Our scientists would concur. Your chief engineer makes a good point,” Sasasaduigriganabasas said. “It is odd the Screen oppressors have not used the gate on their side to come here.” 
 
    “They may not know of the gate’s location,” Fotell postulated. 
 
    “Maybe they concealed it somehow or put security locks in place to prevent them from using it,” Jonas added. 
 
    This discussion was moot to Jacob. “Regardless, it’s too great a risk. For the Screen to go through extreme measures to escape their masters indicates they could be far more dangerous than the Screen themselves.” 
 
    Zuwelic was in support of the commander’s stance. “I agree. Our worlds are just recovering from living under the Screen. We should not risk inviting another aggressor here. We have potential threats here that we may have to deal with. The Cresorians, the Io…” 
 
    Dewis had made up his mind and wasn’t interesting in dissenting opinions. “I won’t let fear dictate our actions. You can stay here and conduct all the studies you like, but we have a rare opportunity to test this technology and conduct exploration of another galaxy. I intend to take SOLARA through the gate to see what’s on the other side.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t believe what he was hearing. They had made valid points as to why the gate should remain off. “Captain, maybe we should discuss…” 
 
    But Dewis cut him off. “I understand your reluctance in using the gate. There’s risk, but also a great deal of benefits. If Captain Roberts didn’t take the risk of stealing PHOENIX from TERRA and searching out the Screen, none of us would be here. We’d still be stuck on our homeworlds living in fear.” 
 
    Jacob found it insulting that Dewis would talk up the PHOENIX in a positive tone just to further his agenda. The captain was being an opportunist, no doubt to increase his profile with TERRA. The first captain to travel to another galaxy would certainly get people’s attention. 
 
    “You have a point, Captain Dewis, but I still cannot agree to your proposal. It is too great a risk,” Zuwelic stated. 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas was still open to using the gate. “The chance to witness this gate in operation is intriguing. If we have proper safeguards in place, we can minimize the risk. What say you, Tretridic?” 
 
    The reptilian Onixin vori leaned back in his seat. “I do not relish encountering a species more harmful than the Screen. If we took all necessary precautions, such as knowing how to shut the gate off, and coming up with a method of destroying it if need be…I believe it is a worthy proposal.” 
 
    “I suggest you all return to your ships and come up with procedures to activate the gate and travel through it,” Dewis offered before Jacob could say anything. “We should start our surveys of the gate so we may learn how to control it.” 
 
    “Let us reconvene then in dogught,” Sasasaduigriganabasas suggested. 
 
    Jonas used his DAT to translate the time measurement. “Twenty-seven hours.” 
 
    Dewis nodded in agreement. “That sounds good.”  
 
    Jacob tried to restrain himself from jumping up and yelling at the captain, but he didn’t want to make a scene in front of the alien commanders, especially since they were receptive to his proposal. No, Jacob would wait until he got him alone. 
 
    “We will send you data as we begin collecting it,” Tretridic promised as he got up. The Senfo hopped out of their seats, saying nothing. 
 
    Jacob looked at the SOLARA staff. There was nothing he could do now except appear to agree with Captain Dewis. “You have your assignments. I’ll check in with you later.” 
 
    Jonas and Fotell followed the others out of the meeting room. As soon as the door closed, Jacob laid into the captain. Protocol and respect be damned at this point. 
 
    “What the hell are you thinking? You’re gambling with the lives of all the races in this area. We don’t know what’s on the other side, and we’re not prepared or equipped to conduct a mission through the gate.” 
 
    Dewis just looked calmly at his executive officer. “Watch your tone, commander. I expect you to respect my decisions.” 
 
    “When they make sense. This doesn’t. This goes against all our training.” 
 
    Dewis had no qualms justifying his position. “If we pull this off, we can obtain so much information about how the gate operates. Think of the implications for us. We can apply it to our own space travel, energy production, weapons…” 
 
    “At the risk of alerting the Screen’s masters to us,” Jacob countered. “It’s not worth it. Like Zuwelic said, we’re just moving on from the Screen. None of us have the appetite to handle another race that may be just as hostile.” 
 
    “How is what I’m proposing different from PHOENIX’s mission?” Dewis asked. “That ship has left to explore unknown space. They’ll undoubtedly encounter many hostile races in their travels. What I want here is no different.” 
 
    “There’s a huge difference and you know it. PHOENIX is a massive starship brimming with more weapons than the entire fleet combined. We’re a small ship. Even with our new armaments, we couldn’t even go toe-to-toe against an alliance ship. We’re not equipped to conduct a mission of exploration. We don’t have the scientific equipment, weapons, or even personnel. We’re nothing more than a patrol ship.” 
 
    “We’re more than that,” Dewis insisted. “SOLARA has been in service for a long time. It’s capable.” 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, but this ship couldn’t even actively participate in the battle against the Screen in the solar system. You had to sit back and let the alliance fleet do all the fighting while the Ni protected you and the other capital ships.” 
 
    Jacob knew that remark would sting, and he was right. The captain said nothing. His body language indicated those words did affect him. He said nothing for a long time. The commander followed up with another argument. 
 
    “What would happen if something went wrong and the Screen’s masters got through the gate? Do you think the alliance would protect us? They’d recall their ships home to fortify their own systems, leaving TERRA with five ships to defend the solar system.” Jacob didn’t believe for an instant the alliance would abandon humanity, but he wanted to feed into the captain’s belief that the Onixins, Senfo, and Quix were self-serving races interested only in themselves. Whatever argument he could throw out to get the captain to abandon his idea of traveling through the gate Jacob would use. 
 
    Finally, Dewis replied. “My decision stands. We’ll be taking the SOLARA through the gate.” 
 
    Jacob had hoped to make the captain see the error of his decision. The commander had one more card to play. “Captain, what you’re proposing needlessly endangers the crew. This is grounds for me to remove you from command.” 
 
    Dewis laughed loudly. Jacob didn’t expect that sort of reaction from him. He found it odd to see the always composed captain let loose such a burst of emotion. 
 
    “You really think you can remove me from command? Go ahead and try. Most of this crew has served under me for years. They’re loyal to me. As for you, they barely tolerate you. You think they’d let a traitor to TERRA take command?” 
 
    Jacob realized the captain had a point. He didn’t have the support of the crew to take control of the ship. It’d probably result in Jacob himself being thrown in the brig. That was something he couldn’t risk happening. 
 
    Dewis stood up in his seat. “Like I said commander, I’ve made my decision. If you want to recuse yourself from your position, I’ll simply tell the crew you weren’t up to the executive officer role. Otherwise, I expect you to carry out my orders.” 
 
    The captain left the meeting room. Jacob felt trapped. All his training and experience told him this course of action was wrong, but he was powerless to stop it. The captain fully intended to go through with this and he held all the cards to make it happen. Jacob might get Jonas and Michelle, possibly David, on his side, but four of them against a crew of over 500? No, he was stuck. He had no choice but to go along with the captain’s idea. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    The rest of the day seemed to run like a blur for Jacob. He tried to focus on his duties, but his mind kept going back to Captain Dewis’s plan to take the SOLARA through the jumpgate. How was he supposed to go along like everything was okay? As executive officer, he was to point out any decision that the captain made that could be detrimental to the crew. Jacob did that, but he was still struggling to figure out if he could have done something more to change the captain’s mind. 
 
    The crew accepted the new mission parameters without question. They were working hard on the survey. Jacob was surprised not a lot of officers were reaching out to him with questions. This was their first interspecies and interstellar mission, and he figured they’d be inundating him with lots of questions. Maybe they didn’t want to swallow their pride and approach an officer they didn’t respect. Jacob pushed those thoughts out of his mind. There was a mission to prepare. Yes, it was a mission he didn’t agree with, but there was nothing he could do to stop it. All he could do was apply his expertise to make it a success. 
 
    After a few hours working, Jacob’s couldn’t concentrate anymore. He retired to his quarters for some privacy and to take care of some other business. He needed answers as to what was motivating the captain. Even though TERRA officers were all about advancing their careers, none of them were about needlessly throwing their lives away on a mission with a questionable margin of success. No, there was something motivating Dewis to take this course of action. Jacob was certain it had to do with the captain not being promoted during SOLARA’s refit. 
 
    Jacob was huddled at his small desk, waiting for his communications terminal to beep. Earlier, he had Lieutenant Block set it up to send a covert message to Admiral Vargas in the solar system without it being detected. It wasn’t hard to do. SOLARA’s communication dish was replaced recently with more modern equipment and Block’s time during the PHOENIX Movement taught him a few tricks with working around comm systems. He sent the message without anyone on the ship knowing about it. 
 
    Jacob began to nod off from boredom. David had warned it could take some time for the transmission to go through, but the commander didn’t expect it to take this long. He snapped back to attention when the terminal beeped. He wasted no time activating it. The image of Admiral Vargas came up on the screen. 
 
    “Admiral, thank you for contacting me,” Jacob greeted. 
 
    Vargas was in no mood for any pleasantries. “Save it. I’m assuming we’re having this conversation without the knowledge of the captain, or anyone else on the ship?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Based on circumstances, I couldn’t let Captain Dewis know about my reaching out to you. He intends to activate the jumpgate and take the SOLARA through it.” 
 
    “For what purpose?” Vargas asked. 
 
    Jacob expected the admiral to react more strongly to the news. “He claims it’s to learn more about how the gate operates, but I’m not so sure. I think there’s something else motivating him to take this action.” 
 
    “Normally, I’d cut this communication off. An executive officer having covert discussions questioning his captain’s motivations is a court-martial offense.” 
 
    Jacob felt entirely justified questioning Dewis. “I just want to know if you have any knowledge of why Captain Dewis is doing this.” 
 
    “I’m concluding it’s because he feels it’s in the best interest of the mission.” 
 
    Jacob was about to point out the fact that SOLARA wasn’t equipped for such an exploration mission but figured if he was going to get any answers from the admiral, he was going to have to be blunt. 
 
    “Admiral, why is Captain Dewis still in command of SOLARA?” 
 
    The admiral was caught off-guard by the question. “What sort of question is that, commander?” 
 
    “He’s served as a ship commander long enough to be promoted. The months SOLARA spent in drydock would have been the ideal time to promote him. I checked the records on what he was doing. All it says is administrative duties.” 
 
    The admiral slowly shook his head. “You’re way too smart for your own good.” 
 
    That was confirmation to Jacob that he was on to something. “If there’s something going on, admiral, you need to tell me. I need to know that the captain isn’t needlessly putting the crew at risk.” 
 
    “Alright, commander. Standby.” The admiral entered a code into his communications terminal. Jacob rightly assumed that he was initiating a high-level encryption of the transmission. “What I tell you is off the record.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Captain Dewis’s career is over. There will never be a promotion for him.” 
 
    The news stunned Jacob. He never expected to hear something so drastic. He thought that maybe they were keeping him on the SOLARA longer until one of the new TERRA starships had been completed. “Admiral, he’s a decorated officer with decades of loyal service.” 
 
    “Come on, commander. Do I need to explain it to you?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Dewis is old school. His type no longer fit the goals and motivations of TERRA. We’re in a new era now, free to explore space and collaborate with aliens. Dewis, and those like him, are still entrenched in the old ways. He’s only concerned with furthering his career. He’s not interested in serving the military’s best interest. It’s easier for him to maintain the status quo than change.” 
 
    “If he’s such a liability, why not drum him out like the others?” Jacob asked, referring to the other ship commanders who were relieved of commanding capital ships. 
 
    “Because he’s harmless on the SOLARA,” Vargas replied. “It’s a small ship that will only be used for patrol duties.” 
 
    “The other capital ships will just be doing patrol duties, too,” Jacob pointed out. 
 
    “Have you looked at what’s been happening with TERRA, commander? All the high-level officers and admirals who joined the wrong team have been expelled. Those of us now in command want to move forward, but we’re inhibited by a fleet staffed full of officers schooled in the old ways of thinking. We’re not going to be able to do much until we get newer officers into the fleet. We’re having a hard-enough time preventing Earth Security from poaching our graduates.” 
 
    “You got rid of the other ship commanders,” Jacob reiterated. “Seems to me it’d be easier to dump Dewis.” 
 
    “Captain Dewis realized when the other ship commanders were removed that he was also expendable. We were ready to expel him, but he pleaded with us to remain in command of the SOLARA. That’s what he spent those three months doing—trying to save his commission.” 
 
    Jacob had a hard time imagining Dewis groveling to anyone, but if it meant saving his career, Jacob thought it conceivable. “And you agreed?” 
 
    “The command council reviewed the situation,” Vargas revealed. “As long as he remains on the SOLARA, we have no problem.” 
 
    “Doing patrol missions. What about his idea of taking SOLARA through the gate? That puts us all at risk.” 
 
    “We were already apprised of his intentions hours ago,” Vargas revealed. “You may not have been notified yet, but the Senfo will be pulling out of the mission. They want no part of activating the jumpgate. Our risk analysts ran scenarios and have concluded minimal risk to us.” 
 
    Jacob was astounded that they’d reach such an optimistic analysis. “How can they say that? They don’t have the information to make such a conclusion.” 
 
    “If the Screen’s oppressors wanted to pursue them, they would have already done so. It’s highly unlikely they’ve been waiting on the other side for someone in this galaxy to activate the gate. If they did detect the gate’s activation, we know that Captain Dewis would ensure the safety of our galaxy and destroy the gate.” 
 
    Jacob never accepted the word of desk people with no field experience. “I’ve never been a fan of risk analysts. They can sit comfortably in their offices and interpret data with no threat to them.” 
 
    Vargas smiled. “Would it surprise you to learn that those same analysts predicted Captain Roberts would succeed in the Screen mission?” Jacob’s shocked expression was all the satisfaction the admiral needed. “It’s a dirty little secret command likes to keep under wraps.” 
 
    Jacob needed a moment to collect his thoughts. “So…so you’re willing to let him do this?” 
 
    “Yes. If you go across the gate and somehow find the Screen’s oppressors, worst case scenario is you destroy the gate. Best case is…SOLARA is destroyed.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t sure he heard the admiral right. “Best case?” 
 
    “If SOLARA is lost in the mission, it means TERRA has over 500 old-school officers they no longer have to worry about. You would be a valuable loss, given your experience, but it’s a price were willing to pay.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t believe the callousness in the admiral’s words. That was the TERRA he remembered. “So, you’re going to do nothing?” 
 
    “Correct, commander. Myself, and the command council will let him carry out his plan. We know he’s only doing this in some vain attempt to hoist himself to Captain Roberts’s level. It’s sad he’s doing this. I do feel bad for the man. A lifetime of service and he’s willing to throw it all away on some ambitious mission to get history to remember him.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t know how to respond. He never expected the conversation to turn out this way. He was looking for a lifeline but instead found that he—and the SOLARA’s crew—were deemed expendable. TERRA would do nothing to help them. 
 
    Admiral Vargas could see the commander was grappling with TERRA’s lack of concern. “I believe I’ve answered all your questions, commander. Is there anything else?” 
 
    Jacob wanted to come up with some other argument but knew it was futile. TERRA saw the situation as a win-win for them. The only recourse for Jacob was to remove Dewis from command and take the SOLARA back to the solar system, but the crew would never allow it. Vargas had encrypted the transmission, so Diego couldn’t make a copy and show it to the crew to convince them to abandon this mission. Short of leaving on a shuttle or escape pod, he was stuck. He already failed a crew once. He wouldn’t do it again. 
 
    “No, admiral. You’ve made the situation crystal clear.” 
 
    “Good. You repeat any of this and of course I, and the council, will deny it. Good evening, commander.” 
 
    Vargas terminated the transmission, leaving Jacob in the dark of his quarters. The commander tried considering other options but couldn’t come up with anything. For him, this was a no-win scenario. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    David was in the science lab with Fotell. They were going over the data they had compiled on the jumpgate with SOLARA’s two science officers. The captain wanted Block and Fotell specifically involved in helping the science officers due to their extensive space travel experiences. 
 
    “I believe we have located the computer activation system,” Fotell stated. “I have run the simulations goga and the conclusions are the same. There will be no issue turning it on and off.” 
 
    “The information gathered from the Screen homeworld about how their computers function is helping us a lot,” David added. “We should have no problem controlling the gate.” 
 
    The two science officers, outclassed by the knowledge possessed by Fotell and David, were relegated to downloading and organizing data for them to review. Neither were anxious to try and prove their knowledge as it was obvious the alien and traitor knew far more than them. 
 
    “We should develop a program that will self-destruct the gate,” David suggested. Commander Diego wanted a failsafe system in place in case they needed to shut down the gate permanently. Destroying it would accomplish that goal. 
 
    “I recommend we also develop a program to shut down all power to the gate,” Fotell added. “We cannot be certain the energy packs we detected in the nodes are for destruction. Shutting down their power systems would be a viable backup plan.” 
 
    David nodded in agreement. “The Quix are sending a probe out within the next hour. I’ll have Lieutenant Walters request they do a detailed analysis of those energy packs.” He entered some notes in a DAT and handed them to science officer Burlap. “Take this to engineering. Tell Lieutenant Walters this is a priority request.” 
 
    “I’d like to be on the command deck during the probe mission, in case I need to coordinate handling our own sensors studies,” Burlap offered. 
 
    “Good idea,” David replied as he looked at Jenkins. “Why don’t you go up as well. Fotell and I will stay here in the lab as the data comes in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the other officer replied as they both left. 
 
    Fotell continued reviewing the data they had so far. “Is there anything else we can do to minimize the risk of the mission?” 
 
    The lieutenant thought about it a moment. “We’ve come up with shut down and self-destruct sequences. Not sure what else we can do. We’ll maintain open communications with the VFLEP, BEUSMIC, and IQUIS while we’re on the other side.” 
 
    Before Fotell could say anything, they were interrupted by an announcement over the ship’s internal speakers. “This is Commander Diego. Twenty minutes ago, we were informed by the Senfo commandrant that they would be pulling out of the mission and the IQUIS has left the area. The mission will continue despite this development. Please continue to carry out your duties. That is all.” 
 
    The news was a surprise to David. From his experience, the alliance always seemed to operate in a uniform manner. He knew the Senfo didn’t agree with activating the gate. They only wanted to study it while it was inert. 
 
    “Are you surprised?” David asked Fotell. 
 
    “No. They feel no benefit will come from this mission.” 
 
    “Do you agree with them?” 
 
    Fotell fiddled with her hat. “I share the same level of reservation they do. Except for the Cresorians, my world suffered the most at the hands of the Screen. Although humans, Onixins, Aldarians, and Quix were all oppressed, your worlds were left intact. It has been difficult accepting that most of our population perished and our ecosystem ruined. It took me a long time to accept what I saw when I was brought out of stasis.” 
 
    David could sympathize with that point of view. If Earth had been leveled the same way Flutori had been, he could see TERRA and the government retrenching in the solar system rather than wanting to explore space. The Senfo didn’t want to do anything to risk another hostile race attacking them. The Aldarians, another member of the alliance not actively participating in space travel as they had no ships, also had their world decimated by the Screen. Their oral history told of fire raining down from the sky and laying waste to their planet. All that was left was the underground crystal city and 300 Aldarians. 
 
    David tried to offer some hope to Fotell. “Captain Dewis has served in TERRA a long time. He wouldn’t undertake this mission if he felt it needlessly put everyone at risk. Even if he didn’t execute this mission, we’d still be at risk for any new hostile race showing up. We’ve got our flagship out there exploring unknown space. They could come across a race worse than the Screen who might come here to attack us.” 
 
    “I did not consider that,” Fotell admitted.  
 
    “I don’t know what your people will do. I assume the Quix and Onixins will begin sending ships out to explore space as well. There’s always going to be a risk we’ll draw other hostile races while exploring space. You can’t avoid it.” 
 
    Fotell stopped fiddling with her hat. “I do not know if my people will accept such a cost. We lost so much. It will take huidef to return our homeworld back to its former state. We may let the task of exploring space fall to the others in the alliance. I could not imagine losing those I cared about again.” 
 
    Her comments piqued David’s interest. “Did you lose any family?” 
 
    “Vi’lin mates and gyowe offspring. There were not enough pods for my entire family unit. My consolation was I would awake and see Dealec and Unives again. However, when I was removed from stasis I learned they chose not to go into their pods. They left me a message…” Fotell removed her hat and turned it. It was unheard of for a Senfo to ever take off their hats in public. “They chose not to go into their pods, hoping to give it to a couple of our offspring. But the Commonality would not allow it and gave their pods to others they deemed had critical skills needed for reconstruction.” 
 
    David couldn’t imagine how someone could cope with losing an entire family. “I’m sorry Fotell.” 
 
    “I have not accepted their loss,” Fotell admitted. “I have been able to distract myself with my work. But every night during downtime, I see all of them when I close my eyes. The few humans I have told about my family have said time will heal wounds. I do not think that applies to me. I still mourn for them in the same manner as when I learned they were gone.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re in the exchange program? To keep busy?” 
 
    Fotell put her hat back on. “That is part of the reason. The other is I could not stay on Flutori. Seeing other family units was too difficult for me. When the exchange program started, it was my opportunity to get away from such pain. I do not expect ever to return home.” 
 
    David felt the same way. He couldn’t imagine ever returning to Earth. “My family wants nothing to do with me, but I couldn’t imagine if anything bad happened to them.” 
 
    Fotell smiled at David. “You are a pleasant individual. I have enjoyed working with you. I cannot imagine why your family would not want to associate with you.” 
 
    “It’s a long story. They fell on hard times and blame me for it.” 
 
    It was Fotell’s turn to reassure her friend. “It is unfortunate they feel this way. At least they are still living. Perhaps they will change their mind about you in the future.” 
 
    David wanted to cling to that hope, but deep inside he knew that his family’s resolve was absolute. They would want nothing to do with him ever again. He had to accept never seeing them. Serving on a ship made it easier for him to accept that reality. 
 
    The science door opened, and Commander Diego came in. “Lieutenant, naporum, how are things going?” 
 
    “Very good, sir,” David replied. “We’re making good progress on the gate’s operating system. We should have all deliverables ready in no time.” 
 
    “Good.” Jacob looked at Fotell. “Can I speak with you for a moment?” he asked as he motioned her to the other side of the lab. Fotell carefully climbed down her chair and joined the commander. “I’m a little surprised the IQUIS left without requesting you be transferred to their ship.” 
 
    “They would not make such a request. Any Senfo who is part of the exchange program is considered a part of the military they are working for. My superiors consider me a TERRA officer. It would not be their place to request that I leave my post here.” 
 
    “What about the Commonality?” Jacob asked. “Would they feel the same?” 
 
    Fotell knew the Commonality did not inject themselves into internal military matters. They trusted the military leadership to operate in the best interest of Senfo society.  “They would.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t familiar with the relationship between the Commonality and Senfo military. “What happens if we get a call from them wanting you off SOLARA? I have to consider that possibility.” 
 
    “I would tell the Commonality the same thing I would tell any commandrant who might make the same request. My place is here. I will not abandon my obligations to the exchange program.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Okay, I just had to be sure.” It would be a sticky situation if the Senfo Commonality demanded no Senfo participate in this mission. Captain Dewis would most likely grant their request given his dislike of aliens. Hopefully, it was something they wouldn’t have to contend with at all during the mission. Fotell’s skills were needed if they were to make this mission a success. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Later, up on the command deck, Commander Diego was sitting in the captain’s office. He sat patiently as Dewis conferred with both the Onixin and Quix ship commanders over a communication link. 
 
    “The Senfo leaving changes nothing for our mission,” Dewis stated. “We can still activate the jumpgate and travel through it.” 
 
    “Without the IQUIS, we will have less firepower in the event we encounter hostilities on the other side,” Tretridic replied. 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas agreed with the Onixin vori. “Tactically, the loss of a ship has an adverse impact on us. Unless we can request additional vessels…” 
 
    Dewis interrupted the cadri. “TERRA doesn’t have any spare ships to send here.” 
 
    “I am afraid my leadership will not send any more ships,” Tretridic revealed. 
 
    “The protectorate is unlikely to send another vessel to us,” Sasasaduigriganabasas concluded. “Captain Dewis, our leaders are unwilling to risk the loss of ships on this endeavor. We should consider returning to the original mission parameters and only conduct scientific studies on the gate.” 
 
    Captain Dewis realized he needed to remind them of something. “SOLARA’s going through the gate alone. Your ships are remaining on this side, so there’s no risk to you. If we run into trouble, we can send a message back and order you to destroy the gate.” 
 
    Jacob knew that was pure speculation at this point. They needed to activate the gate and test if sending transmissions through was even possible. “If sending a message through is even possible,” he corrected.  
 
    Dewis was quick to counter his XO. “We’ll know that shortly after we activated the gate.” He planned to send a probe through the wormhole first. If they could communicate with it once it passed through the gate, then they would have verified communications through the wormhole was possible. 
 
    Diego sat there, saying nothing more. He’d already argued earlier that two ships should travel through the gate so that they could support one another, but he’d argued without success. The captain was adamant that the SOLARA could conduct exploration on the other side alone. 
 
    “You are still willing to assume the risk on your ship?” Sasasaduigriganabasas asked Dewis. 
 
    “Yes. The benefits of this mission are too important to pass up. All I ask is you provide backup support when we go through the gate. Someone needs to stay on this side and ensure the data we send back is forwarded to the alliance.” 
 
    “If you are willing to assume the risk for the whole protectorate, then we will stay,” Sasasaduigriganabasas offered. 
 
    Tretridic found the offer acceptable as well. “We will remain and provide support.” 
 
    Dewis nodded to both commanders. “Thank you. We’ll proceed with the operation. Let’s reconvene when we have a definitive timetable on activating the gate.” The alliance commanders nodded as the communication ended. 
 
    “I’d bring up the tactical disadvantage again about going through the gate alone, but you’re not going to listen to me,” Jacob said. 
 
    “We have a difference of opinion, commander. I believe the tactical issues are not enough to abandon the mission.” 
 
    Jacob was sarcastic in his tone. “Of course you do.” 
 
    “I want you to contact the IQUIS and try to get Zwelic to change her mind,” Dewis ordered. “I tried reasoning with her, but she won’t listen to me. You might have better luck.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t about to do such dirty work for the captain. He respected the commandrant’s decision to pull out of the mission. “My experience with the Senfo isn’t going to give me any leeway. They’ve made up their minds. I’m not going to be able to change it.” 
 
    “You’re refusing my order and not even going to make the attempt?” 
 
    “Correct, sir. My efforts are better spent preparing for this mission.” Jacob felt a bit of pride in defying the captain. 
 
    The captain was visibly upset. He didn’t like that his XO was outwardly refusing to comply with a request. But his demeanor went back to calm and he reclined in his seat. He reminded himself that conducting this mission was the priority. He could deal with Diego’s defiance so long as it didn’t interfere with his plans. “Very well, commander. Continue to oversee the gate studies and send me hourly progress reports.” 
 
    Jacob got up and left without saying anything more. What was the point of uttering a word? The captain was committed to going through with this nonsense. The commander was stuck. Maybe if the Quix and Onixins pulled out, it would be enough for Dewis to reconsider the mission. Jacob seriously considered reaching out to them. He was confident he could convince them to pull out under the guise of returning with more support craft. 
 
    Then again, Dewis was a man with nothing to lose. He may be so intent on making a name for himself that he’d be willing to have SOLARA undertake the mission alone. The Onixin and Quix abandoning the mission may do nothing to change the captain’s mind. 
 
    The more Diego thought about it, the more he realized that Dewis would put his career above the safety and well-being of the crew. No, going to the alien commanders would most likely result in the SOLARA left alone conducting this mission. Jacob couldn’t risk it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    Admiral Vespia couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a day off, not that it bothered her. She was a workaholic, tending to her duties around the clock to further her career ambitions. That habit served her well since the Screen’s defeat. Ever since humanity was freed from them, she was busy keeping her head above water with all the changes that were occurring in TERRA. She had cemented herself as head of the command council, but to retain her position she had to make some concessions. The council now consisted of nine members, six of them Earth Security officers. That only left three TERRA officers on the council, including Vespia. She couldn’t protest the change, so instead, she ingratiated herself with the ES officers. She made sure she was at any social event involving high-level ES officials, solidifying relationships to secure her position on the council. 
 
    Despite her goodwill with ES, she had little input on the removal of several high-level TERRA officers. Some, like Superintendent Mortino who ran TERRA Academy and Admiral Block who was her adversary, she was glad to see go. Others, not so much. She walked a fine line justifying keeping some of her allies in TERRA without compromising her position. 
 
    A more recent change to the council was the inclusion of representatives from the alliance. The president’s office determined that inclusion of the alliance in TERRA matters was necessary to keep the military in check. As President Butu stated in her last union speech, “Aliens are part of our lives now.” Although TERRA officers weren’t thrilled at that notion, the public overwhelmingly approved of her speech. Luckily, these alien representatives had no voting power in the command council. They were merely observers who could offer their input, nothing more. 
 
    Vespia called a meeting of the council to address some recent developments. She received word from the president’s office that the Senfo Commonality had reported something disturbing. The ship they sent to participate in studying the Screen jumpgate reported to their superiors that the human capital ship intended to activate the gate and travel to the other side. The news riled up the Onixins and Quix while the Aldarians seemed indifferent about the whole thing. The admiral had to convince the president that she was unaware of the plan and did not authorize the SOLARA to go through the gate. 
 
    It was this kind of situation that could easily get Vespia removed from her post. She had to be proactive to ensure her position was safe. She quickly sent out the order for the council to convene, including the new alien representatives. This action seemed to appease the president. 
 
    As Vespia headed towards the council chambers, she regretted not removing Captain Dewis from command. She should have replaced all the ship commanders, but she felt some stability in the fleet was required. She couldn’t replace everyone in key positions. If she did, there’d be no one left with any experience. The officers who still were able to retain their positions were people loyal to Vespia and, most importantly, her eyes and ears in the military. But this situation with Captain Dewis blindsided her. Once she got the SOLARA back to the solar system, Captain Dewis would find himself permanently removed from TERRA. 
 
    When the admiral entered the council chambers, everyone was already assembled and waiting for her. No one stood up at attention for her. That was a practice she did away with to avoid the appearance of arrogance. Along with the nine council members were representatives from the Onixin, Quix, Aldarian, and Senfo races. Their presence was to ensure transparency with TERRA and provide consultation in matters that affected the entire alliance. So far, Vespia found their presence positive for her. For several decisions not popular with TERRA, she used the alliance as the reasoning for the council’s decision. The aliens were more scapegoats available for her to use for her own means. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” Vespia said as she took her seat at the center of the council table. “I assume you all read the briefing I sent you. The last report from our long-range probes showed the SOLARA, BEUSMIC, and VFLEP still holding position by the gate. So far, there’s no indication they’re working to activate it.” 
 
    Nujil, the Senfo representative, was the first to speak. “Commandrant Zuwelic provided the mission outline that came from the SOLARA. They intend to activate it.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that,” Vespia replied. “I merely pointed that out as an assurance that we may have time to stop them from executing their plan.” 
 
    “It would be reasonable to conclude that they will conduct studies of the device first before attempting to activate it,” Quix representative Forreziqudadraforfinkarada said. 
 
    TERRA Admiral Joseph Sansabar spoke up. “The solution’s simple. We send them a message to cease the mission and recall them back home.” 
 
    “I don’t trust that Captain Dewis would obey such an order,” Captain Michael Forsent of Earth Security stated. “He’s a career TERRA officer who can’t be trusted to do what’s right for everyone. The fact he plans on activating the gate to travel through it shows he’s looking to make a name for himself.” 
 
    Admiral Brandus disagreed with Forsent’s words. “Captain Dewis is a loyal TERRA officer who’s never disobeyed the change of command.” 
 
    Forsent just glared at Brandus. “I stand by my statement.” 
 
    Vespia gritted her teeth, trying not to say anything offensive to Captain Forsent. He had no problem airing TERRA’s dirty laundry in front of the alliance reps. She couldn’t outwardly defend Dewis, not that she was inclined to do so. It would make her appear as wanting to continue the self-serving mentality that was pervasive in TERRA. No, she had to tread carefully here. Luckily, she was good at that. 
 
    Vespia offered a solution. “I recommend dispatching a ship to retrieve the SOLARA if she continues to make preparations to turn on the gate.” Vespia looked over to Admiral Brandus. “Where are we at on the hyperdrive installation on the JORDAN?” 
 
    “We’re weeks away from completing the installation.” 
 
    Forsent proposed another solution. “Why don’t we have BEUSMIC or VFLEP force the SOLARA to cease the mission?” 
 
    Forreziqudadraforfinkarada dismissed that idea. “It would be improper for protectorate members to engage in an adversarial stance against one another.” 
 
    “SOLARA is a TERRA vessel. It would be inappropriate to take action against the ship unless there is an imminent threat to the alliance,” Onixin representative Googoran added. “At this time there is no imminent threat.” 
 
    “The threat could be sitting on the other side of the gate,” Nujil pointed out. 
 
    Forsent wanted the SOLARA stopped, but not by using fear. That’s what kept humanity in the solar system for nearly one hundred years. “That is speculation, not fact.” 
 
    Forreziqudadraforfinkarada agreed. “I concur. Acting against the SOLARA would not be in the interest of the alliance. Although my people are concerned about the activation of the gate, the SOLARA must choose to return home on its own.” 
 
    Vespia would have smiled if she could have. It seemed the alliance members had made the choice for the council. She turned to the Aldarian representative, who had not spoken at all during the meeting. “Do you concur?” 
 
    “We will defer to the actions this council,” Halides replied. “Whatever occurs is meant to happen.” 
 
    It was good enough for Vespia. “Then it seems our course of action is clear. In the interest of continued good relations, we will not ask that the alliance engage the SOLARA. Given TERRA has no ships capable of interstellar flight at this time, our only option is to send them a message to halt their mission.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Forsent grumbled. He was not happy about any of this. Unfortunately, Earth Security only had transport ships which were incapable of faster than light travel and no match against a capital ship if force became necessary. 
 
    “I’ll send the order personally, so Captain Dewis knows how serious the council is about the situation,” Vespia added. “Once I’ve received confirmation they’re returning, I’ll let you all know.” She stood up and left the chambers without saying another word as the group separated. 
 
    She was only halfway down the corridor back to her office when a voice caught her attention. “Admiral Vespia…Karla.” She turned to see Captain Forsent approaching her. “You think Captain Dewis is going to follow orders?” 
 
    “He’s a TERRA officer who respects the chain of command.” 
 
    Forsent chuckled at her response. “Come on, Karla. I’ve read his personnel file and have friends here who tell me things. This is his last mission before you retire him and he knows it. The guy’s got nothing to lose.” 
 
    Vespia conceded to his point. “Maybe he doesn’t, but he’s spent a lifetime respecting our institution and following orders. That sort of loyalty doesn’t just go away. I expect him to obey.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t?” 
 
    “Well, Michael. I guess you’ll have something to hold over my head,” Vespia replied sarcastically. “Nothing’s guaranteed, but as you heard in the chambers, this is our only option. The alliance won’t intervene with an internal matter.” 
 
    She was right. They only had one option to stop Dewis. Forsent was curious about one thing, though. “Do you want him to activate the gate?” 
 
    “Despite what the Screen did to us, I am curious as to where the gate leads. Yes, I would like to see it activated...when we have a hundred warships stationed and ready to combat whatever is on the other side.” She turned and walked away from the captain. 
 
    She played that well. Most importantly, none of them knew she was already aware of the SOLARA’s mission and had approved it, off the record. She felt they needed to have some idea about what was on the other side of the gate, but it had become a hot button issue. Luckily, Admiral Vargas was an ally. When he told her Commander Diego covertly contacted him to reveal the captain’s intentions, she jumped on the opportunity to convey the “council’s” approval for the mission before the council convened to even discuss it. With any luck, SOLARA would obtain valuable information. If they failed, well, it saved TERRA from having to decommission the ship. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
    The alliance fleet spent three days studying the Screen jumpgate. As much as Jacob disagreed with the captain about activating it, he had to give Dewis credit for insisting that the crew take their time with the analysis work. The captain insisted that sensor data be rechecked and simulations run multiple times to ensure they reported similar outcomes. He was doing what he could to minimize the ship’s risk. If the captain was anxious to activate the gate, he wasn’t letting that feeling get in the way of the crew doing a thorough job of studying it. 
 
    With all the analysis work completed, the data reviewed and planning completed, the day to activate the gate finally arrived. Jacob, like most of the day shift crew, slept very little the night before. He went over everything that could go wrong. They tried to anticipate every possibility, but the fact was they had no idea what they would find on the other side. Jacob had an ominous feeling. It was the same feeling he had the night before PHOENIX engaged the Screen armada at the Ni star system. His instincts were telling him they were making a mistake, but he was powerless to stop it. Captain Dewis was committed to seeing this mission through its conclusion. All the commander could do was ensure the crew were prepared for any contingency. 
 
    Jacob didn’t share his concerns with either Jonas or Michelle. He had become better acquainted with them over the course of the survey and did consider them friends. Despite that comfort level, he wasn’t ready to share all his concerns about the captain with them. David was starting to come out of his shell a little bit. He kept to himself, although Jacob had seen David and Fotell together in the mess hall a couple of times. The commander wished he had more time available to spend with the communications officer, but he was too busy with mission preparations. He was content that Lieutenant Block was socializing with somebody. 
 
    The senior staff, including the chief medical officer, were assembled on the command deck. Everyone was checking ship systems one final time as the clock ticked down towards the start of the mission. No one said much as each person was struggling with their level of nervousness. Even Fotell was unusually quiet. No amount of preparation was going to alleviate their worries. None of them had ever embarked on such an ambitious undertaking. Traveling to another galaxy…it was unfathomable. They’d barely got used to the idea of being out of the solar system. 
 
    “Captain on the command deck,” Lieutenant Nalus announced. Everyone turned and stood at attention as Captain Dewis emerged from his office. Fotell almost fell off her seat when she stood up on it. Luckily, Jacob was standing next to her and prevented her from falling. 
 
    Dewis went directly to his command chair and sat down. “Status?” 
 
    “We’re all set,” Jacob replied. “All systems show we’re good to go. Both the BEUSMIC and VFLEP are waiting for our signal to begin.” 
 
    The captain nodded and looked at David. “Open the ship’s internal communications.” 
 
    David activated the internal communications system. “Speakers open.” Jacob already knew the captain was going to give another grand speech. 
 
    The captain stood up. “This is your captain. We’re about to embark on a momentous journey. We’re going to explore where our former mortal enemies, the Screen, came from. What we’re doing carries risk, but I’m confident you’re all up to the task. I’ve trained you all well. When we complete this mission, we’ll cement our names in the history books. Remember this moment, as you’ll tell your children you were a part of something remarkable. Be proud and confident in your abilities. You are the best of what TERRA has to offer. Remember that.” 
 
    Jacob tried not to shake his head. That speech was just pure pomp and arrogance. He wasn’t doing this for the crew. He was doing this to promote himself as this great and forward-thinking ship commander. Your typical TERRA officer, full of himself. If they pulled this off, Jacob would not be giving any glowing reviews of Dewis to the command council or media when they got back. 
 
    With his speech concluded, the captain sat back down in the command chair. “Open a channel to the alliance fleet.” 
 
    David quickly switched from the internal to the external communications system. “Channel open.” 
 
    “This is Captain Dewis of the SOLARA. We’re ready to begin.” 
 
    “Acknowledged, SOLARA,” came the voice of Tretridic. 
 
    “For the honor of the protectorate,” Sasasaduigriganabasas added. 
 
    Jacob looked at Fotell. “Is the program ready?” 
 
    “I have brought it online. It is ready to transmit.” 
 
    Jacob looked at David. “Uplink the program to Alpha.” They had named each of the three gate components Alpha, Beta, and Delta. 
 
    David programmed the SOLARA’s communication dish to direct a signal to the Alpha node. “Transmission’s being sent.” 
 
    Everyone on all three alliance ships waited in anticipation for what would happen next. It didn’t take long. The Quix made the detection first as their sensors were the most advanced of the three ships. 
 
    [image: ]“We are reading an increase in power,” Sasasaduigriganabasas reported. “Alpha is drawing energy from its generator.” They had attached a n’quadrin power source to the gate as sensors showed the gate’s power supply had been exhausted. The cadri directed one of his officers to patch their sensor readings to the BEUSMIC and SOLARA so they could evaluate the data at the same time. 
 
    Tretridic confirmed the sensor readings. “Power output is increasing.” 
 
    “Beta and Delta are receiving power from Alpha,” Sasasaduigriganabasas added. 
 
    Jonas closely monitored the energy readings. “It appears the entire gate is coming online.” He was excited to see the gate was coming to life. He couldn’t wait to unravel the engineering marvels it contained. Learning about wormhole technology would be a new frontier for him. 
 
    “Just as we suspected,” Jacob muttered. They assumed the gate was designed so that all three nodes would activate in unison. It seemed that the assumption was correct. 
 
    They watched on the holographic display as the nodes began emanating a blue color. Crew members on all alliance ships raced to interpret the massive amount of data they were receiving. 
 
    Fotell was the first to report. “The node capacitors have peaked. I believe they are at full power.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas spoke up. “Protectorate allies, we are not detecting any unusual variances in the power supply.” 
 
    “We are reading the same,” Tretridic added. “The gate system appears to be stable.” 
 
    Lieutenant Gimron was seated next to the captain and monitoring various sensor readings from her chair console. Most of the data was foreign to her. She was keeping an eye out for any unusual patterns. “Any emissions from the gate that we should be concerned about?” 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything on sensors that would be harmful to organic life-forms,” Doctor Morrell said. He was at the operations table, reviewing the data coming in on Fotell’s station. 
 
    “What about any traps?” Captain Dewis asked. 
 
    Jacob didn’t see anything on sensors to indicate a trap. “Nothing is showing that it’s rigged.” 
 
    “We did a comprehensive analysis of each node,” Jonas them. “Each component’s function has been determined and accounted for. There are no traps.” 
 
    For Dewis, there was nothing stopping them now. “Then there’s no reason to wait. Initiate gate activation sequence.” Jacob’s instinct was to protest activating the gate, wanting to argue that they should spend a few days analyzing this new data. He held back from saying anything. He knew Captain Dewis wouldn’t stop now. 
 
    “Relaying programming protocols to the VFLEP,” Fotell reported. The Quix’s computer system was far more sophisticated than either the SOLARA or BEUSIMIC, so it was decided they would handle the actual operation of the gate. 
 
    “We are transmitting the activation program to the gate,” Sasasaduigriganabasas announced. 
 
    It only took a few seconds for the gate to react. A succession of three bright lights flickered from the nodes, and then an energy vortex appeared in the center of their rotation. The vortex first emanated a red color but eventually transitioned to white. 
 
    Dewis stared in amazement at the holographic display. “Report.” No one said anything. They were all transfixed by the wormhole. “I said report!” 
 
    Jonas checked the displays in front of him. “We’re getting a lot of data coming in. It’s going to take a few minutes to analyze it.” 
 
    “The energy displacement appears stable,” Tretridic reported. 
 
    “We show the same,” Sasasaduigriganabasas added. “We are receiving a data stream from the gate computer. It is in Screen language; however, our computer micron is translating for us. It states the gate threshold is stable and safe to pass through.” 
 
    “Pass through to where?” Michelle wondered. “Can we scan the other side of that aperture?” 
 
    “The SOLARA does not have the sensor resolution to penetrate through the energy field,” Fotell explained. “Either the VFLEP or BEUSIMIC should be able to scan.” 
 
    “The BEUSMIC should conduct the scan,” Jacob recommended. “The VFLEP is already connected to the gate’s computer. We don’t want to risk the gate sending the VFLEP false telemetry readings.” 
 
    Tretridic had a better recommendation. “A probe would be best to use to scan the other side. We have one ready to launch.” 
 
    “Go ahead and launch it,” Jacob requested, without waiting for the captain’s authorization. He already figured Dewis would want to take the safest course of action in learning where the wormhole went. 
 
    Tretridic motioned to one of his bridge officers to launch the probe. “Initiating launch.” 
 
    As the Onixin probe launched and headed towards the gate, the communications terminal beeped, which David quickly checked. “Captain, we’re getting a priority message from TERRA. It’s a live transmission.” 
 
    “Tell them we’re in a critical juncture of the operation,” Dewis replied. 
 
    David sent the message. It didn’t take long to get a reply. “Sir, it’s Admiral Vespia. She’s demanding to speak with you immediately.” 
 
    This was unexpected. Jacob looked over at the captain and could see he was hesitating what to do. “Captain, we can halt operations until you’ve spoken to her.” 
 
    “No,” Dewis replied. He wasn’t about to halt the mission because of a call from command. “Continue the operation. Lieutenant Block, route the signal to my office.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” David sent the comm link to the terminal in the captain’s office. 
 
    Chief Gimron waited until Captain Dewis was off the command deck and in his office before calling Jacob over. “Commander Diego, may I have a brief word with you?” 
 
    Jacob directed her to a corner of the command deck, away from anyone being able to hear them. 
 
    “Why would the head of the command council be calling us directly?” the security chief asked in a low tone. “Where’s the fleet admiral? This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Jacob agreed with her suspicions. “It is unusual. We’re dealing with Screen technology here. Anything relating to them probably has the council worried. Them taking a personal interest in this mission isn’t too surprising. They may just want a status report directly from the captain, to allay their fears.” The commander didn’t buy his own explanation to Michelle. It was odd for the council to get involved directly with a mission. According to Vargas, the council was fine with Captain Dewis’s plan. Had something changed? Jacob didn’t want to clue Michelle in on anything until he knew what was going on with the council. There was no reason to start getting people riled up. 
 
    Michelle looked around the command deck. “This mission already has a lot of the crew on edge.” 
 
    Jacob was surprised by her statement. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.” Then again, the commander wasn’t exactly trying to stay in tune with the crew’s feelings. 
 
    “They want to put on a brave front for the captain. But they’re worried about what we might find on the other side.” 
 
    As executive officer, Jacob should have a sense of the crew’s morale. But he was so disconnected from them. They accepted him as their executive officer, but only because they had no choice. He accepted their disdain for him and, in turn, had no interest in them beyond what his responsibilities required. 
 
    “As long as they’re focused on their jobs, that’s all that matters,” Jacob said. “I expect them to keep it together. Spread the word.” 
 
    “I will,” Michelle assured him. “I just hope we don’t find anything worse than the Screen.” 
 
    Fotell interrupted the pair’s little talk. “Commander, the Onixin probe has entered the energy vortex.” 
 
    Both Jacob and Michelle hurried to the operations table. “What do you have, vori?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “The probe is passing through the event horizon,” Tretridic reported. “Minor disruption to its signal.” A few more moments passed. “There, we are showing the probe has passed through to the other side.” 
 
    Jacob was anxious to learn where the probe wound up. “What do you see?” He may not have agreed with activating the gate, but now that they had, he wanted to know what was on the other side. 
 
    “We are patching the probe signal to both SOLARA and VFLEP.” Tretridic directed his probe control officer to route the signal to the human and Quix ships. 
 
    Fotell nodded. “Receiving probe signal now.” 
 
    Jacob reviewed the data as it came in. It appeared the probe had successfully exited into open space on the other side. But where did it emerge? 
 
    “Astrological data coming in,” Nalus reported. “Based on the readings, the probe appears to have wound up in the Triangulum Galaxy.” 
 
    “That’s the sister galaxy to Andromeda,” Michelle stated. “We’re practically next-door neighbors.” 
 
    Jonas gave the chief an odd look. “You know how long it would take for a ship to reach that galaxy with a hyperdrive?” 
 
    “It was a joke.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas spoke up. “Now we know where the Screen came from.” 
 
    “It would appear so,” Jacob muttered. He didn’t have time to dwell on it as Captain Dewis emerged from his office. “Is everything okay, captain?” 
 
    “They just wanted an update on the mission,” Dewis replied as he took a seat in his command chair. “What’s our status?” 
 
    The captain’s subdued response didn’t sit well with Jacob. The council wouldn’t bother calling a capital ship during a mission. They would leave any mission changes and specifics to the admiral assigned to overseeing the ship. There was more going on, the commander was certain of it. As tempted as he was to question Dewis, the commander remained silent, choosing not to follow up with additional questions. This was something he could deal with later, after they went through the gate. 
 
    Jonas quickly got the captain up to date on their status. “The probe has successfully emerged on the other side intact. Scans indicate it’s in the Triangulum Galaxy.” 
 
    “Is the wormhole stable?” Dewis asked. 
 
    “Scans indicate the vortex is stable. Fluctuations in energy output are within tolerable limits,” Fotell replied. 
 
    “Then I see no reason to wait.” Dewis looked to the navigation officer. “Prepare to set course through the wormhole.” 
 
    That was the last order Jacob expected to hear. “Captain, we need time to analyze the data. Sending a probe is one thing, but a ship is entirely different.” 
 
    Tretridic agreed with Jacob, even though it was the humans putting their lives at risk. “We need time to conduct studies on the gate while it is active.” 
 
    “You and the Quix can do that on this side,” Dewis replied. “Navigation, prepare to set course.” 
 
    “Delay that!” Jacob countered. Dead silence descended on the command deck as everyone turned and looked at the pair. No one had ever witnessed such a confrontation between a captain and XO. 
 
    Dewis didn’t expect such a reaction from his executive officer. “Did you just countermand my order?” 
 
    Jacob wasted no time defending his action. “You’re putting the crew at unnecessary risk. We know nothing about how the gate operates and how that vortex might affect organic beings. We could be destroyed just going through it.” 
 
    “I reviewed the data we’ve collected and am confident in our chances,” Dewis replied. He looked at Doctor Morrell. “Do you see anything that might harm organic matter?” 
 
    “No, captain. My analysis of the readings shows nothing to indicate we’d be harmed going through the wormhole.” As a doctor and scientist, Morrell wanted to add that, even though the data showed the wormhole appeared safe, they should spend more time analyzing the jumpgate and conducting tests. But making such a statement would reinforce Commander Diego’s stance not to go through it. The doctor was squarely on the captain’s side. He’d support Dewis, no matter what. 
 
    Dewis looked at Jacob. “If you can’t follow my orders, I’ll replace you with someone who can. I’ll even let you leave SOLARA and go to one of the alliance ships.” 
 
    Jacob was ready to take the captain up on his offer and put all this craziness behind him. Nothing good could come of this and he wanted no part in the captain’s decision. He was putting the entire ship at risk. But the commander hesitated. Even though there was no love lost between him and the crew, he couldn’t just leave them. He vowed never to leave people behind. He already did that once and was living with the guilt. Despite their feelings for him, he was their executive officer and had to look out for them. That meant he had to deal with all unpleasantness on the ship to look out for their welfare. 
 
    Jacob looked over to Nalus. “Execute the captain’s orders. Set course for the gate.” That was the hardest order he ever had to give. He turned back to Dewis. “I’ll be putting a formal protest in my report that I vehemently disagree with this course of action.” 
 
    Dewis reclined in his seat. “That is your right. Take your station, commander.” 
 
    Jacob returned to the operations table. “Keep an open comm line with us,” he instructed the alliance commanders. 
 
    “We will,” Tretridic assured. 
 
    “Much success to you on behalf of the protectorate,” Sasasaduigriganabasas stated. 
 
    Jacob said nothing more as the SOLARA’s thrusters activated and the ship moved towards the jumpgate. The command deck staff watched on the holographic display as the gate grew bigger. The vortex appeared more menacing as the ship got closer. 
 
    “Expect to encounter some turbulence as we cross the threshold,” Nalus advised. “I’ve got kinetic dampeners at maximum, but we’ll still encounter some chop.” 
 
    A million thoughts ran through Jacob’s mind as to what could happen when they entered the wormhole. Its energy could interact with either of the ship’s n’quadrin or plasma energy sources and cause a catastrophic reaction, human physiology could succumb to the vortex...his mind went over many possibilities. None of that matter now. Soon they would learn their fates. 
 
    Everyone waited anxiously as SOLARA entered the wormhole. Sure enough, some turbulence rocked the ship, but it wasn’t too bad. They were in the wormhole only a few seconds before emerging on the other side. 
 
    “That was quick,” David commented. He figured they would be in the wormhole a lot longer given their destination. 
 
    “Ship status,” Jacob requested. He wanted to be sure SOLARA was intact. 
 
    "All departments are reporting in,” Fotell announced. “No injuries reported, all systems are showing normal.” 
 
    “Confirm our location,” Dewis ordered. 
 
    Nalus double-checked her readings before replying. “We’re in Triangulum.” 
 
    Jonas checked the sensors to see if anything was near the ship. “I’m picking up the Onixin probe a few hundred kilometers from us. It’s intact. All its systems appear normal. I’m also picking up a jumpgate structure. The vortex is being maintained by it.” 
 
    Jacob quickly scanned the gate. “It appears identical to the gate in the Milky Way galaxy.” 
 
    Michelle was more concerned with how well the ship weathered going through the gate. “What about the SOLARA?” 
 
    Jonas checked the engineering status displays. “SOLARA’s systems are all within normal operating parameters. I’m not picking up any fractures or breaches in the hull.” 
 
    Michelle reclined in her seat, breathing a sigh of relief. It was a sentiment echoed by the crew. 
 
    “We did it. We actually did it,” Dewis remarked in an unusual excited tone. 
 
    “So, what now?” Michelle asked. 
 
    Now that they had gone through the gate, Jacob hoped Captain Dewis would be inclined to take things slow. “I recommend we hold position for at least a day and send the probe out to conduct scans of the local area,” Jacob suggested. 
 
    Dewis found the recommendation acceptable. “Very well. What’s the status of the wormhole?” 
 
    Fotell checked the Triangulum jumpgate. “The wormhole is still open.” 
 
    “Can we keep it open?” the captain asked. 
 
    “The energy necessary to keep it open is minimal,” Fotell replied. 
 
    “Let our alliance friends know to keep the gate open,” Dewis ordered. He got up and approached Jacob. “Commander, have the probe conduct detailed scans of the area and supplement it with scans from the ship’s sensors. We’ll reconvene in the morning to discuss the findings and decide where to head to. The priority will be to locate any life-sustaining planets or artificial installations or ships.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jacob replied as the captain left the command deck. 
 
    Fotell could see the commander was not happy. She had never witnessed such friction between humans before. She leaned over towards him, making sure not to fall off her chair. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Jacob lied, not wanting to get into what had happened with Dewis. “I’m fine. Let’s get the sensor sweep done. We don’t have a lot of time.” He was concerned that if the probe didn’t pick up anything dangerous, Captain Dewis would take SOLARA on an exploration mission through the local space. They were safe by the gate, and the commander wanted to remain near it. He hoped that they wouldn’t find anything that might capture the captain’s interest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    One of the things Jacob missed about being on PHOENIX was having a place to escape and be alone with his thoughts. He used to go to the botanical gardens that comprised an entire deck. It was so large, it was easy to believe he was in a park on Earth. SOLARA had no such amenities. There was a recreation room that had a variety of games. It was always full of people, and the atmosphere didn’t give the commander the solitude he was seeking. The closest he could find was a storage area on deck six. Here, no one would bother him. It didn’t have the luscious scenery of plants and trees or windows to look out into space, but it would do. 
 
    After sending the probe out to explore the surrounding area and reconfiguring the ship’s sensors to wide band, there was nothing to do but wait. It would give the commander time to himself uninterrupted. This feeling of being trapped didn’t sit well with him. The captain’s decision to travel through the gate was a rushed and foolhardy decision. As pompous and arrogant as TERRA officers were, they still had some common sense…most of the time. 
 
    Why did Jacob agree to take this assignment? He was just as miserable here as he was at the engineering bureau. Why did he think things would get any better coming to a capital ship? He would have been better off resigning from TERRA and taking a job in the private sector. He could have left all this craziness behind and enjoyed a nice comfortable life back home. Then again, he’d be forced to face another part of his life, one the commander had tried to reconnect with but failed. 
 
    “You look lost in thought.” Jacob looked up to see Chief Gimron. “The computer told me you were down here. Not exactly the most beautiful scenery here,” she said as she looked around at all the storage containers. “Unless you’re looking for contraband, in which case I should remind you that’s my job.” 
 
    “The closest thing to a garden I could find,” Jacob muttered. 
 
    Michelle found that an odd statement. “OOkkkaayyyy…” She took a seat next to him on a cargo container. “You lit out of the command deck pretty fast.” 
 
    “I wanted to be alone.” 
 
    “What went down with you and the captain…” 
 
    Jacob interrupted her. “You can save the speech about how the captain knows what he’s doing. You all admire and respect him. I get it. I can’t compete with someone you’ve all served with for years. So, if there isn’t anything else you want to add, I’m sure you have better things to do.” 
 
    Michelle shook her head in disagreement. “You got it all wrong, commander. I’ve served under Captain Dewis all these years because he’s been a great ship commander and someone the crew could look up to. But my devotion to him isn’t blind. First and foremost, I’m the security chief. I can spot a problem with a command decision, especially with someone I’ve served with for so long. His decision was brash and hurried, which is totally unlike him. I’m just as surprised as you are about what he’s doing.” 
 
    Jacob was speechless hearing this from a long-term officer of the SOLARA. He never expected someone here to have his same concerns about the captain. “I’m…I’m sorry. I just assumed…” 
 
    Michelle smiled. “Apology accepted. I know you haven’t been welcomed here with open arms, but we’re not all mindless robots. Some of us can think for ourselves.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t help but smile at her comment. “It’s amazing how different officers were on PHOENIX compared to the rest of the fleet.” Then again, Jacob knew that was due to PHOENIX’s officers embarking on the Screen mission because they believed it was in the best interest of humanity and not to further their careers. 
 
    “I’m not blind to the ways things have changed because of that ship. I didn’t like it at first, but I’m willing to change. There are other officers out there willing to change too. Don’t dismiss all of us. TERRA does have some good people.” 
 
    “Point taken, chief.” Jacob realized Michelle was right. He couldn’t let a bunch of officers stuck in the past make him disregard everyone else. Although he was despised by the crew here, he did find two people who accepted him. It was the same at the engineering bureau. There were a few officers there who did come to accept him. 
 
    Michelle decided to change the subject. “You’re not the only one who found it strange that the command council would contact the captain during a mission. Any idea what it might be about?” 
 
    Jacob shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. I did talk to Admiral Vargas yesterday. He pretty much said we were on our own with this mission.” 
 
    Michelle was surprised to hear this. “I don’t recall seeing any communication record between us and Luna beyond that one message from Vespia.” 
 
    Jacob cracked a slight grin. “I figured it was best to be discreet.” 
 
    “Talking to an admiral behind a captain’s back? You live dangerously, commander.” By her tone, Jacob knew she wouldn’t report him. “Whatever you and Vargas talked about, I assume he clued the council in on it. That makes their contact with the captain even more intriguing.” 
 
    “I suspect whatever they told him was the reason we hurried through the gate,” Jacob speculated. 
 
    “Maybe they didn’t want us proceeding with the mission,” Michelle wondered. “I checked the transmission data in the communications log with Admiral Vespia. Unfortunately, it’s for captain’s eyes only and heavily encrypted. If only there was a way to decrypt it.” 
 
    Jacob smiled at her. “Hacking a captain’s comm logs? You also live dangerously.” 
 
    Michelle grinned. “Well, I guess that puts us in the same boat. I’d volunteer to do it, but unscrambling decryption is beyond my skills. I’ve never had to do it in my stint in security.” 
 
    An idea popped in Jacob’s head. “Don’t worry. I know someone who can help us.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    David was in his quarters. He had received a letter from his mother in the last batch of crew member letters sent to SOLARA. He waited a day before opening the file, afraid of what it might say. His family squarely blamed their misfortunes on him. Nothing he said seemed to dissuade them from their animosity towards him. His father used to be a high-level admiral in TERRA. When it was revealed David and his friend Billy Pedia were responsible for relaying messages from PHOENIX to the media during the Screen mission, the senior Block was arrested. Subsequently, he was expelled from TERRA along with the other loyalists to former command council leader Admiral Donalds. 
 
    David finally had the nerve to open the file and read the letter. He wanted to be optimistic. It didn’t take long for his heart to sink. 
 
      
 
    David, 
 
    It’s taken me a while to reply to you as I wasn’t sure how to say what I want to tell you. Your father and I talked about it, and we’re both in agreement. We don’t think it’s a good idea for you to visit us on your next duty break. It took me a while to realize you’re no longer a child. That’s something no mother wants to face. You’re an adult, one who made decisions that adversely affected this family. 
 
    Despite his years of loyalty and experience, your father hasn’t been able to find work in the private sector. His name has been tainted. No one is willing to give him a chance. Your brother and sister are bullied at their schools. Even I’ve been ostracized from the community. Whatever involvement you had in the PHOENIX Movement has gone unnoticed. No one believes you were a part of it. Even I have my doubts that you helped your friend organize it. You never had that sort of initiative. I’m more willing to believe you were conned into helping him. 
 
    With no money coming in, we’re looking at selling the estate in Virginia. We can’t afford the cost of its upkeep. It’s put a strain on all of us, so much so that your dad and I are no longer sleeping in the same bedroom. He’s frustrated and doesn’t know how to handle his anger. 
 
    This is what your choices have done to this family. You were always meek and eager to please. I’ll never understand what possessed you to get involved with your friend. I’d wish I could say time will heal the wounds, but I honestly don’t believe that. I wouldn’t bother with any further correspondence with us. Any transmissions you send going forward will remain unread. Goodbye David…I hope it was worth it. 
 
    Judith Block 
 
      
 
    David was numb after reading the letter. A letter…his mom wasn’t willing to send a video, just words. His parents made it clear how upset they were with him. Now they wanted nothing to do with him. But for his mom to say she’s completely cutting him off, that was tough. First Billy abandons him, then John, now his parents. David was truly alone. He tried to do what he thought was right. Now he was suffering for it. As for his career, this was the best he could do—senior communications officer on a capital ship. There would be no more promotions for him. 
 
    The door chime rang. The way he was feeling, he wasn’t up for any company. But he needed a distraction from reading that letter. He got up and opened the door, finding Commander Diego and Chief Gimron standing there. 
 
    “Do you have a few minutes?” Jacob asked David. 
 
    They were the distraction he sorely needed. David allowed them in as he took a seat behind his small desk. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I need you…” 
 
    “We both need you,” Michelle clarified. She wasn’t about to let Jacob take the fall alone if they got caught. “To hack into the captain’s communication logs.” 
 
    “We need to see the communication he received from the command council,” Jacob said. 
 
    David activated his terminal. “Sure, should only take me a few moments. I take it you want the hack concealed?” 
 
    Jacob and Michelle were both surprised how willing the communications officer was to fulfill their request. 
 
    “Uh, you do know what the consequences would be for doing this, right?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing to lose.” David’s tone was very matter-of-fact and emotionless. 
 
    Jacob realized something was bothering David. “Lieutenant, if there’s something you want to get off your chest?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” David inputted a few commands in his terminal. When he was done, he turned it around. “You can view the entire comm message.” 
 
    “That was quick.” Michelle knew David was good, but not this good. 
 
    “You’d think TERRA would have updated their communications security protocols after what Billy and I did,” David remarked. “But it’s still pretty much the same.” 
 
    “Lucky for us,” Michelle said as she watched Jacob read the communication’s contents. She looked at the commander. “What does it say?” 
 
    Jacob didn’t reply. He was taken aback by what it contained. He needed to talk to the captain and convince him to change their course of action. There was enough here to remove Dewis from command and bring him up on court-martial charges, but that only worked in theory. The reality was Jacob did not have the backing of the crew. If he made a move against the captain, even a legitimate one, the commander was certain the crew would rally against him and he would be the one removed from command. They were simply too loyal to Dewis. Even this piece of evidence wouldn’t persuade them. 
 
    Jacob quickly entered a command code sequence on David’s terminal, transferring the comm message to his personal folder and encrypting it. “I’m not going to share what the message says.” Michelle started to protest but Jacob held his hand up. “I need you two to have plausible deniability here. I’ll talk to the captain tomorrow. If things don’t go as I expect, I’m going to need someone to back me up. It’s asking a lot not knowing what the message says. I need you to trust me.” 
 
    “I haven’t known you very long,” Michelle replied. “What I’ve seen is someone who has the well-being of the crew in mind. I’ve known Captain Dewis for a long time and respect him, but I’m the chief security officer. The welfare of the crew goes above my loyalty to the captain. You’ve got my support.” 
 
    Jacob smiled at Michelle, grateful that he had at least one person on his side. He looked at David. “And you?” 
 
    “I told you, I’ve got nothing to lose. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.” 
 
    It wasn’t the rousing endorsement the commander was hoping for, but he’d take it. “I’ll talk to the captain in the morning. I don’t want to act hastily.” 
 
    Michelle agreed it wasn’t wise to rush into anything. “Good idea, but if you need backup, let me know.” 
 
    “I don’t want to jeopardize your position,” Jacob said. 
 
    Michelle smiled. “A little drama could be fun. Don’t worry about me. I can take care of myself. If things get dicey with the captain, you reach out to me. I mean it.” 
 
    Jacob was grateful for her willingness to put herself on the line for him. “Okay, but hopefully it won’t come to that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    Even though he had a lot on his mind, Jacob found he was able to fall asleep with little effort. It was going to be a big day, exploring a new galaxy. The ship would be bustling with the constant activity of officers attending to the mission. The first thing the commander was going to do was confront Captain Dewis about his conversation with the command council. It was the only hope he had to put a stop to this mission. The captain was a seasoned TERRA officer, and he was jeopardizing his reputation by defying the council. Jacob needed to remind him about his loyalties to TERRA. 
 
    0600 hours came, and the computer alerted Diego to get up. He took his time as he showered in the small stall in his quarters. As he dried off, he looked out the tiny window. Space was certainly a vast place. So many possibilities lay out there, waiting to be uncovered. He realized his viewpoint on space exploration had been influenced by his time on the PHOENIX. For so long humanity had been oppressed by the Screen, contained in the solar system and unable to venture out to interstellar space. Even though they were now free from them, a lot of people still had trepidations about exploring the stars. 
 
    Although things had not worked out for Jacob on PHOENIX, he understood the importance of humans exploring space. Yet the commander was now fearful about what they might encounter here in the Triangulum Galaxy. Was he truly afraid of the Screen’s oppressors, or was it how things ended for him on PHOENIX that was the source of his worries? Space exploration was not for the faint of heart, and Jacob knew only too well how things could go horribly wrong. His thoughts wandered to the day they fought the Screen armada at the Ni system. He’d tried his best that day, but it wasn’t enough. Could he have done more? And was it worth what he gave up back on Earth? 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to reflect on the past. There wasn’t anything he could do about it. Jacob started getting dressed. He had a busy day ahead of him. As got ready, he noticed a faint glimmer coming from the left corner of the window. That was where one of the engine ports were located. He’d only be seeing that if the engine was active…if they were moving. 
 
    “Computer, are we moving?” 
 
    “Affirmative.” 
 
    Jacob checked the console on his desk. Sure enough, they were moving. He checked the logs and found the SOLARA was nowhere near the gate. Navigation logs showed the ship had jumped away from the gate nearly two hours before. The ship was now in a star system, traveling through it at sub-light speeds. 
 
    “Why the hell wasn’t I notified?” Jacob muttered as he quickly got his uniform on and raced out of his quarters. He suspected he knew the answer to that question. It was Captain Dewis. Now it seemed he was making decisions without the involvement of his XO. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It only took a few minutes for Commander Diego to arrive on the command deck. While en route, he notified Chief Gimron and Lieutenant Walters about the ship’s location. When he got to the command deck, he found Captain Dewis in his command chair reviewing some information on a DAT. None of the senior staff were present, and the night crew were still working at their stations. 
 
    “Captain Dewis!” Jacob said, not doing much to hide the disdain in his voice. 
 
    The captain looked at the commander and smiled. “Ah, commander. You’ve come right on time. We’re approaching the planet where we picked up the anomaly.” 
 
    “What anomaly?” 
 
    “I sent the Onixin probe out to scan the local start systems. It picked up an unknown metallic compound emitting an energy signature from the second planet of this system. We’re going to investigate.” 
 
    “Why wasn’t I notified?” Jacob demanded. The sternness in his voice didn’t go unnoticed. The command deck staff turned and looked at the commander. 
 
    The captain was unphased by the commander’s stern voice. “Although the anomaly warranted investigating, I did not deem it necessary to inform you until we had something worth reporting.” 
 
    The lift door opened, and the security chief and chief engineer emerged. It was perfect timing for Jacob. “Captain Dewis, as a seasoned TERRA officer, you’re aware that any change to the ship’s status requires notifying the executive officer. You didn’t do that.” 
 
    “I also believe that the captain has leeway when it comes to adhering to non-critical protocols,” Dewis countered. 
 
    That was it. The captain had crossed the line. Jacob didn’t care if he had to put a pulse gun to his head, he was intent on relieving Dewis of command. If need be, Jacob would fight the entire crew. Before he could do anything, the operations table beeped. 
 
    “Captain, we’re nearing the second planet,” the night operations officer reported. “Sensors are detecting an object has been launched from the surface.” 
 
    “Shit!” Jacob exclaimed as he rushed to the operations table. He was already assuming the worst. This was the last thing he wanted to happen. “Diego to all senior officers, report to command deck immediately.” He checked the sensor data. “We’ve got an object of unknown origin approaching us at high velocity. They’ll intercept us in six minutes.” 
 
    Michelle wasted no time jumping into security mode. “Recommend we raise shields until we ascertain the object’s intent,” she said as she sat next to the captain. 
 
    “Raise shields,” Dewis ordered. “Bring us to a complete stop. Launch Interceptor group Alpha S and have them set a perimeter defensive posture in front of the SOLARA.” 
 
    “We should try hailing it,” Jacob recommended as Michelle contacted the hangar. 
 
    “Do it,” Dewis replied. Jacob nodded to the communications officer. 
 
    A minute later, the lift opened and out came Fotell, David, and Nalus. They all quickly assumed their stations, relieving their counterparts. It took a moment for them to get up to speed on the current situation. 
 
    “Object is now three human minutes from intercept,” Fotell reported. 
 
    “Sensors are fuzzy, but so far I’m not seeing any relationship to Screen technology,” Jonas added. He was assuming that whatever it was had to be related to the Screen. 
 
    “No response to our hails,” David said. 
 
    Michelle reviewed the tactical data on her console. “We should prime weapons as a backup for our Interceptors.” 
 
    “No, not until we determine it’s hostile,” Dewis replied. “We have shields, which should protect us.” 
 
    “What about our pilots?” Jacob asked. “We’re dealing with an unknown object. We may have shields to protect us, but they don’t.” SOLARA’s Interceptors weren’t scheduled to be fitted with shields until the ship’s next rotation back to the solar system. 
 
    “We hold position and wait for contact,” Dewis reiterated. “Our pilots can take evasive action if need be.” 
 
    Jacob wanted to stun the captain, toss him in his office, assume command, and get the SOLARA back to the jumpgate. Unfortunately, there wasn’t any time. They had to contend with this alien object. Hopefully, the encounter would be harmless. 
 
    “Object is thirty seconds from us,” Nalus reported. 
 
    “Any more idea of what it is?” Dewis asked. 
 
    “Sensor resolution is improving as it gets closer,” Jonas replied. “Initial readings indicate we may be looking at a probe.” 
 
    Fotell verified the chief engineer’s assumption. “I concur. I am not detecting a complex network of systems typical of a space-faring vessel.” 
 
    The captain smiled. “At least we’re not looking at a weapon. Hold off on communications. Let’s see what it does.” 
 
    “You’re so stupid,” Jacob muttered under his breath. A probe could be just as dangerous as a fighter or cruiser. 
 
    “Probe’s in range,” Michelle reported. 
 
    “I’m picking up an increased energy emission from the object,” Jonas added. “It’s emitting a focused beam towards us and the Interceptors. It looks like we’re all being scanned.” 
 
    Fotell spoke up. “Captain, with the object this close to us, I can do a detailed scan of it. I can verify it is a probe.” 
 
    “I want detailed scans of every millimeter of it,” Dewis ordered. “Are its scans hampering our systems?” 
 
    “It doesn’t appear so, captain,” Jonas replied. “All systems are still reporting as normal.” 
 
    “Is it Screen in origin?” Dewis asked. 
 
    Jacob reviewed the data scans. “It doesn’t appear so. Metallurgic and energy emissions don’t conform to Screen technology.” Jacob pulled a visual of the probe up on his console. Screen ships and installations were triangular and always green. This probe was black and had multiple appendages sticking out of it, like a spider. He quickly ran an analysis to see if this probe had anything in common with Screen technology. He came up with inconclusive results. 
 
    “I am picking up a new emission type from the probe,” Fotell reported. “It is being directed to the stationary object on the planetary surface.” 
 
    “It could be sending data its collected on us back to the planet,” Michelle speculated. 
 
    Dewis looked over to David. “Send a friendship greeting to the planetary installation.” 
 
    “Yes, captain.”  
 
    While David was doing that, Jacob was busy trying to ascertain if the probe had any weapons, but it was difficult. This was new technology they were dealing with, and almost anything on it could constitute a weapon. That was one of the lessons he learned during his time on the PHOENIX. Encountering new technology was a crapshoot. 
 
    “The probe’s stopped scanning us,” Jonas announced. “It’s still sending a data stream back to the planetary installation.” 
 
    “It’s got all it could about us,” Jacob concluded. “Any replies from the planet?” he asked David. 
 
    “Nothing yet, commander. I’ve confirmed our transmissions are reaching the planet.” 
 
    “Data transmission to the planet has ceased,” Jonas reported. 
 
    A lump developed in Jacob’s throat. What would the probe do next? He double-checked to ensure shields were at full strength, just in case. 
 
    Suddenly, SOLARA shook violently. “Report!” an alarmed Dewis yelled out. 
 
    Everyone checked their readings. “Probe is sending a concentrated energy beam at us,” Fotell said. “It is different from the scan it performed on us.” 
 
    Suddenly, the command deck terminals were flickering on and off. “The beam is disrupting our systems,” Jonas reported. 
 
    “Engineering to command deck. Ship engine is overloading. We’re going to have to shut it down.” 
 
    Dewis refused to be disabled by a mere probe. “Open fire on the probe.” 
 
    “Weapons are offline,” Michelle replied. She even checked the starburst, which would be perfect to use right now, but it was also down. 
 
    “Get them back online!” Dewis shouted. “Order Interceptors to take it out!” 
 
    “Done,” Michelle replied as she relayed the orders to the fighters. 
 
    The Interceptors went into action. They separated and began their assault on the probe, firing their plasma beams as they circled it. Despite the onslaught of the five fighters, the probe remained unscathed. It didn’t redirect its attention on any of the fighters. It continued to fire its energy beam on the SOLARA. 
 
    “Lead One to SOLARA,” came the voice of the head Interceptor pilot over the command deck speakers. “Our attack is having no impact on the probe.” 
 
    Jacob was busy running through alternatives in his mind. If the Interceptors couldn’t take it out, then SOLARA’s weapons might be equally useless. He quickly analyzed the probe’s energy emission for a weakness and found something. “Fotell, if we reroute n’quadrin through the auxiliary network and saturate the ship, it might deflect the probe’s beam.” 
 
    The Senfo wasn’t about to question him. She quickly opened the auxiliary vents and flowed n’quadrin through to cover the ship. “N’quadrin has coated the hull.” 
 
    Jonas’s station exploded. He had to jump back to avoid the barrage of shrapnel flying everywhere. Two more stations exploded. 
 
    Michelle got up and moved away from her station. “We’re getting a critical overflow of n’quadrin hitting the command deck power network.” 
 
    “Evacuate the command deck,” Dewis ordered as SOLARA continued to rock violently. “We can reestablish operations in engineering.” 
 
    “The probe beam is dissipating off the hull,” Fotell informed Jacob. 
 
    “We can’t wait here to see the results.” Jacob lifted the Senfo off her seat and carried her to the lift. He looked over at Nalus. “Plot a course to the gas giant we passed by earlier and go to full speed.” 
 
    “What about the Interceptors?” Nalus asked. 
 
    “Hopefully, they’ll know to follow us,” Jacob replied. Nalus nodded and quickly entered the navigation sequence as more stations exploded around the command deck. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Dewis ordered. The command deck staff ran and crammed into the lift. The captain made sure the deck was clear of all personnel before heading to the lift. Before he got to it, SOLARA rocked violently again, knocking the captain back. The lift door closed, leaving him behind. 
 
    “We need to get the captain,” Jacob said as the lift began its descent down to engineering. 
 
    Jonas fiddled with the lift controls. “Safety protocols are engaged. I can’t get us back to the command deck.” 
 
    “Override them,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    “I can’t. Life support’s offline. I won’t be able to override the safety locks until we get to engineering.” 
 
    “There should be enough oxygen for the captain to survive until we retrieve him,” Michelle said. 
 
    Jacob noticed the ship wasn’t rocking anymore. “Diego to engineering, what’s our status?” 
 
    “The probe’s been disabled. Its energy beam was bouncing off the hull, and some of it struck back onto it. SOLARA’s moving at half speed towards the gas giant at the outer portion of the system.” 
 
    “Private, I need you to override safety controls to the command deck,” Jonas chimed in. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. The command deck’s sealed off. We’ve got multiple hull fractures from the probe’s beam bouncing around the ship. The command deck’s venting atmosphere and is currently in a vacuum.” 
 
    Everyone realized what that meant. There was no need to try and get back to the command deck. Captain Dewis was dead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much room to maneuver in engineering with the entire command deck staff now operating from there. The area consisted of a main operations table in the center of one room adjacent to the hyperdrive core. The senior staff wasted no time ascertaining their situation. Jonas was consulting with his engineering team on the ship’s damage as Jacob worked with Fotell to review the data gathered from the time they left the command deck. The commander gave everyone fifteen minutes to compile their information before assembling around the operations table to give an update. 
 
    “The good news is we’re out of danger from the probe,” Jacob reported. “It’s floating out there emitting minimal energy output. It seems to be disabled.” 
 
    Nalus wasn’t comfortable that they were safe. “For now. SOLARA’s on course for the gas giant. But we’re only going at half-speed. Our Interceptors are keeping up with us. Should we recall them?” 
 
    “We should keep them out there to provide us defensive support in case that probe comes back online,” Michelle suggested. Even though the fighters proved ineffective against the probe, they still had operable weapons, unlike the SOLARA whose weapons were offline. It was better than nothing. 
 
    Jacob agreed with his security chief. “Keep the Interceptors out there. We’ll recall them just before SOLARA enters the gas giant’s orbit.” 
 
    “What about the engines?” David asked. 
 
    “Engines are fine,” Jonas replied. He brought up a diagram of the ship on the table to reference. “We can only go half-speed because of all the hull fractures, and that’s with shields up providing additional support,” he said as the ship image highlighted the hull fractures in red. 
 
    Jacob studied the image. “How long to repair them?” 
 
    That was the bad news Jonas wasn’t happy to share. “We can’t. The deep and extensive levels of the fractures require repairs that only a drydock facility can provide. It’d take months to patch this ship up, and that’s if we had the materials, which we don’t. It’d take me weeks to do enough repairs to jump without coming apart in a million pieces.” 
 
    That was news Jacob didn’t want to hear. Without the ability to jump, the gate was out of reach. SOLARA would run out of supplies long before it got back to it. 
 
    “What about food and water?” Doctor Morrell asked. 
 
    Michelle had already reviewed their supplies. “We have enough stock on board to survive several weeks.” 
 
    “We can send a signal to the BEUSMIC and VFLEP to rescue us,” Fotell recommended. 
 
    “The communications dish was destroyed,” David revealed. “We can’t reach them.” 
 
    All this bad news deflated everyone. No one was sure what to say. Even Jacob was silent. He worried things could go wrong, but this turn of events was something he didn’t expect. He wanted to take it out on Captain Dewis, but he was dead. In some ways, the commander felt the captain took the easy way out by getting killed. He didn’t have to sit here and deal with the fallout of his actions. Jacob’s only consolation was that the captain wouldn’t be around to celebrate his grand accomplishment of exploring another galaxy, since it seemed SOLARA would never get back home. 
 
    Jacob couldn’t get mired in depression. Despite the odds, they had to try to get back to the gate. “Lieutenant Walters, have all maintenance bots begin repairs on the fractures. Pull in anyone with engineering skills to supplement the bots in getting the fractures fixed. Fotell, you and David work on building a new communications dish. Pull a team together to help you.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t we just head to the gate?” Nalus asked. 
 
    Jacob quickly shot down that idea. “The probe may repair itself and decide to come after us. We’ll continue the plan of hiding in the gas giant. Hopefully, the atmosphere will conceal us. Once we can safely jump, we’ll make a run for the gate.” 
 
    “Again, it may take us weeks to repair SOLARA enough to jump,” Jonas reminded the commander. 
 
    “We have no choice,” Jacob replied. “We have to make the attempt.” 
 
    Jonas checked his DAT and realized they still had one ace up their sleeve. “We should try to repair the starburst in case the probe activates again. From everything I’ve read, it’s been pretty effective every time PHOENIX used it.” 
 
    Jacob agreed with the chief engineer. “Good idea. I’ll work on that as I have extensive familiarity with the weapon.” 
 
    Michelle spoke up. “Not to bring up an unpleasant subject, but with Captain Dewis dead, you’re now in command of the SOLARA.” 
 
    Jacob slowly nodded. “I’m aware of that lieutenant. I’ll make a note in the ship’s log that I’ve assumed command. As for Captain Dewis, we’ll have to mourn for him later.” That was something he didn’t want to say. In reality, he wanted to jettison the captain’s body and forget about him. It was Dewis that placed them in this predicament and Jacob was feeling no grief for him. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, people. I’ll expect status reports by the end of the day on our efforts. Lieutenant Nalus, let me know when we’ve reached the gas giant.” 
 
    “Yes, commander.” 
 
    Jacob looked at the chief medical officer. “Doctor Morrell, I’ll need to get a casualty report.” 
 
    “Except for Captain Dewis, no one else was killed. Just some minor injuries.” 
 
    That was good news. They couldn’t afford to lose any more crew members. Jacob needed every able-bodied person working on getting SOLARA repaired. “Okay then, let’s get to it.” Everyone disbanded to get repairs underway. As Jacob started checking on the status of the starburst, a finger tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to see it was Lieutenant Nalus. 
 
    “Commander, may I have a word with you?” 
 
    Jacob was surprised by the request. She made it clear she didn’t like him and only tolerated his presence as XO. He wanted to dismiss her, tell her they didn’t have time for idle chitchat. Instead, he nodded his head. She motioned him to follow her. 
 
    Jacob followed the navigation officer around the corner into the hallway where they were alone. “May I speak freely, sir?” 
 
    “Go ahead.” Jacob assumed she’d be blaming him for their current predicament. The commander planned to let her vent and walk away without saying a word. She, like the rest of the crew, were infants when dealing with space exploration. He had no interest in coddling her. 
 
    Sure enough, Nalus started with trying to pin the disaster on the commander. “How could you let this happen? We shouldn’t be in this situation.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t surprised by her question. “Me? Do I need to remind you that it was your dear Captain Dewis who decided to take us through the gate against my advice? And I was asleep when he made the order to take us to this system, but what do I know? I only have a few years of space exploration experience under my belt.” 
 
    Nalus snapped. “You should have stopped him! You’re the executive officer…” 
 
    Jacob cut her off. “Hold it right there. If you’re going to pull the whole “I’m the XO and have the welfare of the crew to protect,” save your breath. Captain Dewis ignored me because he didn’t respect me. He viewed me as nothing more than a traitor.” Nalus gave him a confused look, but the commander wasn’t buying it. “Don’t act so surprised. You were just as disgusted with me being here as the rest of the crew. For you to try to blame our situation on me is appalling. Then again, I should expect nothing less from a common TERRA officer. So, go ahead, blame me. I don’t give a shit what you think. None of you were prepared to handle exploring space. It’s your dead captain’s ego that’s put us here, not me. Even if I tried to stop him, you all would have backed him up and thrown me in the brig. You know it, and I know it.” Jacob knew he was blowing up at her, but he didn’t care. They were in life or death situation. Being politically correct was the last thing he was concerned about now. 
 
    Nalus didn’t immediately reply. For a moment, Jacob thought she might break down and cry, uncharacteristic for an officer. He did get an outburst from her, of anger. “I have a husband and two kids on Mars! I didn’t sign up for this!” 
 
    That made Jacob even madder and he shouted at her. “You’re a TERRA officer! You signed up to serve and protect humanity. Space exploration is part of that now. If you didn’t like the changes occurring, then you should have resigned.” 
 
    The lieutenant finally broke down and cried. As soon as she did, Jacob regretted what he said. Despite her displays of animosity towards him, and his general disdain for how officers had treated him since he left PHOENIX, berating someone out of anger wasn’t in his nature. Seeing her genuinely concerned about their survival snapped him out of his anger. 
 
    Jacob put his arm around Nalus to comfort her. “I’m sorry, Kelly.” 
 
    Nalus couldn’t hold in her emotions and sobbed. “I just want to be with my family again. If I would have known…” 
 
    “Sssshhhh, it’s okay,” Jacob assured her. “I promise I’m going to get you back to your family.” 
 
    Kelly looked up at him, wanting to believe him. But the military training in her kicked in. She knew better than to accept such a promise. “How can you say that? The ship’s barely operating.” 
 
    It didn’t matter if the odds were stacked against them. For this one moment, convincing her of his promise meant everything to Jacob. “I give you my promise, as your commander. We’ll get back to the Milky Way. The safety of this crew is my priority.” 
 
    Nalus managed to get herself composed. She looked at Jacob with sincerity. “You’d say that, even after the way I treated you?” 
 
    Jacob smiled at her. “I’m your executive officer, I’m immune to people’s opinions.” When her face softened, he knew she was receptive. “I made my choice serving on PHOENIX. When I left her, I knew I wouldn’t be welcomed anywhere else in the fleet. I accepted that.” Jacob didn’t want her to respond. There were enough emotions between them. “Let’s focus on what we need to do—getting home.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Nalus replied as she finished composing herself. She started heading back to engineering but turned, looked at the commander, and managed to break a weak smile. “Thank you, sir.” It was at that moment that Kelly realized she had been wrong about the commander. He wasn’t a traitor. He was a man who did what he thought was best. 
 
    Jacob smiled and nodded at her. He waited a couple minutes after she left before heading back to engineering. He checked to make sure the hull fractures weren’t threatening the power distribution nodes, even though he knew the engineers would have already checked the power flow. He tried to shake the sinking feeling that they were in a very bad position. SOLARA was crippled, with a probe of unknown origin out there that could come after them at any time, and no way to communicate with either alliance vessel on the other side of the jumpgate. Unless Lieutenant Walters performed a miracle, the only way they were getting back to the Milky Way galaxy is if they contacted either the BEUSMIC or VFLEP to rescue them. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Ten hours had passed since the SOLARA’s encounter with the probe. Once the Interceptor fleet returned to the hangar, Nalus nestled the ship into the atmosphere of the gas giant. They descended far enough that the ship should be shielded from detection as the atmosphere contained several components that interfered with sensors. There were the occasional creaks from the hull from the pressure outside as the ship maintained its position. Once the ship was nestled in its position, a group of maintenance bots were deployed outside to conduct exterior repairs of the ship. 
 
    Jacob retired to his quarters to go over status reports and get some sleep. Their contents did nothing to ease his worries. The fractures were worse than the initial assessment. Jonas had to recruit every officer with any engineering experience, no matter how little, to help with the repair efforts. If they were lucky, the probe would remain out of commission. The worst case scenario was it became operational again or whatever built it came looking for it. Sensors showed no life forms on the planetary ground station, so Jacob was optimistic that it was just an automated facility. Hopefully, whoever built it was far away. He also hoped that whoever built the probe was not the same race who enslaved the Screen. 
 
    There came a knock on the door. The commander got up and answered it to find it was Michelle. “I didn’t see you in the mess hall for dinner,” the security chief said. 
 
    “Decided to have rations,” Jacob said, motioning to the half-eaten brick on his desk. 
 
    “We do have plenty of food on board,” Michelle joked as she came in. “There’s no need to panic just yet.” She hated rations and would rather starve than eat one. 
 
    “I prefer them when I’m stressed.” Jacob motioned to her to sit at the desk as he sat on his bed. 
 
    Michelle sat down and wasted no time. “The crew could use some morale boosting. You hiding out here doesn’t help them.” 
 
    “They’re adults. Their morale is the least of my worries. We need to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Michelle handed him a DAT. “Doctor Morrell conducted scans of the command deck. He’s confirmed no life signs. Captain Dewis is dead.” Jacob briefly looked at the report before tossing it aside. “Now that he’s gone, there’s no reason to hide the conversation he had with the command council. What did they say?” 
 
    Jacob didn’t need to debate whether to tell her. They were already in a dire predicament. Telling her couldn’t make things worse. It was best to come clean with her. “Admiral Vespia ordered Dewis to halt the mission and recalled SOLARA back to Luna. The alliance feared activating the gate was too risky, so they agreed the mission should be terminated.” 
 
    “Wow!” Michelle could hardly believe that Captain Dewis, a man she admired and served with for many years, would go against orders. He was never one to disobey his superior officers. “They just want to abandon the gate?” 
 
    “No, they informed Dewis the mission would be taken up again, but when TERRA’s fleet of new starships are in operation, and we can better protect ourselves. As for the captain, she told him his commission was over. His plan on going through the gate had riled up the alliance so much they considered him a liability.” 
 
    It didn’t take much for Michelle to connect the rest of the dots. “Instead of going back and seeing his career end, he chose to go through the gate. I never expected him to be so desperate. He’s always been about maintaining a good image.” 
 
    “We’re stuck with what he’s done,” Jacob said. “I don’t know how the hell we’re going to get out of this.” 
 
    Michelle found his ominous tone unusual. “Excuse me, commander. I’m a little surprised by your demeanor. I’ve read some of the things PHOENIX went through during the Screen mission. This is no different than some of the situations you experienced on that ship.” 
 
    “You don’t understand…” Jacob’s voice trailed off. “I came to SOLARA assuming I wouldn’t have to handle situations where the crew was put in mortal danger. This was just supposed to be a patrol vessel, no danger to encounter. I didn’t sign up for another exploration mission.” 
 
    “What happened on the PHOENIX?” Michelle asked. “Why did you leave? I’ve read your profile. You were an exemplary officer. There’s no reason you should have left.” The chief could see he was struggling to open up to her. Whatever he was hiding weighed heavily on him. “If I’m going to be your de-facto XO, I need to know what motivates you. Don’t be like Dewis.” 
 
    She was right. Jacob didn’t want to be like the captain and hide behind a title. He had never shared these thoughts with anyone. Maybe it was time to open up about it. “When the Screen attacked us at the Ni system, I was reassigned to engineering in anticipation of the battle damage we would incur. During the fight, I went to repair a power conduit. The ship got hit and I was knocked unconscious. Next thing I remember, I was being pulled out of the conduit after the battle was over. 
 
    “During the ship’s reconstruction, I went over some of the logs of the battle. I discovered that the damaged conduit I was working on caused a cascade feedback that ruptured the entire engineering power network. It caused massive explosions, helping the Screen break the engineering section off from the rest of the ship.” 
 
    So that’s what he’s been hiding, Michelle thought. “And you blame yourself for it?” 
 
    “If I wasn’t knocked unconscious, I could have repaired the conduit and maybe saved the engineering section and all those lives. I failed when it counted most.” 
 
    Michelle put her hand on Jacob’s shoulder. “I’ve read about that battle. You were up against overwhelming odds. Even if you did repair that conduit, PHOENIX was never going to win. You were up against a whole armada of enemy ships. What happened was beyond your control. You did the best you could.” 
 
    “You don’t think I haven’t told myself that? But every time I close my eyes, I see the faces of the friends and colleagues I lost. Logically, I shouldn’t blame myself, but I do.” 
 
    “Being in the military means accepting that we’ll lose friends in the line of duty,” Michelle reminded him. “The rest of us didn’t have to worry about that because we were stuck in the solar system. You and the others on PHOENIX were the first ones to face losing people in the line of duty. That couldn’t have been easy. You, like the rest of us, were so used to working through our careers with no wars or battles to take fellow officers away from us.” 
 
    Her words struck a chord with Jacob. She was right. He had the luxury not seeing his peers die in the line of duty. Even after entering the EXODUS Project and knowing they would someday launch the vessel, he didn’t grasp that could mean losing people he worked with for so many years. 
 
    “That battle was the first time you had to face loss,” Michelle added. “You never knew how to deal with it.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to. I distracted myself by diving into PHOENIX’s reconstruction. When the mission ended, it was easier to leave than stay with so many reminders of what I lost.” 
 
    Michelle squeezed his shoulder again. “You did the best you could.” 
 
    “So…so how do I start mourning for people who’ve been dead for so long?” 
 
    “Maybe the best way to remember them is to live your life,” Michelle advised. “Honor them by being the best officer you can be. They sacrificed themselves so you could live freely and explore the stars. That’s what PHOENIX’s mission was all about.” 
 
    Jacob felt better opening up to Michelle about the guilt he harbored for so long. If he revealed that secret to her, he might as well open up to her about everything. “I had another reason to leave PHOENIX and come home. I thought I could recapture a part of my life I walked away from years ago.” 
 
    Michelle was ready to leave and give the commander some time alone, but she wasn’t going anywhere now. He had her complete attention. “What was it?” 
 
    “I was married. My wife gave birth to a baby just before I joined The EXODUS Project. The opportunity was too good to pass up. I knew the ship would someday launch and I would be on it.” 
 
    Michelle got what Jacob was getting at. “You never told her the project’s goal?” 
 
    Jacob hung his head in shame. “I told her it was just a temporary assignment and I’d be back home. When I left PHOENIX, I looked her up. I found out she had divorced me while I was with the project. I learned she sent countless messages to me. She never knew I never received them for security purposes.” 
 
    Michelle couldn’t believe what the commander had given up. “And your baby?” 
 
    “He’ll be fifteen soon. He has a good life. His mom’s remarried, and her husband provides them a good life.” 
 
    It stunned Michelle to hear how much the commander was willing to give up for something he believed in. She, like most TERRA officers, felt the PHOENIX crew were opportunists willing to sacrifice the human race for their own self-interests. Hearing the commander’s story, Michelle realized for the first time that each PHOENIX crew member gave something up in order to pursue something they believed would benefit humanity. Their gamble paid off. 
 
    “I don’t think I could have done what you did,” Michelle admitted. “Risking my career, giving up a family…I don’t have that strong of a constitution.” 
 
    “Believe me, if I could do it all over again, I would have never joined the project. I gave up too much. Now I have to live with the consequences of my choices.” 
 
    Michelle wanted to offer him some hope. “It’s not too late. You can still be a part of your son’s life.” 
 
    Jacob dismissed that notion. “He’s never even seen me. For all I know he thinks his stepdad is his new dad, and who knows what my ex has told him. No, I accepted that part of my life is gone forever. I’ve learned to live with my decisions.” 
 
    Michelle wasn’t convinced that was true. “Don’t be so quick to give up on a relationship with your son. You never know unless you go and find out. If it’s worth anything, I’m glad you opened up to me. I only wish I had someone to go back to.” 
 
    “You don’t have anyone?” Jacob asked. 
 
    Michelle laughed, partially to break up the somber mood. “Please! I’ve been in more bad relationships than anyone I know. The only thing I’ve got waiting for me back home is a dead cat I stuffed and mounted over the fireplace.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sorry, chief, but that’s pretty bad.” 
 
    Michelle continued laughing. “Better a dead cat than some whining dependent boyfriend constantly bitching that I’m never around. Snuggles is way better of a conversationalist, even though it’s one way.” 
 
    Jacob had to hold his stomach from laughing so hard. After a good minute of laughter, he managed to calm down. “Thanks, chief. You made me feel so much better.” 
 
    Michelle smiled. “It’ll be okay. No matter how things play out, I’ve got hope we’ll make it back.” 
 
    Jacob didn’t have her optimism but was willing to hold onto it. Their talk gave him a bit of inspiration. “Inform the crew I’ll be making an announcement at 0800 hours.” 
 
    “I will,” Michelle promised as she got up. “Good night, commander.” 
 
    Jacob laid on his bed after the chief left. He closed his eyes and saw all those faces of the friends he lost on PHOENIX, but this time he didn’t try to push those images out of his mind. He welcomed their faces, as well as the hurt of losing them. As he drifted off to sleep, tears streamed down his face as he thought about his son. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    It was almost 0800 hours. David arrived at the mess hall later than he had planned. He overslept, having stayed up late working. After the team finished repairing the communications dish the night before, David reviewed the sensor data on the probe. He focused on what he learned was a communications stream from the probe to the planetary object. He figured it might be important to discover what it sent back to the planet. Sure enough, his instincts were on the mark. He took his findings to Commander Diego to review. 
 
    After grabbing his breakfast tray, David looked around and was relieved to find Fotell sitting by herself at one of the circular tables. There weren’t a lot of people in the mess hall. Many of the crew elected to stay in their quarters, eat rations, and catch up on sleep. David wasn’t interested in mingling with any other crew member and found the vacant mess hall a relief. The Senfo was the only officer he was comfortable being social with.  
 
    Fotell was busy reviewing SOLARA’s hull damage and coming up with ideas on how to expedite repairs as David approached her. “Good morning,” David greeted her as he sat down. 
 
    Fotell smiled as she saw the communications officer. “Greetings, Lieutenant Block.” 
 
    Her demeanor put him instantly at ease. If anyone could smile given their current situation, then maybe things weren’t as dire as they seemed. “I hope you got a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I sleep very little,” Fotell replied. 
 
    David assumed it was a trait of the Senfo. “Lucky for your race you don’t have to sleep much. I need eight hours a night. Otherwise, I can’t function.” 
 
    “My race requires oonka muv for sleep,” Fotell clarified. “I have not slept the required amount each cycle since emerging from stasis. The thought of sleep…is disconcerting to me.” 
 
    David got the sense it was rooted in her losing her family and he chose not to inquire more about it. It was best to stick to the business at hand. “We should get the dish’s alignment completed by 1300 hours.” 
 
    “I saw the report. It will be a great relief to all of us to contact the alliance. I have been reviewing the hull damage and cannot come up with any means to expedite the repairs of SOLARA. Lieutenant Jonas was correct. We need the resources of external facilities to repair this vessel.” 
 
    David hated the thought that they couldn’t get the ship fixed up, but they didn’t need to. They just had to repair enough of the hull to jump the ship safely. “We’ll get back to our galaxy. Everyone here is working overtime to get us back. It’ll happen.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Block, I have reviewed your service record and have a question. May I pose my question to you?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “You were instrumental in rallying your people for the PHOENIX mission to find the Screen. It was a natural progression for you to serve on PHOENIX; however, you only did for a short period. You then served at the Mars communications facility, again only for a short time, before coming to SOLARA. Why?” 
 
    David was caught off-guard by her first statement. “What makes you think I had anything to do with the PHOENIX Movement?” 
 
    “It is clear in the general reports I read about your people,” Fotell explained. “You and Billy Pedia were responsible for keeping the human population apprised of the PHOENIX mission.” 
 
    David didn’t know what to say. He never expected anyone to acknowledge his role in the movement, even an alien. “You’re the first person to recognize what I did.” 
 
    Fotell was confused by his statement. “I do not understand.” 
 
    “It’s my family. They wielded enormous influence in TERRA and were the first to suffer when the government started cleaning house. Despite what I did, people still looked at me as a Block. While everyone saw their careers elevated, I was sidelined. I think it was a way to get back at my family. I went to PHOENIX to try and get away, but living on that ship was too much for me. I went back to Mars, thinking I’d find some happiness working with Billy. Instead, I watched him advanced while I was stuck in the same role as a low-level communications officer. I tried to go back to PHOENIX, but was too late…” 
 
    David’s explanation provided some clarity to Fotell, but she was unsure of a couple of things. “Why would you come to SOLARA when you were to be elevated to a command level position on Mars?” 
 
    It was David who was now confused. “What? Where would you get such an idea from?” 
 
    “I spoke with Commander Pedia when I learned you would be working here.” 
 
    “Why would you talk to Billy?” 
 
    “Out of all the officers who are here, your record was the most unusual and difficult for me to understand. To clear up my confusion, I contacted Commander Pedia. He informed me he had submitted the request to promote you and put you in charge of the evening communications operation on Mars.” Fotell could see David was surprised to hear this news. “He was quite insistent that he would keep submitting the request until it was approved. He used the phrase ‘I will stake my career on it.’ I do not understand what that means. I still have trouble with human language at times. Your species tend to be indirect about what they want to say. It is a trait your race must work on improving.” 
 
    David slumped back in his seat. He couldn’t believe it. Here he thought Billy had all but forgotten about him. Billy rose up the ranks of TERRA, hailed as the hero of the movement. It hurt David so much that his best friend had seemingly abandoned him. To learn that Billy hadn’t forgotten about him…David was at a loss for words. 
 
    David’s silence worried Fotell. Had she said something wrong? “My apologies. Did I say something that I should not have? Commander Pedia did not indicate that our conversation could not be shared.” 
 
    “No,” David muttered. If he was wrong about Billy, maybe he was wrong about John, too. Maybe David misinterpreted John’s last message explaining his reasons for not coming back. “You just restored my faith in people.” 
 
    Fotell had heard of humans using the term faith but did not fully grasp its meaning. “You need to explain to me what it means to have faith.” 
 
    Before David had a chance to explain it to her, the overhead speakers came on. 
 
    “Attention crew, this is Commander Diego. First off, I want to say how proud I am of all of you. Even though this is my first mission with you, it’s clear you made good use of your training. None of you wavered during this crisis. You each deserve to be a TERRA officer. 
 
    “Although we are currently safe and working on repairs, we’re not out of danger yet. Thanks to the efforts of Lieutenant Block, we know that the probe sent a message back to what we’ve now determined was an unmanned planetary station. The probe identified SOLARA as an unknown entity of interest and requested vessel reinforcement to this system to acquire us. Given the ship’s current state, and the hostile action by the probe, we cannot risk remaining here. As soon as the communications dish is ready, we’ll head back to the jumpgate. We’ll alert our alliance friends and request a rescue. All personnel are to report to their duty stations immediately. I’m confident we’ll prevail in our mission. Commander Diego out.” 
 
    David was impressed by the commander’s speech. He got up and looked at Fotell. “I’ve got a communication dish to get up and running.” 
 
    “We both do,” Fotell said as she hoped off her seat. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Four hours later, the communications dish was repaired. Once Jacob got word it was fixed, he headed to engineering. While the dish was being worked on, another team was busy resealing fractures on the command deck. When the commander got word the deck had atmosphere again, he headed up there, requesting Doctor Morrell and Chief Gimron to join him. 
 
    “Gimron to Diego,” came the voice of the chief as Jacob and the doctor stepped onto the lift. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Jacob said. 
 
    “I’m up on the command deck and we’ve secured the area. I’ve got the engineering team working on fixing all the stations.” 
 
    “And Captain Dewis?” Jacob asked. 
 
    It was Michelle who spoke up next. “He’s here, over by the operations table. If you don’t mind, I’d rather not check on the body.” 
 
    “The captain should remain untouched until I’ve examined him,” Morrell instructed. 
 
    “Oh, I’m pretty sure he’s dead, doc,” Michelle replied. “But I won’t let anyone get near him.” 
 
    “We’ll be there shortly. Diego out.” Jacob looked at the doctor. “I don’t want you spending a lot of time examining him. Do a basic exam, but remove the captain from the command deck as soon as possible. The rest of the crew don’t need to see him.” 
 
    “My medical team will be right behind us. I’ll be done with my exam by the time they arrive.” 
 
    The lift stopped, and the door opened. Jacob wasted no time stepping onto the command deck to assess the situation as Doctor Morrell headed to Captain Dewis. Debris was strewn everywhere. It looked as if the SOLARA had gone through a major battle with enemy ships. Seeing the damage around him only reaffirmed to the commander how ill equipped the ship was for this exploration mission. As he looked around, he spotted where the ship’s hull had ruptured. Two bots were still working to reinforce the repairs on the inside while three bots were on the outside, sealing the remaining fractures around the command deck. 
 
    “We’ve got part of the operations table functioning,” an engineer reported. Jacob went over and reviewed the status of the various ship systems. While he did that, Morrell’s medical team arrived and joined the doctor by the captain’s body. 
 
    After consulting with them a few moments, the doctor stood up and joined the commander at the operations table as the medical team prepared Dewis’s body to be moved. “I’ve completed my exam. No surprise as to how he died. I’ll put together my official report and send it to you once I’ve done the autopsy.” 
 
    “You can do the autopsy when we get back home,” Jacob replied. “Right now, I’d like you to review our provisions and come up with a plan to extend them.” 
 
    Morrell found the commander’s remark concerning. “You don’t think either alliance ship will come to get us?” 
 
    “As much as I believe in the alliance, I can’t assume they’ll come for us.” Diego was worried that the command council had convinced the alliance that no further ships should go through the gate, even to rescue the SOLARA. He hoped they’d be rescued but had to make alternative plans just in case. 
 
    “Understood,” Morrell replied. “I’ll have that information for you shortly.”  
 
    As the doctor left the command deck, Michelle joined Jacob at the operations table. “How’s it looking?” 
 
    “We’ve got every available bot inside and outside repairing the hull, but it’s slow work.” 
 
    “What about sending some engineers outside?” Michelle suggested. “The environmental suits could handle the atmospheric environment.” 
 
    Jacob had already considered the idea but dismissed it. “If the probe reactivates or something else threatens us, I want to be able to leave at a moment’s notice. It’s too risky having our people out there. We wouldn’t be able to go even half sub-light speed if we had people outside.” 
 
    “I wish we had a way to defend ourselves,” Michelle lamented. 
 
    “We may have something that could help us.” Jacob pulled up the schematics of what he was referring to. 
 
    Michelle looked over the information. “The Onixin probe?” 
 
    “I requested Tretridic have his engineers install a vulemic emitter onto the probe.” Jacob could see she was in the dark about what the emitter did. “It’s an Onixin weapon. The energy is a more volatile offshoot of quadrin.” 
 
    “N’quadrin,” Michelle corrected. 
 
    “N’quadrin is based off of quadrin energy,” Jacob explained. “The Ni helped us to refine quadrin energy during PHOENIX’s reconstruction.” 
 
    It was another tidbit of information Michelle was unaware of. “You think this vulemic energy can take out the probe?” 
 
    “I analyzed the alien probe’s energy emissions. It’s susceptible to vulemic energy.” 
 
    Michelle couldn’t recall seeing anything about a weapon on the Onixin probe when she looked over the specs. She admittedly only glanced over the information but was certain she would have noticed a notation of a weapon.  “I wasn’t aware the Onixins installed a weapon on their probe. Why didn’t the captain tell me?” 
 
    “He didn’t know about it,” Jacob replied. 
 
    “You purposely concealed this from him?” 
 
    “Not at all. It’s all right here in the schematics.” Jacob showed her where it was notated. It was listed as a footnote in the specs. No wonder why Michelle didn’t spot it. “I just never apprised the captain about what vulemic energy is,” Jacob continued. “And he never bothered to familiarize himself with Onixin weapons technology.” 
 
    Michelle saw the commander’s slight grin. “Why you sneaky little SOB…sir. Why keep it a secret from him?” 
 
    “He would have never allowed it. He was intent on doing this mission alone, without any help from the alliance ships. And…I couldn’t risk telling you…” 
 
    Michelle held her hand up. “Save it. I understand. You didn’t know me well enough. To be honest, if you had told me I would have informed the captain. Sorry, but I served under him for years. You were smart not to tell me.” 
 
    Jacob appreciated the chief’s honesty. “The problem is the probe’s closer to the gate than to us. It’s not equipped with a hyperdrive, so there’s no way it could get to us if we encounter trouble.” 
 
    “All the more reason we need to get as close to the gate as possible,” Michelle said. “Can we communicate with it?” 
 
    “Once the comm dish is aligned.” 
 
    “Then we should order it to head towards us.” 
 
    Jacob was hesitant. “If we do that, we might risk alerting the probe’s masters.” 
 
    Michelle thought about it for a moment. It might be worth brining the Onixin probe to them at the risk of alerting whatever alien race built the probe that attacked them. Then again, the Onixin probe may prove to be useless against the enemy probe out there. There was no easy solution here. “You may be right, but given our circumstances, it’s worth the risk. We’re dead in the water unless we get help. I know it’d still take years for the probe to get to us traveling at sub-light, but we have to try at least.” 
 
    Jacob conceded the point. Some help was better than no help. “Okay, we’ll send the signal once the comm dish is ready.” 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, the senior staff assumed their stations on the command deck. Most of the terminals had been repaired so that they could operate SOLARA from a central area. Commander Diego emerged from the captain’s office. As soon as he appeared, everyone turned to him and stood at attention. “Ship commander on deck,” Nalus announced. Diego looked at each of his officers. Many nodded to him, some smiled. It was clear they were behind him, ready to act on his orders. All it took was nearly being obliterated and losing their captain. Jacob would take it. Now was not the time to be picky about why the officers were following him. 
 
    There was no guarantee they’d make it back to the gate, but the commander was certainly going to try. “What’s our status?” 
 
    “Engines are at the ready, the ship’s prepared to get underway,” Michelle reported. 
 
    “We’re still several hours away from being able to jump,” Jonas reiterated. “The bots will continue with hull repairs as we head back.” 
 
    “Very good.” Jacob took his place at the command chair. He looked at David. “Lieutenant, as soon as we’re clear of the gas giant I want you to open a channel to the VFLEP and BEMUSIC.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” David was ready to raise them as soon as SOLARA emerged back into open space. 
 
    “Lieutenant Nalus, take us out of the gas giant and then set a course out of the system at max speed,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    “With pleasure, sir,” Nalus smiled as she activated the thrusters. She was glad they were taking some action to get back home. “Thrusters at half.” 
 
    With some creaks coming from the flexing of the hull, SOLARA made its ascent out of the atmosphere. The officers monitored the ship’s systems closely, making sure not to push the damaged ship too hard as it headed out. 
 
    A few minutes later, Nalus reported their status. “We’ve cleared the atmosphere. Setting a course out of the system.” 
 
    “How’s the ship doing?” Jacob asked Jonas. 
 
    “All systems are holding. She’s keeping it together.” 
 
    Fotell’s duty station beeped. “Commander, I have detected the probe. It is active and on course towards us.” The gas giant had concealed SOLARA, but it also interfered with the ship’s sensors. They had no way to monitor the probe while in hiding. Jacob feared that the probe had spent time repairing itself while they were in hiding. It seemed his assumption was correct. 
 
    Jacob was hoping they could put some distance between them and the probe. “Time to intercept?” 
 
    “Fifteen minutes,” Fotell replied. 
 
    Jacob looked over at Kelly. “Lieutenant Nalus, let’s see if we can outrun that thing without ripping SOLARA apart. You have leeway on our speed. Do what you can.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nalus increased SOLARA’s speed while keeping an eye on the ship’s hull integrity. She made sure not to accelerate the ship too quickly and risk a rupture. 
 
    Jacob turned to Michelle, who was seated next to the commander. “What’s our weapon status?” 
 
    “We have plasma beams and torpedoes. Our analysis indicates they’d be ineffective. We do have the starburst, but there’s no way to know if it’ll affect the probe.” 
 
    “We’re exiting the system into open space,” Nalus reported. “Probe has increased speed to catch up. Estimate forty minutes until it intercepts us. I’m getting close to max speed.” 
 
    “We need more time to repair the hull so we can jump,” Jonas stated. 
 
    “Can we get the ruialon weapons up?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “We don’t have n’quadrin to power them. We barely have enough keeping the ship running.” 
 
    “We’re close enough to send a message to the gate,” David announced. 
 
    “Send an order to the Onixin probe to start heading our way, then open a channel to the alliance ships,” Jacob ordered. With no means to jump and the starburst as their only potentially effective weapon, they were sitting ducks. They needed one of the alliance ships to help them. 
 
    “I’ve sent the order to the probe, and a channel is open to the alliance ships,” David said. 
 
    “This is Commander Diego to the BEUSMIC and VFLEP. Please respond.” 
 
    The response was almost immediate. “This is Vori Tretridic. Where is Captain Dewis?” 
 
    Jacob breathed a sigh of relief, grateful they had reached someone. “The captain’s dead. I’m in command. We’ve been attacked by an alien probe and have multiple hull fractures and cannot jump. The probe is pursuing us, and our weapons are useless against it. Requesting one of you rendezvous and tractor us back to the gate.” 
 
    “We cannot fulfill that request,” Tretridic replied. “We have explicit orders not to traverse the gate.” 
 
    This is exactly what he was afraid of, but the commander wasn’t about to take no for an answer. “We need your help!” he shouted. “That probe is due to reach us in less than forty minutes!” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas chimed in from the VFLEP. “Commander Diego, you are part of the protectorate. However, the Queen contacted us personally and ordered us not to proceed through the gate, even if you are in danger.” 
 
    Jacob was confused. The Quix considered all the alliance militaries as part of their protectorate. They strongly believed in helping anyone who was part of their group. For them to refuse to help the SOLARA was a surprise. “Why would she order that?” Diego asked. 
 
    “Our governments are aware that Captain Dewis defied the orders of your TERRA by going through the gate,” Sasasaduigriganabasas explained. “They do not want to risk bringing the Screen oppressors to our galaxy. If you cannot make it back, we are ordered to destroy the gate.” 
 
    Michelle spoke up as she came up with an idea. “Commander, what about PHOENIX’s fighter bots? They’re equipped with ruialon weapons.” 
 
    Jacob had forgotten about them. “Fotell, send a command order to the bots and get them to us.” 
 
    “Yes, commander,” Fotell nodded as she got to work on it. 
 
    “The bots can’t jump,” Jonas reminded them. “It’ll take them just as long to reach us as the Onixin probe.” 
 
    “I know,” Jacob replied. With no help from the alliance, the SOLARA would have to defend itself with the only weapon at their disposal. “Bring the starburst online.” 
 
    Michelle nodded as she activated the weapon. “Shield strength is at one hundred percent, but that means nothing. They’re useless against the probe.” 
 
    “Any chance we can reroute power from the shields to the plasma beams?” Jacob asked Jonas. 
 
    “No way! We still need the shields to maintain hull integrity.” 
 
    “Increase speed to fifteen percent over maximum,” Jacob ordered. “Let’s see if it tries to catch up.” 
 
    Nalus acknowledged the order. “Increasing speed. We now have a two-hour, twenty-minute window from the enemy probe.” Her table alerted her to a change in the probe’s status. “Commander, the probe has increased speed. Now estimating thirty minutes to intercept us.” 
 
    Damn, Jacob was hoping they could outrun it. Apparently, it could go faster than the SOLARA. “Begin target acquisition of the probe,” he instructed Michelle before looking at Jonas. “Can we keep the engines above maximum burn?” 
 
    “Yes, we can go fifty minutes before incurring damage to the engines. The shields are keeping hull integrity at tolerable levels.” 
 
    “Maintain speed then,” Jacob ordered. “Battle alert. All hands to stations.” 
 
    The battle klaxons blared throughout the ship. This was only the third time in SOLARA’s history that the klaxons went off due to an actual battle situation. Systems were rechecked for readiness and everyone prepared for the second round against the probe. 
 
    “I wish we knew that the starburst would work,” Michelle lamented. 
 
    Fotell tried to put her at ease. “Although we are not familiar with the technology of the probe, I have read that the starburst system was effective on all targets the PHOENIX used it on. There is a good probability it will work here.” 
 
    Jacob wanted to share her optimism but had to expect the worst. If the starburst failed, all they could do was unload their torpedoes and plasma beams against it and hope for the best. 
 
    Nothing much was said on the command deck as the time ticked by. Except for a couple of officers quickly consulting with one another, it was quiet. Everyone waited nervously for the probe to get in range. Fotell was the only officer unconcerned. She was confident the starburst would work against the probe and welcomed the confrontation. 
 
    “One minute to intercept,” Nalus announced. 
 
    “The starburst is armed and ready to fire. The probe has been targeted,” Michelle confirmed. 
 
    “Fire on my command,” Jacob stated. He wanted to get the probe as close to SOLARA as possible, firing when they detected it was going to attack them. 
 
    “Probe’s in range,” a nervous Nalus reported. 
 
    Jonas analyzed the enemy probe’s status. “I’m reading increased energy emissions from it.” 
 
    The probe was wasting no time. It was time to act. “Fire starburst!” Jacob ordered. 
 
    Michelle activated the discharge sequence. “Firing!” 
 
    SOLARA fired the starburst. Michelle’s targeting job was flawless as the energy burst struck the probe head on. Immediately, the probe began flickering as its systems fought to stay online. 
 
    “Direct hit,” Michelle announced. She was proud she hit the target but tempered that enthusiasm. 
 
    “I am reading power fluctuations in the probe,” Fotell reported. 
 
    “It’s flight system’s offline,” Nalus said. “It’s hurtling towards us from motion. Adjusting our course to avoid it.” 
 
    “Lieutenant Gimron, fire torpedoes and plasma beams,” Jacob ordered. He didn’t want to risk the probe recovering from the attack. This could be their only opportunity to take it out. 
 
    The chief wasted no time in initiating the attack. SOLARA unloaded a barrage of plasma beams and torpedoes onto the probe. The ship didn’t let up on the assault until the probe was destroyed, which took over a minute. The probe exploded into a hundred pieces. 
 
    Michelle slumped back in her seat. “Target destroyed.” The excitement of the assault had tired her out. 
 
    “That took way too long to destroy,” David remarked. 
 
    Jonas checked their weapons inventory. “We depleted half our torpedo salvo in the attack.” 
 
    Michelle looked at Jacob. “If it took that much firepower to destroy a simple probe, we’re in no shape to take on a ship.” 
 
    She was right. Whoever built the probe had some resilient technology, far more advanced that what a TERRA capital ship possessed. It was even more reason to get back to the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
    “Continue pushing the engines beyond maximum for as long as you can,” Jacob instructed Nalus. 
 
    “You know at current speed it’ll take us a good decade to reach the gate,” Jonas reminded the commander. 
 
    “I don’t plan on taking that long to reach it.” Jacob looked at David. “I want you to arrange with either the BEUSMIC or VFLEP to set up a direct line communication with the command council, specifically Admiral Vespia. Either one of them will be able to facilitate real-time communications to Luna.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” David replied as he immediately began working on the task. 
 
    “Chief, keep monitoring the planetary facility,” Jacob said. “I want to know if it sends out any sort of comm signal.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Jonas, is there any way we can manufacture more torpedoes?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? SOLARA doesn’t have the equipment to build torpedoes.” 
 
    Well, it was worth a shot. That left them with only plasma beam weapons and the remaining torpedoes to defend themselves, unless they could get the ruialon weapons back online without depleting their remaining n’quadrin. It was not a good tactical position to be in. Jacob assumed that any ship that showed up looking for the probe would easily overpower the SOLARA. They needed to do whatever they could to get back to the gate. 
 
    “Let me know as soon as you get ahold of the command council,” Jacob said as he got up from the command chair and headed to his office. He needed to review their tactical and engineering situations. Maybe he could come up with something to expedite their arrival to the gate. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It took three hours for David to arrange communications with Admiral Vespia. The VFLEP had more advanced communications than the Onixins. The Quix worked quickly to set up the link back to Luna. Jacob wasted no time in apprising the admiral of SOLARA’s situation as soon as she appeared on the communications console in the captain’s office. 
 
    “Captain Dewis’s gamble didn’t pay off for him,” Vespia remarked in disdain. 
 
    “Forgive me, admiral, but I’m not concerned about the captain. He’s dead, but I have over 500 crew members alive wanting to get back home.” 
 
    “What are you doing to get them back home?” Vespia asked. It was a calculated move on her part, throwing the responsibility on the commander’s shoulders. She had already positioned TERRA and the alliance as not wanting to risk bringing any hostile entities from the Triangulum Galaxy…for the good of the alliance and nearby local races. 
 
    “SOLARA’s crippled. We can’t jump on our own. We were barely able to destroy the hostile probe. There’s no way we can handle any ship with the same technology. We need to be extracted.” 
 
    Vespia was cold in her response. “No alliance ship will enter the gate to get you. I’m certainly not authorizing a capital ship to get you as it’s clear our fleet is incapable of defending itself from the threat you encountered. We can’t risk losing one of our four remaining vessels.” 
 
    Her wording caught Jacob’s attention. “Four remaining vessels? You’ve already written us off?” 
 
    Vespia remained emotionless. “I’ve reviewed your tactical situation. TERRA will not risk sending a capital ship. The alliance will also not send any of their vessels to Triangulum. SOLARA must get back to the gate before any hostile vessels intercept you. If any foreign vessels are detected, the VFLEP and BEUSMIC have orders to destroy the gate.” 
 
    Jacob was appalled by the revelation. “You would knowingly strand us here?” 
 
    The admiral got angry. “This is a military operation, commander. Despite Captain Dewis not including you in his plans, every TERRA officer accepted the risks that comes with service. It’s up to you to get SOLARA back to the Milky Way, but I won’t risk the lives of the alliance or our own people letting something worse than the Screen come through the gate.” 
 
    Jacob threw his hands up in the air. “I can’t believe the council would agree to this.” 
 
    “They have, and if you think you have anyone in your corner, the government’s aware of the situation and they’re advocating we destroy the gate immediately.” 
 
    Jacob was stunned by the news. He thought he could convince the council to send a ship to rescue them. One ship! He wasn’t asking for anything unreasonable. He didn’t anticipate the fear of the council and the government was so intense that they weren’t willing to send help. The Screen may be gone, but the effects of their oppression were still fresh in everyone’s mind. 
 
    Jacob wanted to come up with something to convince the admiral to send help. He realized that anything he said would fall on deaf ears. He should have ended the transmission with a response of understanding or resigned acceptance. Instead, he looked at her, lifted his hand, gave her the middle finger, and abruptly ended the transmission. That action would cement the end of his career. If they did make it home, his heroism might protect him from any court martial, not that he cared about being protected. He was just trying to survive. SOLARA needed help and TERRA had refused. There was no reason to hide this from the crew. He got up and headed back out to the command deck. 
 
    “Well?” Michelle asked, anxious to hear what help TERRA had planned to send them. 
 
    “We’re on our own,” Jacob replied, trying not to sound despondent. “TERRA won’t risk the safety of the human race or the alliance to rescue us. If we can’t get back to the gate, they’ll destroy it.” 
 
    Jonas was shocked hearing the news. “They would really strand us here?” 
 
    David wasn’t surprised to hear such news. “We’re expendable.” 
 
    Suddenly, the operations table beeped. Fotell was the first to check it. “Commander, sensors show an object has exited the planet housing the unknown ground installation.” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Nalus added. “It’s on a trajectory directly toward us. It’s moving fast—real fast. I estimate forty-five minutes to intercept.” 
 
    “Make that ten minutes,” Jonas corrected. “SOLARA’s engines have been overtaxed. We’ll be forced to reduce speed to avoid damaging them.” 
 
    “Is it a ship?” Jacob asked. 
 
    Michelle analyzed the sensor data. “It’s too small to be a ship, and its design is different from the probe. Maybe a probe of a different design? It’s shaped like a shard.” 
 
    “Battle alert,” Jacob ordered and took his seat in the command chair. They couldn’t risk letting it reach the ship. They had to assume it was hostile. “Load all torpedo bays. Soon as that thing is in range hit it with everything we’ve got. I also want the starburst ready.” Part of him was curious about what the object could be, but their priority was to get back to the gate at any cost. 
 
    “Object speed is increasing exponentially,” Nalus reported. “We only have minutes left.” 
 
    “All weapons are ready,” Michelle added. 
 
    “Lieutenant Nalus, slow us to one-tenth speed,” Jacob ordered. “I want to ensure every shot we fire hits.” 
 
    “Yes, commander.” Nalus wasn’t eager to slow the ship down, but knew it was necessary to improve their chances of striking the enemy object when attacking it. 
 
    “Object is in range,” Jonas said. 
 
    “Fire!” Jacob ordered. 
 
    SOLARA’s torpedo tubes fired their arsenal in rapid succession as its plasma beam emitters activated. Most of the assault struck the long needle-like projectile, but they did little to damage it. 
 
    “Estimate 5% damage to object,” Fotell reported. 
 
    “Our attack’s done nothing to alter its course,” Nalus added. 
 
    Jacob quickly checked the tactical data on his console. Their attack wasn’t accomplishing anything. They were still in danger. “Fire starburst!” 
 
    SOLARA fired its starburst weapon, and it hit the object head-on. “Reading power fluctuations in object,” Fotell said. 
 
    “It’s on a collision course,” Nalus reported. 
 
    “Evasive maneuvers,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    Nalus was already altering SOLARA’s course, but it was futile. “It’s matching our course changes.” 
 
    Jacob looked at his console again. The starburst did affect the object, but it still had navigation control. There was no avoiding a collision. “All hands, brace for impact.” Hopefully, the shields would repel the object. 
 
    The shields were ineffective. The object passed right through them like they were nothing. It sliced right into the hull like it was butter, rocking the ship violently. 
 
    “Hull breaches on decks nine through twelve, section twelve through seventeen,” Fotell reported. “Force shields have activated around breaches.” 
 
    Jonas checked the reports coming in. “Fire suppression has failed on decks nine and ten in the affected areas. Casualty reports coming in.” 
 
    “Deploy bot damage containment units,” Jacob ordered. The bots would handle putting out any fires and repairing critical areas. “Have medical teams deployed to all affected decks to help the wounded.” Jacob looked at Jonas. “How are the engines?” 
 
    Jonas was relieved when he checked the status of the engines. “Engines weren’t affected. We lost several power conduits, but I was able to reroute them without affecting our power needs.” 
 
    “We lost thirteen bots working on the hull,” Fotell added. “Sixteen more were thrown from the ship and are floating in space. 
 
    “Forget about them,” Jacob said. “We don’t have time to retrieve them.” 
 
    Nalus analyzed how the object would affect SOLARA’s flight back to the gate. “Commander, the object’s going to impede our speed. We’re only moving at 65% of maximum.” 
 
    Jonas spoke up. “Before you ask if we can pull the object, I’ll have to analyze how it’s embedded in the ship.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t about to accept traveling at sub-max speeds. “Do our Interceptors have energy-based tractor beams?” The Quix possessed that technology and had shared it with the alliance. The commander hoped that SOLARA’s fighter fleet had been retrofitted. 
 
    “Sorry, commander,” Jonas replied. 
 
    It was a longshot. Jacob was hoping to use their fleet of thirty-two fighters to tow SOLARA at a faster speed. The fighters’ existing tether lines would break under the stress of moving the capital ship at a high rate of speed. 
 
    “Try to coax as much speed as you can,” Jacob instructed Nalus as he got up. “I’ll be down in the lower decks helping with repairs. You have the command deck, chief.” 
 
    Michelle nodded as Jacob headed out. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Doctor Morrell separated his medical teams to spread out on all the decks impacted by the alien object. The chief medical officer headed to deck ten with a nurse to assess any casualties. As he approached the affected area, white smoke billowed from the damaged environmental systems as sparks from exposed conduits flickered from the walls. Bots were racing around to put out the fires while crew members pulled injured officers from the wrecked areas. 
 
    “Bring the injured over here,” Morrell instructed the officers. They complied and quickly brought over the injured crew members. The doctor wasted no time conducting triage with his nurse. So far, the injuries weren’t too great. Eventually, a total of seven injured officers were pulled out. 
 
    “No one’s critical,” Morrell told his nurse. “We’ll provide palliative care until we get them to medical.” 
 
    “Yes, doctor,” the nurse replied as she began preparing the injections. As they tended to their patients, the bots finished putting out the fires and were assessing the damage in the area. Suddenly, an ominous sound caught everyone’s attention, both human and bot. 
 
    A loud, crackling sound comes from around the corner of the corridor where part of the alien projectile was situated. The sound was almost deafening. It sounded like some wild animal. Whatever it was sounded big, very big. Everyone in the vicinity stopped what they were doing and stared down the corridor. The bots tried to ascertain the source of the noises, but nothing matched in the ship’s database. What could it be? 
 
    One nearby officer pulled out his pulse gun and activated it. He made his way down the corridor to check out the source of the noise. No one followed him. Everyone was frozen in fear. Even Doctor Morrell and his nurse stopped treating their patients and stared down the corridor. The doctor didn’t recall the command deck saying the projectile was manned. Did they miss something? 
 
    The officer made his way around the corridor and stopped. He couldn’t see what was making the noise as white smoke was still spewing from the walls, obstructing his view. The noise seemed to be getting louder. The officer pointed his gun in front of him, his finger on the trigger. He tried to control his breathing to get a bead on how close the thing was that was making the sounds. 
 
    Suddenly, a large, red claw-like hand shot out from the smoke and grabbed the officer’s hand, causing him to drop his gun. The claw was huge and powerful, holding the officer’s arm tightly. The officer looked at the reddish claw and arm in horror. He saw muscles and veins exposed, as if the skin had been removed. A yellowish substance oozed out from the alien appendage and dripped onto the floor. The smell of the alien was putrid. How could something alive smell so bad? 
 
    The officer screamed when the claw squeezed his arm, shattering his bones into fragments. Another claw emerged from the smoke and grabbed his head. In one quick swoop the officer’s head was torn off. 
 
    The nearby officers ran back to Doctor Morrell and his nurse just as the dead officer’s body and head are thrown around the corner. Most had their guns drawn as they could see the silhouette of the creature on the walls. Soon, it came around the corner for all to see. 
 
    It was something straight out of a horror movie. The creature stood about two meters tall. Its entire body looked like it had been turned inside out, exposing interior flesh. A yellowish goo secreted from its flesh. It had no neck as its elongated head seemed fully integrated into its body frame. No eyes were apparent, yet it somehow was aware of its surroundings. The front of its face was covered by a large, black, rectangular device that was attached to the creature over its mouth with straps that wrapped around its head. Its feet were massive, like its hands. Long needle-like nails protruded from each of its twelve toes. As it walked, the nails clicked the floor. 
 
    The creature screamed as it looked at the petrified officers. It walked towards them, its powerful legs pounding the floor as it took each step in slow, deliberate motions. 
 
    “Open fire!” an officer yelled. A barrage of distorted energy beams burst from the group’s guns and struck the creature. The energy bursts did nothing. The creature seemed unfazed by the pulse weapons.  
 
    “Jokabi…” the alien hissed as it got closer to the group. They continued firing at it, but, try as they might, there seemed to be no stopping it. It continued to walk towards them. 
 
    Morrell could only watch helplessly as the officers’ attempts to stop the creature failed. The alien’s sheer size made it impossible to take it on physically. “All of you, retreat!” Morrell looked at his nurse. “You too. All of you out of here!” 
 
    The officers complied and headed out, rushing past the doctor. Doctor Morrell remained at his spot. He refused to abandon his patients. He stood up and faced the creature as it approached him. Fear began creeping up within him, but he refused to be overtaken by it. He was a TERRA officer. He would stand his ground. 
 
    The alien seemed to sense the doctor’s defiance. “Jokabi,” it said again. It lowered its head and studied the doctor for a moment. Such an insignificant creature, yet it wasn’t running. The creature ignored the injured officers who were clamoring to get away. Its only interest was the doctor. The creature leaned in, its head close to the doctor. “Jokabi.” 
 
    Despite the situation, the doctor’s head was clear. Somehow, he knew negotiating with the alien was futile. “You won’t win. We will fight you.” 
 
    The creature screamed again, frustrated that its appearance wasn’t eliciting fear from this insignificant life form. “Jokabi!” It thrusted its claw through the doctor’s mid-section, killing him instantly. It roared in its victory and turned its attention to the injured officers. It began slaughtering them, one by one. Suddenly, a barrage of pulse energy beams struck it. 
 
    The creature turned around to see a group of officers in the distance. Leading them was Commander Diego. He arrived in time to witness Doctor Morrell’s death. He never asked for any officer to join him. When the fleeing group watch as the commander headed towards danger, many of them turned to join their leader. 
 
    “Jokabi!” the creature screamed as it made its advance towards Diego and his officers. 
 
    Diego’s mind raced. It was apparent their pulse weapons were ineffective. He looked at the creature’s body for a weakness. There had to be a way to stop it. It was wearing nothing but the black mask over its mouth…that was it. Without saying a word, the commander fired on the mask. It took a few shots, but he eventually broke the straps apart. The alien screamed in pain as it clutched its head. It began smashing itself against the walls, as if it was suffocating. It still tried to approach the officers, who wisely moved away from it. Eventually, the creature slowed its movements before collapsing on the ground. They heard its last gasp. “Jokabi…” 
 
    Diego and his officers looked at the creature for a few minutes, not convinced it was dead. But it didn’t move at all. Eventually, the commander was certain it was dead. 
 
    “Secure the area,” he ordered his men. “I want this place sealed off in case we have to vent the area.” He could only stare at the creature. Was this what the Screen had escaped? This alien seemed so primitive and seemed to lack any sentient thought in its behavior. The commander could only believe this creature was some sort of lacky for the Screen’s true masters. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Vori Tretridic was on the VFLEP’s bridge consulting with Sasasaduigriganabasas. Both ship commanders waited for any word from the SOLARA. They felt an obligation to help their fellow alliance ship, but they were under explicit orders from their respective leaders not to traverse the jumpgate. Despite the orders, they still discussed options for trying to help the SOLARA, from sending out weaponized drones to automated transport shuttles with weapons. But the Quix and Onixin leadership were on the same page as TERRA: absolutely nothing was to be sent through the gate. They were under orders to hold position in case they needed to destroy the gate. Last sensor data check showed the SOLARA still had no hyperdrive ability. 
 
    Their last transmission from the SOLARA reported they had been hit by a projectile launched from the planetary station and that it contained a hostile alien. Both Tretridic and Sasasaduigriganabasas had their science officers analyze the data. It seemed this hostile alien could not handle an oxygenated atmosphere. Unfortunately, its biology was so unusual they couldn’t ascertain what sort of environment it needed. 
 
    After consulting with his scientists on the BEUSMIC, Tretridic joined Sasasaduigriganabasas by the window of the VFLEP’s bridge. “We have been unable to obtain any new significant data from the information the SOLARA sent us.” 
 
    “My protectorate has told me the same,” Sasasaduigriganabasas confirmed. “We will need more sophisticated equipment to analyze the data.” Sasasaduigriganabasas put his hand on the window. “It goes against my training to remain here. We should be assisting the human vessel.” 
 
    Tretridic concurred. “I agree. However, both our governments made it clear we are to remain here. As distasteful as it is to say, Captain Dewis was not truthful with us. He violated the orders of his command chain taking SOLARA through the gate.” 
 
    “Where were you during the Screen rule of our space?” Sasasaduigriganabasas asked the Onixin. 
 
    “I served on a land patrol group protecting one of the continents on Plein,” referring to the Onixin homeworld. “When we began rebuilding our space fleet, I was assigned to one of our first military starships. The BEUSMIC fought the Screen at the human star system.” 
 
    “I have served as cadri of the VFLEP for felsa. When we became free of the nebula, I wanted to make the Screen suffer for the many cycles they kept my people trapped. When it came time to face them at the human star system, my ship was assigned to stay and protect Forn. I did not like the feeling of remaining behind and doing nothing while others fought.” Sasasaduigriganabasas looked at Tretridic. “I have those same feelings now. The SOLARA is on the other side, crippled and facing a superior force, yet we are made to remain here. It is not right. They are part of the protectorate. It is because of humans that we are free to explore space.” 
 
    “I share your sentiments,” Tretridic agreed. “But we are under orders to remain here. The gate must be destroyed if a hostile race attempts to traverse it.” 
 
    “It is rare for a member of the protectorate to question their queen. In this instance, I find I do not agree with her order. You are correct that we cannot allow the Screen masters, or any hostile race from Triangulum, to come through the gate. Despite the threat, I do not feel it is right to sacrifice the SOLARA for our protection. They deserve better.” 
 
    Tretridic felt the same as his fellow alliance commander. The SOLARA chose to explore the other side of the gate, despite the risks and against orders. Tretridic, and he suspected Sasasaduigriganabasas, would not have been willing to take their ships through the gate. Despite the many cycles under Screen oppression, the humans were not willing to hide in fear of the unknown. Tretridic was certain it would be humans who would take the lead of space exploration for the alliance. 
 
    One of the VFLEP’s bridge officers called out to Sasasaduigriganabasas. “Cadri, we are picking up a vessel inbound to our position. Readings indicate it is a Senfo vessel.” 
 
    The news was confusing to both the Onixin and Quix commanders. “Why would a Senfo starship be coming here?” Tretridic wondered. “They voluntarily removed themselves from this operation.” 
 
    “It is the IQUIS,” the bridge officer clarified. “Commandrant Zuwelic is hailing us.” 
 
    “Open a channel,” Sasasaduigriganabasas ordered. “This is Cadri Sasasaduigriganabasas. State your intentions.” He was worried that maybe the IQUIS was ordered back to ensure the destruction of the gate. 
 
    “This is Commandrant Zuwelic,” the Senfo captain responded. “I need to confirm the status of the SOLARA.” 
 
    “The human vessel is still in the Triangulum Galaxy,” Sasasaduigriganabasas replied. 
 
    “Be advised I will be taking the IQUIS through the gate.” 
 
    The IQUIS’s appearance was surprising; they’re intentions…even more so. “This is Vori Tretridic. For what purpose?” 
 
    “I intend to bring the SOLARA back to our galaxy.” 
 
    Both the alliance commanders were stunned. “Commandrant, we are under orders by all our governments not to go through the gate. We have not been apprised in a change of stance by the Senfo Commonality.” 
 
    “The Commonality has not changed their order; however, I have changed my mind. It was humans who brought us together to defeat the Screen. They have put themselves in danger for us time and again. I will not allow the SOLARA to remain in danger if there is something I can do to help them. These humans have proven their courage time and again. It is time for us to mirror their examples.” 
 
    Zuwelic’s words resonated with Tretridic and Sasasaduigriganabasas. It was because of humans that they were here now. It was because of humans that the alliance even existed. In their quest to be free, the humans helped other races, even at their own risk. 
 
    Tretridic and Sasasaduigriganabasas both nodded in agreement to each other. Zuwelic was right, they couldn’t stay here and do nothing. Orders be damned. “Commandrant, how can we help?” Tretridic asked. 
 
    “As I have already committed my ship to go through the gate, your vessels should remain on this side as backup. If the gate is being monitored, we do not want anyone on the other side seeing various ships coming through.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Sasasaduigriganabasas said. “We will monitor your progress from here.” 
 
    “Have you apprised the Commonality of your intentions?” Tretridic asked Zuwelic. 
 
    “No, we have been having problems with our long-range communications emitter.” Zuwelic was taking a page from the humans, saying one thing but meaning something else. 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas didn’t pick up on what she meant. “Commandrant, we are showing no issues with your communications emitter system.” 
 
    Zuwelic leaned in close to her display console. “We are having a problem and the emitter is down. Until we can bring it back online, we will be unable to contact the Commonality or anyone else in the alliance. Understand?” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas still wasn’t getting it; luckily, Tretridic picked up what the Senfo commander meant and interjected. “Understood, commandrant. Our ships have been having the same issue. We will apprise you when we get our long-range communications system back up as well. VFLEP out.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas was completely confused by Tretridic’s statement but couldn’t say anything to Zuwelic as the Onixin commander ended the transmission. “You never indicated the BEUSMIC was having problems with its communications equipment.” 
 
    “It has been acting up since the SOLARA entered the gate,” Tretridic stated. “It was around the same time your vessel was experiencing similar issues.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas pulled up the status of the VFLEP’s communications system. “It is operating at normal parameters. Did one of my officers tell you it was malfunctioning?” 
 
    Tretridic realized he was going to have to explain it to Sasasaduigriganabasas outright. He motioned for the tall Quix cadri to lean down so the Onixin could speak to him without being overheard by anyone else. 
 
    “The communication system on the IQUIS is not damaged. Zuwelic made that statement over an official communications channel as it being the reason they did not apprise the Commonality of their plan to return here.” 
 
    “But their long-range system is functioning properly,” Sasasaduigriganabasas pointed out. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They made that misstatement on purpose.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “To conceal their intentions on returning here.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas’s body vibrated when the realization hit him. “They are lying so that the Commonality cannot order them to return home.” 
 
    Tretridic nodded. “Yes, and we must do the same.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas was shocked at the notion. “You are asking that we lie to the Queen? It is ookputi for any member of the protectorate to conceal the truth from their queen.” 
 
    “If we notify our governments that the IQUIS is planning to traverse the gate, they will order us home. Worse, they may even order us to try and stop them, which could jeopardize the alliance. We both want to save the SOLARA. The only way is to ensure the IQUIS goes through the gate without any of our superiors knowing about it.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas considered what Tretridic said. He couldn’t recall anyone in the protectorate lying to the Queen. Yet his Onixin comrade did make a good point. None of them wanted any harm to come to the humans and the Senfo commandrant was willing to put her career on the line for them. 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas went over to his command console and inputted some commands. A few seconds later, one of his officers spoke up. 
 
    “Cadri, you have initiated the self-destruct of the communications system.” 
 
    Sasasaduigriganabasas acted shocked. “Did I? Fusiskix! I meant to run a check on the system. I must have accidentally entered the self-destruct code. This whole situation has affected me more than I thought.” He looked over to Tretridic, who nodded with approval. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    SOLARA continued its long trek back to the jumpgate. Lieutenant Walters’s teams had sealed off the sections where the alien object was embedded. The ship’s sensors couldn’t penetrate the interior of the object and there were concerns that something else might be hiding inside. Rather than taking a chance, they sealed it off from the rest of the ship. Several bots were also stationed around the alien projectile to monitor it and alert the crew if anything else emerged from it. 
 
    Commander Diego couldn’t shake the image of the creature from his mind. He never saw anything like it in his travels on the PHOENIX.  The Screen seemed tame in comparison. If this thing was part of the Screen’s oppressor species, he could understand why the Screen escaped from this galaxy. 
 
    “Jokabi,” Jacob muttered. Was that the name of their species, or some proper name that the micron couldn’t translate? 
 
    “What?” Chief Gimron asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Jacob sat up in the command chair. “What’s our distance from the gate?” 
 
    Jonas shook his head. He was with Lieutenant Nalus at the navigation station. “Way too long, and we have a problem. The projectile severed a bunch of power conduits to the hyperdrive. I’ve been trying to fix it, but there are no viable conduits left to reroute power. We’re slowly losing power and momentum.” 
 
    Jacob feared what that meant. “Are you saying we won’t reach the gate?” 
 
    “We’ll make it, but it’ll take hundreds of years instead of decades to reach,” Nalus replied. 
 
    “I’m not dying of old age on this ship,” Michelle remarked sarcastically. Not that it would happen. They would run out of food and water long before any of them reached old age. 
 
    Jacob felt defeated hearing the news. “Is there any way we can boost power to keep the ship going?” 
 
    “I’ve gone through all the possibilities,” Jonas replied. “There’s just too much damage to effect repairs ourselves to restore power. We need a shipyard.” 
 
    “Or a new ship,” David muttered under his breath. 
 
    There was only one solution left. Jacob looked at Chief Gimron. “The Interceptors can hold two people each. We’ll launch them and pack our shuttles with as many personnel as possible and send them towards the gate.” 
 
    “They’ll only carry about a hundred people,” Gimron said. “How do you propose who goes?” 
 
    Before Jacob could answer the question, the operations table beeped an alert. Fotell checked on it. “Commander Diego, sensors have picked up a fleet of ships that have appeared outside the nearby star system.” 
 
    Jacob jumped back into the command chair to check the readings. He did not like what the data was telling him. “Am I reading this right, Fotell?” 
 
    “Yes, commander. Sensors show uinop denalop vessels.” 
 
    “How many is that?” Michelle asked, unfamiliar with Senfo metrics. 
 
    “1,724 ships,” Jacob replied. 
 
    Everyone on the command deck looked at each other in disbelief. They were all thinking the same thing. It was over. There was no way they’d reach the gate in time. It was impossible for SOLARA to defend itself against such a large armada. 
 
    “Isn’t that a bit of an overkill?” Michelle questioned. “They have to know we’re no match for them.” 
 
    “We’re getting a transmission from the fleet,” David announced. 
 
    “Put it through,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    Some static came over command deck’s speakers as David put the transmission on. “Foreign galgauca, you have violated territory of the Jokabi. You will submit for yuni and be processed as ol’rewde. Do not attempt to pezuxi. Our vessels are superior to yours.” 
 
    Despite the dire nature of their circumstances, Jacob wasn’t going to roll over and admit defeat. They would fight to the bitter end. “Battle stations.” Suddenly, the lights on the deck’s computer consoles began flickering off and on. “What the hell?” 
 
    Fotell was the first to check what was going on. “Our systems are being penetrated with the same type of beam the probe attacked us with.” 
 
    “They’re accessing our computer systems,” Jonas added. “They’re pulling all our files.” 
 
    “Shut them out!” Jacob yelled. They couldn’t allow the Jokabi to get ahold of their files and learn about them. 
 
    Jonas tried without success. “I can’t. They’re bypassing our encryption, I can’t repel them.” 
 
    Jacob rushed over to the operations table. “Shut down the main computer,” he instructed Fotell. 
 
    “I will need to do a hard shut down. It will damage the computer and render our autonomous systems inert.” 
 
    “Do it!” Jacob insisted. With the computer off, the Jokabi wouldn’t be able to steal all their files. Together, Jacob and Fotell worked to shut down the computer. When they were done, only the lights from the consoles provided illumination to the deck. 
 
    “Computer is off,” Fotell confirmed. 
 
    “Hyperdrive is offline,” Jonas added. “Without the computer, we have no way to navigate.” 
 
    Jacob looked around. “Well, anybody have an idea how to get us out of here?” 
 
    “I’m not getting out to push,” Michelle remarked as she folded her arms. 
 
    “Commander,” David said. “We’re getting a transmission.” 
 
    “No doubt from the Jokabi,” Jacob muttered. 
 
    “No, sir,” David clarified. “It’s Commandrant Zuwelic. It’s the IQUIS.” 
 
    The IQUIS. That was a surprise. “Put it up,” Jacob ordered, having a renewed sense of hope. “This is Commander Diego of the SOLARA.” 
 
    “Commander, it is good to hear your voice. We have crossed the gate and are inbound to your position. We will rendezvous in inof.” 
 
    Jacob knew that was five minutes. “I thought you were under orders not to cross the gate.” 
 
    “We are,” Zuwelic confirmed. “But as you humans have demonstrated, it is necessary to defy the will of higher authority to do what is right. The VFLEP and BEUSMIC are standing by to assist us.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t hide his smile. “We’re grateful for your help. Our engines and weapons are offline. Are you picking up the fleet of enemy ships?” 
 
    “We have detected them. We will use our tractor beam and tow SOLARA back to the gate.” 
 
    “We’ll be ready,” Jacob replied as the transmission ended. “Make sure we’re set to be towed,” he instructed Fotell. 
 
    “I’ll recall the remaining bots on the hull to come in,” Jonas offered. 
 
    “I can’t believe they’re defying orders to help us,” Nalus remarked. She was rethinking her thoughts about the alliance aliens. Maybe they weren’t so bad, after all. 
 
    “I hope you’re not complaining.” Jacob wanted to be sarcastic and remind her that if it was a TERRA ship, they’d be sitting on the other side of the gate doing nothing. He also wanted to point out that the IQUIS was mirroring what PHOENIX did when it defied TERRA and escaped the solar system to seek out the Screen. But the commander kept those thoughts to himself. They were all in this together. It would serve no purpose to berate his navigation officer. 
 
    “No, sir,” Nalus assured him. She had all but given up hope that she’d never see her husband and kids again. She tried to hide her emotions but couldn’t help but break a smile. She started to believe they would make it back. 
 
    Jacob noticed her grin but didn’t say anything. Michelle was still monitoring their tactical situation. “Commander, fifteen of the alien vessels just initiated a jump towards us.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jacob muttered. 
 
    “Yup, shit’s about to get real,” Michelle replied. 
 
    “Any idea when they’ll intercept us?” the commander asked. 
 
    The security chief gave him an annoyed look. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” Jacob knew their sensor data on the alien armada was woefully incomplete but thought maybe they could get an educated guess. “SOLARA to IQUIS, be advised fifteen of the hostile alien vessels are inbound to our position.” 
 
    “We picked up their trajectory,” Zuwelic replied. “They will intercept your location in yub desx.” 
 
    “Please say that’s more than an hour,” David hoped. 
 
    “Unfortunately, no,” Jacob said as he sat back in the command chair. “It’s going to be close.” 
 
    “Commander, recommend moving personnel to the interior of the ship,” Jonas advised. “The Senfo tractor beam should strengthen SOLARA’s hull structure, but there’s still a risk of breaches when we jump.” 
 
    “Do it,” Jacob ordered. They were so close to getting back. Could the SOLARA handle faster than light travel, even with the Senfo tractor beam reinforcing the hull? 
 
    “SOLARA is ready to be towed,” Fotell announced. 
 
    “Preparing to exit jump,” Zuwelic announced over the communications line. 
 
    The IQUIS exited the jump right near the SOLARA. Everyone couldn’t be happier seeing the blue, roundish ship. Without wasting precious time, the Senfo vessel fired its energy tractor beam and locked onto the capital ship. The SOLARA shook from the lock on. The IQUIS wasted no time and turned to make a jump back to the gate. As it completed its turnaround, fifteen alien vessels appeared near their location. 
 
    “Enemy hostiles nearby,” Michelle reported. 
 
    Jacob checked his display to get a look at a visual of the ships. They were black, with each ship appearing to be a multitude of X’s crisscrossing each other. The alien that boarded SOLARA looked sinister, and their ships appeared just as menacing. 
 
    The Jokabi ships opened fire with no warning. SOLARA was helpless to defend itself. Luckily, the IQUIS was well armed. The Senfo ship fired its arsenal at the enemy battle group. Several shots struck the IQUIS. 
 
    Michelle analyzed their attack patterns. “It looks like their primary target is the IQUIS.” Just then SOLARA rocked from some energy impacts. “But a couple of ships are targeting us.” 
 
    “Standby SOLARA for jump,” Zuwelic advised. Jacob wanted to scream, “Hurry up!” but maintained his composure. 
 
    A couple more shots struck SOLARA. “We’ve got damage to our rear port side,” Jonas reported. “We’re venting plasma.” 
 
    “Shut down the plasma network in that area,” Jacob ordered. If they jumped, it could ignite the vented plasma. 
 
    “On it,” Jonas replied as he worked the controls. 
 
    Seconds later, both the SOLARA and IQUIS jumped. There was a brief sigh of relief from the crew, but it was tempered by all the squeaks and groans they were hearing from the hull. They hoped their battered ship would hold itself together. 
 
    “How’s it looking lieutenant?” Jacob asked Jonas. 
 
    Lieutenant Walters’s eyes were glued to his console. “We’re borderline in some areas, but she’s holding. 
 
    “Come on, keep it together,” Michelle encouraged the ship. SOLARA had been in service for twenty-five years. Now was not the time to fall apart, not when they needed her the most. 
 
    “Hostile enemy ships in pursuit,” Zuwelic announced over the speakers. “They are attempting to overtake us. Increasing speed.” 
 
    “Keep the ship together,” Jacob instructed Jonas. 
 
    “I’m trying. I’ve got the integrity field to maximum.” 
 
    “Fluctuate the frequency bandwidth,” Fotell instructed. “We found it increases integrity fields without pumping additional power.” 
 
    Jonas had never heard of such a thing, but he wasn’t about to argue with her. He set the system to randomly fluctuate the frequencies. Sure enough, the integrity field strengthened. 
 
    Jonas smiled. “Commander, please let the IQUIS know they can punch it.” 
 
    “You hear that, Zuwelic?” Jacob asked. “Maximum speed to the gate.” 
 
    “Acknowledged.” 
 
    The IQUIS increased its jump speed. Jacob monitored their trajectory and was a little surprised at how fast they were going. The IQUIS seemed to rival PHOENIX in how fast it could go, and PHOENIX’s engine was a much more advanced piece of Ni technology. 
 
    They would shortly reach the gate. With an enemy in hot pursuit, Jacob moved onto the next plan. They needed to make sure the Jokabi didn’t follow them back to the Milky Way galaxy. He got over the internal communications line with the hangar. “Diego to hangar. I need you to program all Interceptors for remote self-destruct. Once you’re done, evacuate all personnel from the hangar.” 
 
    “Yes, commander,” the hangar officer replied. 
 
    Michelle leaned over to Jacob. “You want to clue me in?” 
 
    “I’m going to use the Interceptors to blow up the gate on this end. We can’t risk destroying the gate just on one side. It may give the Jokabi time to cross over.” 
 
    The security chief was impressed with the commander’s out-of-the-box thinking. She would have never thought of using fighters as weapons. She decided to join him coming up with unusual solutions. “You know, we may not be able to fire plasma torpedoes, but we can eject them from the torpedo tubes.” 
 
    Jacob smile. “I like your style, lieutenant. I’ll let you take care of that.” 
 
    “We are approaching the gate,” Zuwelic announced. “Prepare to exit jump.” 
 
    The IQUIS and SOLARA exited their jump. Ahead of them was the jumpgate. In front of the gate were the fighter bots SOLARA had called for. 
 
    “Order the fighter bots to attack the Jokabi ships,” Jacob told Fotell. 
 
    As Fotell sent the order to the bots, the IQUIS headed full speed towards the gate. He made the right call as the pursuing Jokabi ships exited their jump and were in hot pursuit of the two alliance ships. The fighter bots immediately locked onto them and flew to engage the enemy ships. 
 
    “We’ve got company,” Nalus announced. 
 
    “We’ll eject the Interceptors and torpedoes right before we enter the wormhole,” Jacob said to Michelle. “The combined explosions will be more than enough to destroy the three nodes on this end.” 
 
    “I’m ready to eject the torpedoes at your command.” 
 
    “Commander,” David called out. “We’re being raised by one of the enemy ships.” 
 
    “Put it up,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    “You cannot zalnio us. We are Jokabi. Cease welndiso and prepare for boarding.” 
 
    Jacob stood up and took a deep breath. “On behalf of the alliance and all the benevolent alien races in our galaxy…go fuck yourselves!” Jacob motioned for David to terminate the transmission. 
 
    Everyone couldn’t help but look at the commander with their mouths open. It took David to break the silence. “John was unconventional, but I don’t think he ever cussed out any enemy.” 
 
    “Entering gate in opi dniew,” Zuwelic announced. 
 
    Five seconds. Jacob looked at Michelle. “Eject the torpedoes.” 
 
    A combination of torpedoes and fighters floated out of the SOLARA. It didn’t dissuade the Jokabi fleet from opening fire on the escaping alliance ships. Several of them had to avoid the attacking fighter bots, giving the escaping alliance ships some breathing room. 
 
    Just as the IQUIS and SOLARA were about to enter the gate’s threshold, one of the Jokabi’s energy blasts struck a torpedo, causing it to explode. The explosion hit the nearby SOLARA Interceptors and torpedoes, causing them to explode. Both the IQUIS and SOLARA were struck by the shockwaves just as they entered the gate’s wormhole, causing the IQUIS’s tractor beam to disengage. Both ships hurled through the wormhole uncontrollably as the navigation officers of both ships tried to regain control via thrusters. 
 
    Both ships emerged on the other side. Less than a second later, the wormhole collapsed. The ride was turbulent. It took time for the officers on both vessels to orient themselves. 
 
    “Report,” Jacob said. 
 
    “We’re back in the Milky Way,” a relived Nalus announced. “Sensors show the wormhole has collapsed.” 
 
    “Initiate the shutdown sequence on the nodes,” Jacob ordered, referring to the gate nodes on this end. 
 
    “It is done,” Fotell replied. “All nodes are offline.” 
 
    “We’re receiving a hail from the VFLEP and BEUSMIC,” David announced. 
 
    “Put it up and patch the IQUIS in,” Jacob ordered. 
 
    “Done,” David replied as he patched the communications network in. “Our visuals are down, audio only.” 
 
    “This is Vori Tretridic. Do you need assistance?” 
 
    “Oh, probably,” Jacob replied. “We got…well, we got a huge mess here. I don’t know where to begin.” 
 
    “We’ll dispatch shuttles with aid for you,” the Onixin vori replied. 
 
    “Send all aid to the SOLARA,” came the voice of Zuwelic. “My crew can handle repairs to the IQUIS.” 
 
    “Welcome back to your fellow protectorate,” Sasasaduigriganabasas greeted. 
 
    Jacob leaned back in the command chair. “Fotell, arrange for the Onixin and Senfo shuttles to dock at the hangar.” 
 
    “The hangar bay is currently inaccessible,” Jonas replied. 
 
    Jacob nodded and smiled. “They’ll figure it out.” He got up and went into the captain’s office. A minute later, he emerged back onto the command deck with a bottle of whiskey. He opened it and took a swig. He never tasted whiskey before and it was awful, but it felt soothing as it went down his throat. He handed the bottle to Michelle. 
 
    “Here, I think we can all use this.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Four days had passed since SOLARA had returned to the solar system. The ship returned home without any fanfare. TERRA ordered a sensor blackout to bring the ship to Luna without anyone noticing. Once the capital ship was moored at the Luna shipyard, security swarmed in and maintained a heavy presence around the ship. No one was allowed even near SOLARA unless they had high-level clearance and were involved with examining the vessel. TERRA security, along with scientists from the alliance races, were combining over every inch of the ship trying to get as much information as possible of its time in the Triangulum Galaxy. 
 
    Once the ship had docked, the crew were whisked away for debriefing. The senior staff was separated for their debriefing sessions, which was standard procedure. Jacob found himself being housed in an opulent penthouse in Infinity City, close by TERRA headquarters. He had bot servants come and go to attend to his needs, but he wasn’t allowed to leave the penthouse unless escorted to a debriefing session. He asked about the crew, but no one would give him an answer. He even tried inquiring with the penthouse computer and the DAT they gave him without success. He was kept isolated, and he knew why. They didn’t want him influenced through interactions with random officers or civilians until they had completed his debriefing process. 
 
    These past few days had allowed Jacob to reflect on the ship’s adventure through the gate. It was certainly one that could rival PHOENIX’s many adventures. Whereas the PHOENIX was properly armed when it first left the solar system, SOLARA went through its first interstellar mission woefully ill-prepared. Jacob realized that TERRA wasn’t ready to start exploring space, at least not with the current state of its five capital ships…well, four now. The tow from the IQUIS and the trip through the gate’s wormhole had caused significant structural damage on the SOLARA. Jacob wondered if the ship would ever be space-worthy again. So far, no one told him that the ship would be mothballed. Even though he only served one mission on it, he hoped TERRA would be willing to repair and rebuild her. 
 
    As Jacob gazed out of the view of the city, the penthouse door chime rang. “Come in.” He assumed it would be another debriefing session. He was surprised to see Admiral Vespia walk in. 
 
    “Admiral,” the commander said as he stood at attention. 
 
    Vespia held her hand up. “At ease, commander. No need to observe protocol with me.” Jacob relaxed his shoulders. “I just ask you don’t give me the finger again.” 
 
    Jacob’s face went red. “Yeah, about that…” 
 
    “Water under the bridge,” Vespia replied. “I just came by to see how you’re doing.” 
 
    “I’d be better if I knew when I’d be let out of here. How much longer is my debriefing going to take? I feel like a prisoner.” 
 
    “Given your unauthorized mission through the gate and what you saw, the debriefing sessions will take longer than necessary. It’s also giving us a chance to create a proper cover story.” 
 
    Jacob was confused. “Cover story?” 
 
    “We can’t let it be known that you traveled through the gate. The alliance, our government, and even the public are still on edge recovering from decades under Screen dominance. If they were to learn that you encountered a hostile alien race, it could very well put us back into an isolationist mentality. You of all people wouldn’t want to see that happen,” she said, referring to his participation in the EXODUS Project that created the PHOENIX. 
 
    She was right. Too many people had sacrificed too much to get TERRA to realize that space exploration was necessary. “What’s happening with my crew?” 
 
    “They’re finishing going through their debriefs. They’re being told the same thing I’m going to tell you now. Your mission through the gate has been deemed classified. None of you are to discuss what happened with anyone…ever.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t too surprised to hear TERRA wanted to bury the mission. “So, we’re free to return to duty?” 
 
    “Many of the crew have decided to retire their commissions,” Vespia revealed. “None of them ever expected to go on such a mission, and many can’t stomach the idea of future missions exploring unknown space. For the rest of you, it would be too problematic to reassign you throughout the fleet. To reduce the chance of a leak, you’ll all continue to serve together. Congratulations commander, you’re stuck with each other.” 
 
    Jacob folded his arms. “I guess it would have been easier if the IQUIS didn’t rescue us.” 
 
    Vespia was blunt in her response. “Yes, it would have. Despite our orders and those from the alliance militaries, those ship commanders chose to defy us. It seems the spirit of the PHOENIX has influenced some in the alliance.” 
 
    Jacob grinned. “Lucky for us.” For the first time, he felt he knew how John Roberts felt in thumbing his nose at authority. It was a good feeling. “I hope none of those commanders will lose their positions.” 
 
    “No, there’ll be some consequences, but they’ll keep their commands,” Vespia replied. “They may have violated orders, but morally what they did was right.” That was nearly an admission by the admiral that she was glad SOLARA was rescued. It wasn’t the crew’s fault they weren’t prepared for what they encountered. It was Captain Dewis who forced them into that position. 
 
    “For now, you and the remainder of your crew can enjoy an extended leave,” Vespia continued. “It’ll take quite some time to get you reassigned.” 
 
    Jacob still had one important question he wanted to be answered. “What about the SOLARA?” 
 
    “She’s incurred too much structural damage,” Vespia replied. “We’d have to essentially strip her down and rebuild her from the ground up. It doesn’t make sense to put money into fixing a ship of outdated design. Once our teams have finished their analysis, she’ll be decommissioned and scrapped.” Vespia could see the disappointment in Jacob’s face. “I’m surprised by your reaction, commander. You may have the opportunity to command one of the new starships that’ll be going into service, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    “It’s just that…” Jacob started, but he held back. “Whatever you deem best for us, admiral.” 
 
    Vespia could see he wasn’t going to open up to her. He was being cooperative, and that’s all that mattered. “In the meantime, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. We’ll pick up the tab.” 
 
    “Thank you, admiral.” 
 
    “We’ll talk again,” Vespia said as she headed out. “Good work commander, and welcome back.” 
 
    Jacob sat down on the couch. He didn’t know why he assumed he’d return to the SOLARA with the crew. Most of them treated him with disdain. Even after returning to the Milky Way, a few of them blamed him for what happened. He should be looking forward to returning to the engineering bureau, which he was considering. Instead, he was pining over a ship he served all of one mission on. 
 
    Jacob got up and returned to looking out the window. Yes, some time off would do him some good. He had a lot to think over as he wasn’t sure he wanted to remain in TERRA. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    Two days after Admiral Vespia’s meeting with Commander Diego, the command council convened to discuss the SOLARA. The survey teams had compiled a preliminary report of their findings and submitted it to the council for review. Some of the details in the report were…quite revealing. 
 
    Vespia sat down in the center of the council’s half-circle table. “I trust everyone has read the report.” 
 
    Admiral Sansabar spoke up first. “I’m concerned about the findings on the Jokabi’s technology. It’s far more advanced than anything we possess.” 
 
    “The IQUIS’s damage was moderate considering the amount of fire they took,” ES officer Bradley Duncan pointed out. “Senfo technology may be resilient against the Jokabi.” 
 
    “What about Onixin and Quix technology?” Senfo representative Nujil asked. “Do we know if they could stand up against Jokabi ships?” 
 
    “It’ll take time for our scientists to analyze the data from the SOLARA and IQUIS to figure that out,” Vespia explained. 
 
    “I’m more concerned about the Jokabi getting here,” Admiral Clint said. “Sensor data from the IQUIS and SOLARA show the gate nodes on the Triangulum side were destroyed. What about the nodes on this end?” 
 
    The solution had already been decided and Vespia revealed it. “It’s been decided that we, the Onixins, and the Quix will each take a node to study. They can’t function individually, so there’s no risk of them to be activated.” 
 
    “Our scientists will also assist in any studies of the nodes,” the Aldarian representative added. 
 
    “Do you think they know our location?” Admiral Brandus asked. He was referring to the results of the autopsy done on the dead Jokabi recovered from the SOLARA. A transmitter was found in the alien’s body. It was still active and transmitting telemetry data long after the IQUIS and SOLARA returned to the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
    “Hopefully, the wormhole collapsed before they received our location,” Vespia said. 
 
    “Even if they did, they couldn’t do anything,” Clint pointed out. “They never used the gate to pursue the Screen and never built their gate to go after them.” 
 
    “I would concur with your assessment,” Onixin representative Googoran agreed. “It is unlikely they can come to this galaxy.” 
 
    Vespia wasn’t so sure about that. She suspected the Screen stole jumpgate technology from the Jokabi rather than develop it on their own. Some of the analysts studying the Screen files on their homeworld disclosed to her that it was highly unlikely the Screen invented the jumpgate. There were schematics on building the gate but no scientific files showing how it operated. The admiral did not share that information with the rest of the council and instructed the analysts to remain silent about it. The last thing she needed was to lose control of the council from fear. 
 
    “The Io, now the Jokabi…it seems our exploration missions are garnering more enemies than friends,” Sansabar remarked. 
 
    “Risk comes with space exploration,” officer Duncan reminded them. “We can’t keep our heads buried in the sand like we did with the Screen.” 
 
    Vespia had to reluctantly agree with him. PHOENIX had opened the floodgates to space exploration. There was no turning back now. “It’s the mandate of TERRA to ensure the protection of the human race when threats arise. Let me remind you we do have local races here that, although not part of the alliance, are friendly towards us,” referring to the Rifva, even the xenophobic Gercol. “With them, and our alliance friends, we will better withstand any future hostile threats together. 
 
    “To ensure we are ready if the Jokabi manage to reach our galaxy and part of space, we should commit to studying everything we learned about them for the foreseeable future,” Quix representative Forreziqudadraforfinkarada recommended. 
 
    Several council and alliance representatives nodded in agreement. Vespia also concurred. “We’ll inform our governments as such to commit resources to preparing for the Jokabi.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    It took a lot of time and effort on Jacob’s part to pull it off. He called numerous people and spent countless hours making the arrangements, but he succeeded. In the grand ballroom of the Lunar Hotel were gathered most of the remaining crew of the SOLARA and their immediate families. As they would be working together for the foreseeable future, Jacob wanted to bring them together to celebrate their accomplishments. Not everyone attended the event. There were still crewmembers who blamed him for what happened in the Triangulum Galaxy. Jacob gave up trying to convince them otherwise. If they wouldn’t accept him after what they went through, they never would. He learned that only 124 crew members were remaining in TERRA. Almost 400 of the crew, minus those killed during the mission, chose to resign, either out of not wanting to do any more space exploration missions or blaming Jacob for what happened. 
 
    The attending officers were all dressed in their white and gold ceremonial uniforms. Almost a thousand people were in the ballroom eating fine food, sipping expensive champagne, and enjoying the music. Jacob got TERRA to pick up the tab for the entire affair. Having a direct line to Admiral Vespia was certainly helpful. 
 
    “I have never been to such a posh event,” Michelle remarked as she sipped her champagne. She was already inebriated. She was convinced they would never survive their adventure and promised herself to live it up as much as she could if they made it back. She was fulfilling that promise as she was already on her fourth glass of bubbly. 
 
    “I always thought Private Julien was hot,” Michelle said to Jonas. 
 
    “You said he was an asshole,” Jonas replied, looking over at the young man. 
 
    “I did not!” 
 
     “You told him to his face he’s an asshole the first day he came on board,” Jonas reminded her. 
 
    The security chief smiled. “Yeah, but he’s hot.” 
 
    Jonas rolled his eyes. He was glad they made it back, but he certainly wasn’t going to start hooking up with people for the hell of it. 
 
    Jacob approached the pair as they chatted. “You two are looking good.” 
 
    “Commander…sorry…captain,” Jonas started. 
 
    Jacob shook his head. “No standing on ceremony tonight.” He was surprised when Admiral Vespia informed him of his promotion to the rank of captain. Jacob suspected it was done to placate him and ensure his silence about the mission. He had lost interest in climbing up the ranks long ago, but when he was told of his promotion, he did feel proud. 
 
    “Okay,” Jonas agreed. “But congratulations on your promotion.” 
 
    “Hey, I got promoted too,” Michelle told them. She would be serving as Jacob’s executive officer. 
 
    “I already congratulated you,” Jonas said as he turned back to Jacob. “Seriously, I’m glad we’ll continue to be working together, even though we don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “Me too.” 
 
    “Hey there.” It was David approaching the group. 
 
    “Hey you! Haven’t seen you in weeks,” Michelle said as she gave the communications officer a hug. She caught him off-guard and he wasn’t sure how to respond. He couldn’t really say anything as her breasts pressed up against his face. 
 
    Jonas chuckled “Don’t mind her. She’s just drunk.” 
 
    “Am not,” Michelle replied as she turned and hugged the chief engineer. “You know you’ll always be my bestest friend.” 
 
    “Oh geez!” Jonas exclaimed as he tried to resist her hug. Once he pulled himself away from her and composed himself, he spoke to the newly promoted captain. “Are we ever going to get together and talk about what happened?” 
 
    Jacob motioned him to hush it. “Cool it.” They were all under strict orders not to discuss their mission and Jacob expected TERRA probably placed secret operatives at this event to ensure officers were complying. They would talk, but later, in private. None of them had a chance to process what happened to them before being separated and whisked away into isolation. 
 
    Lieutenant Nalus approached and interrupted the group. “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Kelly!” Jonas beamed. “Good to see you.” He was giving Michelle a hard time for being drunk, but he wasn’t far behind her. 
 
    “Lieutenant,” Jacob acknowledged as Michelle nodded to her. They noticed the man and two kids with her. 
 
    “I’d like to introduce my husband Able and daughters Denise and Malinda.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Able greeted as he shook hands with the three officers. The girls were shy and only waved as they hid behind their dad. “Kelly’s told me all about you.” 
 
    “I hope it’s all good,” Michelle replied. “I know she’s talked shit…” 
 
    Jonas cut her off. “Michelle! The kids.” 
 
    Michelle giggled as she put her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Captain Diego, could I speak to you for a moment in private?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “We can go over here.” Jacob motioned her over to a corner where no one was around. 
 
    As they left the group, Jonas knelt in front of the girls. “You want to hear some stories about your mom?” 
 
    “Yeah!” the girls replied in unison. 
 
    As they made their way to the corner, Jacob spoke up first. “How have you been?” 
 
    “I’ve been good. It was frustrating not being able to go home to Mars. I think Admiral Vargas got so tired of me bugging him that he approved bringing my family to Luna.” 
 
    Jacob couldn’t help but chuckle. “It was tough for a lot of the crew with families. I’m glad you were reunited with yours.” 
 
    “Captain…” Kelly didn’t know where to start. She didn’t want to acknowledge what he did for them during the mission as she still harbored bad feelings towards him. When she was finally reunited with her family, she realized it was Diego who made it possible for their return home. She finally had to let go of her past feelings. “I was wrong.” 
 
    Jacob wasn’t sure what she meant. “Lieutenant?” 
 
    “I treated you like shit when you first came to SOLARA, for no reason other than because you served on the PHOENIX. I was mad that you and the rest of that crew were celebrated as heroes. I firmly believed you were all traitors.” 
 
    Jacob held his hand up. “You don’t need to explain yourself. A lot of people in the fleet feel the same way. I’m used to it.” 
 
    “But it’s wrong,” Kelly insisted. “It took almost being trapped in another galaxy to realize you’re a great officer. Despite how we treated you, you always had the crew’s welfare in mind. You brought all of us back home and to our families. I can’t take back how I treated you. All I can do is offer my apology and hope you’ll keep me on as your navigation officer.” 
 
    Jacob was touched. He may not have been able to get through to the entire crew, but that was okay. Making a connection with even one person was enough. Jacob smiled. “Apology accepted. I’d be honored to continue having you as my navigation officer. That’s if we get assigned to another ship.” 
 
    “They’d be stupid not to give us another one. You have interstellar experience on two ships now. Where else are they going to put you?” 
 
    “We’ll just have to wait and see.” In truth, Jacob wasn’t sure if he wanted a ship assignment. He’d been thinking about some personal issues and considering making changes to his life to correct some of his past choices. Serving on another ship, even as ship commander, wasn’t compatible with what he was thinking. 
 
    Kelly interrupted his thoughts. “I just ask one thing.” 
 
    “Name it,” Jacob replied. 
 
    “No more traveling to other galaxies. We have enough to deal with in our only little sector of space.” 
 
    Jacob laughed. “I promise lieutenant. No more jumpgates for us.” 
 
    As the two continued to talk, David wandered around the ballroom. Both Michelle and Jonas were becoming a little too animated. Jonas, feeling the effects of the champagne, dragged Michelle over to the buffet table so they both could get some food in their stomachs. David wasn’t going to come to the party as Fotell was recalled to Flutori to recount the SOLARA’s mission to her superiors. She was the only officer he connected with, but he felt obligated to Captain Diego to make an appearance. He quickly grabbed a plate of food and moved away from the crowds and took a seat at an empty table. Despite what they all went through, David still felt like an outsider to the crew. 
 
    David was oblivious to all the chatter echoing in the ballroom. He focused on his plate of food that he got from the buffet table, taking his time eating it. He decided once he was done eating he’d head out. He wasn’t feeling much like celebrating. For him, coming home changed nothing. He was still alone. 
 
    “Hey you.” 
 
    David looked up and was taken aback by who it was. He never expected to see him again. There stood Billy Pedia. 
 
    “Billy…” David was at a loss for words. He never expected to see his former best friend here. He wasn’t prepared to see him. Even though he learned what Billy was trying to do for him, David was certain his promotion wouldn’t happen. He didn’t think about returning to Mars. 
 
    Billy took a seat next to David. “I wasn’t sure if you’d show up here. I know how you like to keep to yourself.” 
 
    “I felt obligated to Captain Diego,” David replied. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Billy was surprised by the question. “Isn’t it obvious? I’m here to see my best friend.” 
 
    “I thought we weren’t anymore.” It was a reaction from David’s gut. He immediately regretted saying it when he saw the look of hurt on his friend’s face. 
 
    “How can you say that? You’ve always been my best friend. You and John.” 
 
    “It’s…” David didn’t want to delve into any of this but felt now was the time to clear the air. “John’s commanding TERRA’s flagship and you’re the head of the Mars communications center. Where am I? Communications officer on a capital ship and only because of Admiral Vespia. Your careers took off because you took a chance on something you believed in. I did the same thing and was left behind, forgotten.” 
 
    It hurt Billy to hear those words. “I never forgot you. I know it appeared that I had turned my back on you. I had to put up an appearance to deal with politics and secure my position, but I never forgot about you. I thought about you every day.” 
 
    “I know that now. Fotell told me what you had done in getting me that position,” he said, referring to the head communications night watch position. “I never expected that, and it means a lot you did that for me. I’m sorry…” 
 
    Billy interrupted him. “I’m sorry, David. If I had known how you felt, I would have told you sooner. I’ve always looked out for you and always will.” 
 
    David smiled. It was a great relief to learn he was wrong about Billy. “Even if it means not taking that post?” 
 
    “I heard you’re all supposed to stay together,” Billy remarked. “I’m sure we can get an exemption for you from Admiral Vespia.” In truth, Billy had already spoken with the admiral and gotten clearance for David to return to the Mars communications station. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I want to do,” David admitted. “Part of me wants to stay with this crew, even though I still feel like an outsider. But I also don’t want to lose the chance of working with you. I need some time to consider things.” 
 
    Although Billy was disappointed David might not go back to Mars, he didn’t want to pressure him. “Take all the time to think about it. There’s just one more thing. I hope you’re not angry at John for not coming back to get you.” 
 
    It took a moment for David to consider his answer. “I was angry at him. We saw how he was at the Academy, arrogant and only concerned about himself. I wanted to believe that’s why he didn’t come to get me. He got what he wanted and to hell with me, but I saw him as a ship commander on PHOENIX. He has changed, for the better. No, I’m not mad at him. John has his reasons for not coming to get me. I’m okay with it.” 
 
    Billy was happy to hear there were no hard feelings. The three had been friends for too long. Billy had every intention for the three of them to get together the day PHOENIX returned from its exploration mission. 
 
    Billy looked around. “So, I heard everything’s free here. Where can we get some drinks?” 
 
    David smiled. A little trouble would do them both some good. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
      
 
    It was a common misconception that the bulk of TERRA’s operations was on Luna. Although the official headquarters was on the moon, many of the military’s operations were spread between Luna, Mars, even Earth. Even though many of Earth Security’s personnel were now integrated into TERRA, they still didn’t know where all of TERRA’s facilities were located. 
 
    Admiral Vespia was at one of their clandestine facilities. It was located deep underground Mars, over 200 kilometers away from the dome that housed Crimson City. After the Screen were defeated, their two leaders were brought to Mars for interrogation. They were the last surviving members of their species, as the Io had eradicated the entire population when they attacked the Screen homeworld. The alliance governments were still debating what to do with the Screen leaders: should they be put on trial, imprisoned for life, executed? It was a complex issue with each government trying to convince the others why their wants should take precedent. While the debate raged on, TERRA kept them confined on Mars. 
 
    It was these two individuals Vespia was here to see. A recent check of the Screen’s computers on their homeworld revealed nothing about the Jokabi or even any explanation as to why the Screen came to this galaxy. The admiral was hoping the last two Screen alive might have some information about their former masters. 
 
    The admiral stepped off the lift as soon as the door opened. She was stopped by a force field blocking the hallway. A biometric scanner quickly scanned her. “Identification confirmed, Admiral Karla Vespia.” The force field dropped, and she continued down the hall. The entire floor was remotely monitored by cameras security officers watched from one level above. 
 
    At the end of the hall, Vespia saw the translucent barrier housing the two Screen prisoners. They were kept in a giant room that was dotted with furniture and two beds. They pair constantly complained about their accommodations, that it was uncomfortable to be kept in a cell designed for humans. The cell could have been equipped with Screen accommodations, but Vespia found it to be poetic justice, making them sit on couches and sleeping in regular beds. They were so intent on keeping humans trapped in the solar system, it only seemed appropriate to force them to live in human-like accommodations. 
 
    “Good evening,” Vespia greeted them as she stood in front of the cell. 
 
    “It is the Vespia,” one of the leaders, named Furxexis, hissed. 
 
    The other former leader, Luein, was laying on a bed. He sat up when he heard the admiral’s name. “We remember you. It has been borgonpu since you came here last.” 
 
    The admiral wasted no time getting to business. “We found the jumpgate your people came through.” 
 
    That caught both aliens’ attentions as they raced up to the barrier. Vespia was caught off-guard by their reaction and almost took a step back, but she held her ground. “What did you do?” Luein demanded. 
 
    “We activated it and sent one of our ships to your galaxy. They encountered a race called the Jokabi.” 
 
    Furxexis screamed out. “You have doomed us all!” 
 
    The intensity of his response surprised Vespia. They certainly hadn’t forgotten about their oppressors. “We destroyed the gate on the other side and dismantled it on this end.” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Luein said. “They are already on their way here. They now know where to come. You think you have eluded them, but you are wrong. They are coming for you.” 
 
    The admiral was going to point out the Jokabi may not know the gate led to the Milky Way Galaxy, but she suspected they wouldn’t believe her. They were paranoid about the Jokabi. “Unless they have special knowledge of wormhole transportation, they can’t get here.” 
 
    “Our ancestors destroyed all information on gate and wormhole science when they fled,” Furxexis revealed. “The Jokabi had taken the technology from a race who perfected it. They eliminated that race to ensure the technology remained with the Jokabi only.” 
 
    Luein continued the story. “When we left our home galaxy, we knew the Jokabi would pursue us, even without the knowledge of wormholes. We know they sent ships out to travel to other nearby galaxies to locate us.” 
 
    “You know how long it would take to travel between galaxies, even jumping?” Vespia asked. “They couldn’t have the resources to make such a trip.” 
 
    “You are wrong,” Luein countered. “The morkanas are very large ships, holding millions of Jokabi. Your PHOENIX vessel is tiny in comparison. The morkanas can travel between galaxies, even if it takes many cycles.” 
 
    “Now that they know where the gate wormhole went to, they will dispatch additional morkanas to this galaxy,” Furxexis added. “That is part of the reason we subjugated the races here. It was the first step in preparing for a Jokabi invasion.” 
 
    “They destroyed most of the races in our own galaxy,” Luein said. “The few races they kept alive, they genetically modified them in researching how to improve their own genetic lines. They will do the same in this galaxy.” 
 
    A lump developed in Vespia’s throat. “How long? How long until they get here?” 
 
    “We do not know,” Luein admitted. “They have advanced their technology since our race escaped them. It could be lusei or azerti. All we can say with certainty is they will come.” 
 
    “Then you’re going to tell us everything about them, so we can be ready for them,” Vespia insisted. 
 
    Both the former Screen leaders laughed. “We have no incentive to help you,” Furxexis said. “We have nothing to live for, our race is gone. Our only solace is knowing you and the other races in this galaxy will suffer the same fate we did.” 
 
    “We have means to make you talk,” Vespia threatened. “You will help us.” 
 
    Luein waved his hand dismissively at the admiral. “Do whatever you want to us. We live in pain and misery now. Physical discomfort would be a welcome distraction for us. We are done talking with you.” Both he and Furxexis turned and walked to the back of the containment cell. 
 
    “I’m not done talking to you.” But Vespia’s words fell on deaf ears. Both the Screen kept the backs turned towards her and refused to acknowledge her. She wasn’t going to give up. If they had information about the Jokabi, she was going to acquire it. “Vespia to security,” she said as she headed back down the hall. “I want our Screen prisoners prepped for interrogation.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    “Cheers!” the officers said as the champagne glasses clinked in unison. Jacob, Michelle, and Jonas took a sip from their glasses. Jacob and Jonas enjoyed champagne, but Michelle was sipping water. She was still recovering from her overindulgence of alcohol at yesterday’s banquet. They had met up in the penthouse Jacob had been staying in. 
 
    “I’m glad our debriefing sessions are over,” Michelle said. “I was starting to get a little tired of being treated like a prisoner.” 
 
    Jonas agreed. “Maybe now we can get back to the SOLARA and help out there.” He looked at Jacob. “I know you said they’re scrapping her, but I figure they’ll want us back to help with the analysis work on our encounter with the Jokabi.” 
 
    “Eventually, they’ll come to us about our little adventure,” Jacob replied as he fiddled with his glass. “For now, they’re going to want to conduct their studies independent of us.” 
 
    “I wonder where they’re going to send us?” Michelle said. 
 
    Jacob smiled. “I received our orders before you got here.” He went over and grabbed a DAT from the coffee table, activated it, and handed it to Michelle. She and Jonas read over the orders. 
 
    Jonas got excited about reading the orders. “Oh wow! We’re going to be helping to build one of the new starships.” He was hoping to have a chance to help build a new ship with the various alliance technologies now available to them. 
 
    “Not only that, but we’ll also command the ship we’re going to build,” Jacob added. “TERRA figures our experience is so valuable that we should only be serving on a starship.” 
 
    Michelle was a little disappointed. “I’ve never been involved in starship construction.” 
 
    “What? You don’t think this is a great opportunity?” Jonas asked. 
 
    “It is, but after our trip through the gate, I was hoping for a nice boring job.” 
 
    “We’re not going anywhere right away,” Jonas pointed out. “We’ll be stuck at the shipyard the next couple of years building the ship.” 
 
    Michelle thought about it for a moment. “Good point. I guess working at the shipyard won’t be all that exciting.” 
 
    “I’ll send the news to the rest of the crew tomorrow,” Jacob said. “Today’s the last day for anyone who doesn’t want to stay with the crew to resign their commission.” 
 
    TERRA was explicit to all remaining crew members that if they didn’t want to serve with Captain Diego, they would have to resign from the military. TERRA would not allow them to serve anywhere in the fleet to ensure their mission through the jumpgate was kept buried. 
 
    “So, captain…” Jonas started. 
 
    Jacob interrupted him. “No titles here. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Okay, Jacob…you’ve encountered more aliens than either of us. How bad are the Jokabi?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that.” In his experiences on PHOENIX, Jacob could easily point out the Io as the most sinister race they encountered. Unfortunately, he couldn’t make that comparison to his friends as the existence of the Io was classified. “All the races I’ve met had their agendas, some motivating force explaining their actions. When I faced that Jokabi, all I could see was pure hatred. If that one is representative of his entire race, I don’t think there’s any reasoning with them. They want to conquer us, maybe even destroy us.” 
 
    His remarks sent a chill up Michelle’s spine. “We’re lucky they have no way of getting here.” 
 
    “Just the same, TERRA better hurry up and build its space fleet,” Jonas remarked. 
 
    There was a knock on the door that interrupted their conversation. “Come in,” Jacob said. The door opened, and a blue mail bot rolled in. “Priority message for Lieutenant Walters.” 
 
    Jonas held up the DAT. “Put it through here.” The bot complied and transmitted the message before promptly heading out of the penthouse. Jonas read through the message. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “What is it?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “The engineering group wants me at the shipyard to tour the ship’s skeletal structure.” Jonas looked at Jacob. “I thought we wouldn’t have to start for a few more days.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “I guess they want your input.” 
 
    Jonas held up his hands. “I better head over. I don’t know why they want me there so quickly. I was only chief engineer of an antiquated ship. What can I bring to the table?” He continued mumbling as he left the penthouse, forgetting to say goodbye to Jacob and Michelle. 
 
    “Well, I hope they’re not expecting to see the XO or captain for a couple of days,” Michelle said. She felt bad for her friend having to report for duty but still wanted a few more days to relax. 
 
    “We won’t have to report in for a couple of days. I made sure of it,” Jacob assured her. “Well, if I report back in.” 
 
    His remark caught Michelle’s attention. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jacob took another sip of his champagne and walked over to the window. “I’m considering resigning from TERRA.” 
 
    Michelle joined him by the window. She leaned up on the ledge and looked at the captain’s face. “It’s not what happened during the mission, is it?” 
 
    “It’s my son. These last few days I’ve been thinking I’ve been given an opportunity make amends with him. I walked away from my family for something I believed in. I’ve gone above and beyond the call of duty, sacrificing a lot. Now I think it’s okay to be a little selfish and think about my life.” Jacob shook his head as he finished off his champagne. “I know it’s a long shot. He’ll probably want nothing to do with me. Who knows what his mother has said about me, but I have to try.” 
 
    Michelle put her hand on his shoulder. “I don’t think it’s selfish at all. Just don’t rush into anything. Think about it. Much as I love the idea of being promoted to captain if you do resign, you have a lot to offer. Not to TERRA, but to this crew. You have a place with us. If anyone still tries to give you lip I’ll bust their jaws.” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Michelle nodded and stood up. “I’ll leave you be. If you need to talk some more, call me.” 
 
    “I will. Good night, Michelle.” 
 
    “Good night.” 
 
    Jacob watched her leave the penthouse. He went over to the couch and picked up the red velvet book he had browsed through before Michelle and Jonas came over. It was the same book that contained the names of all the engineering personnel lost on PHOENIX during the Screen attack at the Ni star system. 
 
    “I hope I did right by you,” Jacob smiled as he turned the pages one final time. He realized he had done his best back then, as he did his best on the SOLARA. There would be no more guilt. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    David was in his apartment, packing up his belongings. This would be his last night here in the apartment in Infinity City. Tomorrow would be a new day. Billy wound up staying over as the pair had way too much to drink at the banquet. It was like old times, the exception being John wasn’t with them. This morning a very hungover Billy had to leave to return to Mars for work. It gave David time to consider his future. After a few hours of contemplation, he sent his request to the necessary individuals about his decision. 
 
    The door chime rang that interrupted David’s packing. It was late, whoever it was. Maybe Billy had come back, or it was Captain Diego coming by to talk to him. “Come in.” He never expected the person who walked through the door. 
 
    “Hello, David.” 
 
    “Mom…” David was surprised that it was his mother standing there. There’d be no reason for her to be here. She lived on Earth. 
 
    “Is it alright if I come in?” Judith asked. 
 
    “I’m…” David’s instinct was to hug his mother and feel comforted by her presence, but the message she sent him asserted itself in his mind. Like she had said, he was an adult now. He did not approach her. “I’m a little busy packing. I’m leaving in the morning.” 
 
    Judith stepped inside the apartment. “Where are you going?” 
 
    David snapped at her. “What do you care?” 
 
    Judith never saw her son display anger at anyone, let alone her. It broke her heart, seeing him like this. “I…I just wanted…” 
 
    But David interrupted her. There was no reason to be nice. “Why are you even here? You made it clear you want nothing to do with me, remember? Like you said, I destroyed the family. If you came here to rub that in, save it. I’m not the intimidated little boy you and dad knew. I went through shit neither of you could ever imagine. I’ve dealt with things involving the fate of humanity, so I can’t be concerned about dad losing his career or your lost social status of being married to an admiral. Like dad always told me, ‘Suck it up and deal with it.’ Well, I am. I’ve got people who care about me and a future for my career. I’m sorry you’d rather hear that I’m miserable, but I’m not. For once in my life I’m happy. So, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do.” 
 
    Judith was mortified hearing those words from her son. She had tried to hold in her emotions, but his outburst was too much for her to handle. She broke down crying, burying her head in her hands. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    David wanted to yell at her some more. There were so many things he wanted to say to her to make her feel bad, as bad as she made him feel. But seeing her so vulnerable and upset…he couldn’t do it. This was his mother. It didn’t matter that she was willing to turn her back on him. He couldn’t do the same to her. He wasn’t that type of person. He went over and wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly as she cried. “Ssshhh, it’s okay. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Judith sobbed. “I missed you so much. I was so angry about your dad losing his position, our marriage falling apart. I blamed what you did for us losing everything. But as your dad got angrier, he started blaming me. Then he started blaming your brother and sister.” Judith looked up at her son. “I wanted you to have a career in TERRA, but I also taught you to do what’s right. It took me working through my anger to realize that. I’m so sorry I ever wrote that letter.” 
 
    David smiled and took his mom over to the couch to sit down. He handed her some tissue to wipe the tears from her face. “We’ve both been through a lot. It wasn’t my intention for dad to lose his career, and for everything else.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have known things would turn out like this,” Judith said. “You did what you thought was right. In some respects, I’m glad this happened. Your dad’s and my marriage hadn’t had much love in it for a long time. I was busy with you kids while your father was busy with his career. We rarely had time for each other. I had hoped him losing his position would pull us together, but all it did was reveal the man I knew he was. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t be talking bad about your father to you.” 
 
    David patted his mom’s hand. “It’s okay. You know dad and I never had the best relationship. He just wanted me to follow in his footsteps, so he could brag to all his friends about the sort of son he raised.” 
 
    “That’s what I was afraid for Jenny and Travis,” Judith said, referring to David’s younger brother and sister. “Your dad has been pushing them to go to the Academy.” 
 
    David couldn’t help but laugh at the notion. Jenny had no interest in joining any military group as it would involve getting dirty, and Travis was only interested in surfing and beaches. “Sorry, but I can’t see either of them in TERRA.” 
 
    “We both know that, but your father thinks getting all his kids in TERRA will somehow allow him to get back in. Two days ago, I filed for full custody. Your dad isn’t contesting it.” 
 
    It didn’t surprise David. His dad was not very paternal, and David couldn’t see him being a part-time father. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Judith admitted. “I left Jenny and Travis with your aunt to give myself time to figure things out. All I know is that I needed to see you and apologize for what I said.” 
 
    David gave his mom a comforting smile. “You don’t need to apologize. Look, I know you’ve never been a fan, but why don’t you come to Mars with me? I just accepted a position there.” 
 
    “What position?” 
 
    “I’m going to be head of the Mars communications station during the night watch.” 
 
    Judith was surprised at the news, but happy for her son. “I’m so happy for you. Are you sure it’s what you want? I know your father pushed you into TERRA.” 
 
    “At one point I was ready to walk away,” David admitted. “But seeing how I helped with changing things, I decided my place was in the military. I’m doing what I want, mom. With the money I’ll be making I can get us an actual house in the Neighborhood District. There will be plenty of room for all of us.” 
 
    Judith was genuinely touched by her son’s offer. She realized what a remarkable man she helped raise. “I…I would like that.” 
 
    David activated his DAT. “Computer, purchase another ticket for the same flight I’m on to Mars for Judith Block.” The DAT beeped, and the confirmation displayed on the screen. “We’re all set. Tomorrow you and I will be in Crimson City.” 
 
    Judith didn’t know what else to say. She hugged her son and held him tightly. For David, it felt good. He felt fortunate. He got both his friends and family back. 
 
      
 
    ******** 
 
      
 
    It was mid-afternoon in the city of San Antonio. Jacob was leaning up against a vehicle, holding a DAT, while looking at the high school courtyard across the street. He was dressed in civilian clothes. He didn’t want a TERRA uniform to make him stand out. He watched a group of teenage boys chat with each other. It was only on the advice of Michelle that Jacob was here. This was the first time he laid eyes on his son, who was part of the group in the courtyard. So many emotions rumbled within Jacob as he watched his son. He realized what he’d given up. Everything he went through on the PHOENIX and SOLARA seemed to pale in comparison to missing out on raising a child. But it seemed his son was happy, actively engaging with his friends. 
 
    The kids eventually dispersed. Jacob watched his son disappear behind the school building. He looked down at his DAT. On it was the resignation letter he drafted, set to be sent to Admiral Vargas and Admiral Vespia copied. He wrestled back and forth with this decision but seeing Chad had made the choice for him. 
 
    Jacob was about to hit the send button when he was interrupted. “Excuse me.” Jacob looked up from his DAT and saw his son in front of him. Jacob didn’t know what to say. “You’re my dad, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jacob was at a loss for words. “Uh…” 
 
    “Mom’s showed me pictures of you.” 
 
    There was no way for Jacob to deny his identity. “Yes…” What else could he say? 
 
    “You work in TERRA, right?” 
 
    “I do…well…” 
 
    “Mom said you’ve done important things that have helped people. She said I should be proud of you.” 
 
    This came as a complete surprise to Jacob. There was a lot of hurt and anger in the letters his ex-wife sent to him. He assumed that she either said nothing about him or bad mouthed him to Chad. To hear that she had said only positive things about him…Jacob couldn’t help but smile. 
 
    “What…what else has she said?” Jacob asked. 
 
    “That I shouldn’t be mad at you for not being around.” 
 
    Jacob was moved hearing those words. 
 
    “Are you in TERRA? I told my friends you served on PHOENIX,” Chad said. 
 
    Jacob looked at his DAT and turned it off, never sending the letter. He looked at Chad. “Yes, I’m still an officer. I’m going to help build a new starship.” 
 
    Chad’s eyes grew big. “Really? As big as the PHOENIX?” 
 
    Jacob chuckled. “Not quite, but I can tell you a little of what I’m doing, and I can share a whole bunch of stories of my life on PHOENIX.” 
 
    Chad got excited. “I want to hear about them. I don’t have to be home for a while.” 
 
    “I know of a pretty good café we can go to,” Jacob suggested. When Chad nodded yes, both father and son started walking down the sidewalk. “We made our first jump to Alpha Centauri, and wouldn’t you know it that’s where we encountered our first alien.” 
 
    “A Cresorian,” Chad piped up. “I read about it in school.” 
 
    Jacob smiled. “Hey, who’s telling the story here?” 
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