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Chapter 1 - Constellation

�There are so many small colonies declaring independence and forming new alliances�grand in name mostly� � Commander Avery Alvarez

Interstellar Space
2.3 light-years from Terran Union Territory
United Star Systems Covert Operations Ship: Endeavor
September, 2475
 One week had passed since the United Fleet deep-space survey vessel Constellation vanished. The missing ship had been investigating an unusual concentration of exotic matter detected near the Terran Union�a small enclave which shared a spatial border with the United Star Systems.
 A preliminary report dispatched by the survey ship, raised hopes it had discovered another powerful source of exotic matter�a source pivotal for advanced starship construction and design.
 That was the final transmission received from Constellation.
 Commander Avery �Vee� Alvarez sat at his workstation in his sparsely decorated ready room. He�d only just returned to United Fleet Headquarters from another covert assignment, when Fleet Admiral John Shepherd, the Supreme Commander (SC) of the United Star Systems Fleet (USSF), dumped this new mission on him. The urgency of the mission forced Avery to depart without delay. There was no time to visit his former captain, Aaron Rayne.
 Avery tossed his handheld on the desk. His eyelids weighed a ton. He wished Aaron was here. It just didn�t feel the same without his friend. Aaron had sustained a serious injury on their last mission, and he still lay comatose in a hospital bed back at USSF headquarters orbiting Earth.
 In many ways, Avery�s ready-room reflected how he felt�empty. The bulkheads were barren, and the space cramped. There hadn�t been time to grab any of his belongings. Avery had taken command of the Endeavor-class ship�the first of her class commissioned a month earlier�and constant assignments kept him busy.
 And being busy gave him less time to think about the battle of Atlas Prime. When the United Fleet engaged the Baridian Empire Navy at Atlas Prime, he was certain there�d be no turning back, that war would ruin both of them. That was until Aaron Rayne blasted his way aboard the Imperial flagship to save the one man who could prevent the war��Quintus Scipio, Lord Commander of the Baridian Imperial Navy.
 And at great cost to himself, Aaron had succeeded.
 Not long after the battle, the Supreme Commander promoted Avery and gave him a commission. Command was something that never interested him. Although, it was a privilege to command a new starship, he�d prefer to be aboard Phoenix as its XO, with Aaron as captain. Somehow, guiding the strong-willed force of nature that was Aaron Rayne seemed to be his calling. Although there had been no change in his condition, there was still hope for his former captain. Doctor Tanner toiled to develop a treatment to repair the neurological damage caused by the energy weapon.
 Avery worried the doctor wasn�t getting enough sleep, he stalked the corridors of the space station looking like a zombie.
 The only positive out of everything was his new ship. Endeavor was a smaller version of Phoenix, the prototype starship they�d used to infiltrate the Border Worlds.
 In wartime, the Fleet would classify Endeavor a frigate, but during peacetime, the USSF officially referred to all its ships as starships. The Fleet preferred the image of an interstellar, peacekeeping, and humanitarian armada�with teeth. Like Phoenix, Endeavor was a product of Shepherd�s top-secret project to build a new generation of starships.
 There were only a handful in service, and the advanced technologies involved required the harnessing and refinement of exotic matter. A stable resource found so far in only one star system within the United Systems.
 The dark-matter reactor powered the ship�s advanced defensive and offensive systems, and infused ordinary projectile slugs with exotic energy, creating gravitic charges for the ship�s kinetic barrier. Higher warp-factors were also made possible by the new reactor technology, in addition to a strengthened armor plating matrix.
 The new havoc missiles had miniature versions of advanced warp drives powered by dark matter, which propelled them just shy of light speed. It was the main reason they were so expensive to create.
 The missiles were in high demand and supply was short.
Endeavor and Phoenix both possessed a fusion reactor also. The fusion reactor powered the sub-light drives and other ship systems, and the dark-matter reactor powered the experimental technologies.
 Based on the successful tests so far, particularly in combat, the SC might soon consider deploying the technologies across a wider shipbuilding program.
 A low, beeping sound interrupted his thoughts. It was the intercom. �Commander. O�Brian here. You�re needed on the bridge.�
 His thoughts drifted too far when he was by himself.
 �On my way, XO.�
 ***
 Avery entered the bridge as the general quarters alert blared. He moved to stand next to his XO, Lieutenant Marla O�Brian, who was leaning over Ensign Richards, Endeavor�s tactical officer.
 Avery liked that about his XO, she got very involved in everything, but she had to be careful she didn�t crowd the crew.
 �XO?�
 O�Brian gestured to the tactical screen.
 �Commander,� she began. �That Terran Union destroyer we monitored earlier has transitioned from warp. We were told the Union called off their search for the Constellation a few days ago after coming up empty. However, since the spatial anomalies have manifested again��
 ��They�re here to investigate,� Avery finished.
 �That�s our conclusion, sir.�
 Avery nodded and moved towards the command chair at the center of the small bridge. �What�s our status?�
 O�Brian moved to stand beside him.
 �Stealth systems are functioning within normal parameters,� she said. �Heat sink at fifty percent capacity. Estimate another six hours before we have to dump our excess heat. However, if we adjust to emergency power only, we can extend that timeline to eighteen hours should the need arise.�
 Such an anomaly could be a source of exotic matter. The Union had discovered a potential goldmine and was probably curious whether it was stable.
 The Terran Union was a small enclave and the Union Navy ship didn�t pose a threat. Their capital planet Lumia was a tech-4 world, and they had a few smaller tech-2 and tech-3 colonies, spread across three star systems.
 By interstellar law, the sovereign territory of a space-nation extended twelve light-years beyond their nearest colony. The area of space where Constellation disappeared was just over two light-years outside that stipulation�14.3 light-years from Lumia.
 He didn�t want to provoke the Union ship. For now, it was best to remain undetected, and observe and report�unless an unforeseen event demanded another course of action.
 Avery wasn�t even sure what such an event might be.
 �Commander,� Richards called from tactical. �Those other two deep space contacts we monitored have changed course. They�re headed this way.�
 Unsure or not, he would soon find out.
 ***
 An hour later the two newcomers transitioned from warp and revealed themselves.
 Richards called out the new arrivals. �First contact, Imperial Hemiola-class destroyer. Designation: Pilum. Second contact, class unknown, configuration and power signature doesn�t match any known starships.�
 It wasn�t surprising the Empire wanted to know what was happening out here, but Pilum didn�t worry him at all. Her commander was an acquaintance, so that was comforting. But this unknown ship�s proximity to the area where Constellation had disappeared concerned him. He couldn�t remember the last time anyone had encountered an unknown starship configuration. It might be a new class of warship built by one of the other enclaves.
 Avery took a deep breath. �This encounter has moved into the realm of strange. Let�s transition to the local sector before there�s any tension, or before we create it by our sudden appearance. Wiggins,� Avery said to the helmsman. �Execute a short warp transition from our current position, a respectable distance from the other ships present. XO, resume normal ship operations to coincide with our arrival, and dump our heat before we transition to warp.�
Endeavor possessed advanced stealth capabilities and the other ships hadn�t yet detected her. Avery used the warp transition to give the appearance they�d just arrived as well. The crew acknowledged and Endeavor was now in position.
 It didn�t take long to get a reaction.
 �Commander, incoming hail from Pilum.�
 �Acknowledge and signal image transmission.�
 The viewer lit up with the face of Sub-Commander Arias Decimus.
 �It is my honor to once again have the opportunity to speak with you, Avery Alvarez. Might I be of any assistance?�
 Avery forced his eyebrows to stay straight. Assistance? Despite no further hostilities with the Baridian Empire since the battle of Atlas Prime�the two enclaves weren�t exactly interstellar best friends. He wasn�t sure he wanted to know how the Empire knew he was in command of Endeavor.
 �Assistance? We�re performing a survey of this area. I�m sure you�ve detected the anomalous readings by now.�
 �Indeed we have. We were also made aware of the disappearance of your survey ship and would like to offer our assistance in your search for the vessel.�
 Avery�s eyes narrowed. Who had made the Imperials aware of it? Although Decimus offered a noble reason for their presence, it didn�t mean he was completely genuine. There was no doubt the Imperial Sub-Commander would aid with any rescue operation, but anything the Empire learned from what happened here was undoubtedly their primary objective.
 �Your offer of aid is gladly accepted, Decimus, should we need it. I don�t anticipate such an eventuality at this time. However, we most assuredly would summon you if we did.�
 �Very well, Avery. Pilum will move to observe and stand by from a distance, should you require our aid. Pilum out.�
 To an unknowing eavesdropper it might seem like an ordinary exchange. Basically, Avery had told Decimus, you�re not needed or really wanted, please leave. Decimus had conveyed that he was here to stay, regardless of Avery�s misgivings�but wouldn�t be provocative.
 Avery turned to see O�Brian eyeing him�in a way that looked like she was trying her best not to.
 �I�ll fill you in later, XO.�
 She nodded, but her look of curiosity didn�t fade.
 Decimus was something equivalent to an adjutant in the Imperial Navy. He was a loyal officer to the Imperial Navy�s Lord Commander Quintus Scipio.
 The same Lord Commander who Avery and Aaron had rescued from Imperials bent on murdering him during the battle of Atlas Prime. By extension, they�d also saved Decimus.
 The latter was grateful to them for saving his Lord Commander. Decimus later told them he owed them both a debt. But it didn�t mean the Imperial Commander would place himself at Avery�s disposal.
 �The Union ship is broadcasting on open frequencies, sir.�
 Avery nodded and the Union vessel�s captain appeared on the holo-viewer.
 �To all ships: this is the Union Navy vessel Ardent, Commander Navi Gaess commanding. You are operating close to Union territory, state your intentions.�
 �This is Alvarez, Commanding United Fleet ship, Endeavor. We are engaged in search and rescue operations.�
 The next transmission came from the unknown ship. �This is the Outer Rim Alliance warship Avenger. We are engaged in scientific studies of phenomena in this sector. Respect interstellar law�do not engage in provocative actions. There will be no further communications.�
 Avery shook his head. He wasn�t aware such an alliance existed. But the snarky communication was the perfect example of how not to introduce yourself to the interstellar community. And their sudden appearance, both in time and proximity to the current sector was suspect.
 In any case, secrecy would gain them nothing. The survey ship wasn�t part of any clandestine operation.
 �Commander Gaess, this is Alvarez Commanding United Fleet ship Endeavor. I extend greetings to you from the United Star Systems. Our enclaves enjoy friendly relations and plentiful trade, despite past tensions. You are no doubt aware, a United Fleet survey ship disappeared here three weeks ago, and we are attempting to ascertain its fate. Would you be able to provide any information which could be of assistance?�
 �Commander Alvarez, your greeting is acknowledged and reciprocated. Since being informed of your missing ship by your leadership, we scoured this area for two days only calling off the search less than twenty-four hours ago. There is no trace of any ship or corresponding debris. While we monitored a ship operating in this area, we cannot confirm whether this was the Constellation or another ship. We�ve found no indications your survey ship encountered any . . . trouble. I understand your desire to continue the investigation. We will provide the Union sensor logs obtained during our sensor sweep, for your own analysis.�
 Avery glanced at O�Brian who nodded in return. �Your offer is appreciated, Commander Gaess, and we are ready to receive the transmission. Once we have analyzed the logs ourselves, we will determine our future action. However, as ships do not routinely disappear�without a trace�you should be concerned yourself to some degree given the proximity to Lumia.�
 �The transmission will be ready shortly. We indeed share your concern,� there was a distinct pause before the Union commander continued. �Commander, the Baridian ship has not responded. Given your renewed diplomatic ties, please warn them against taking any provocative actions. We will be watching.�
 �Thank you. We will relay your message.�
 The communication ended. Avery nodded to the XO, indicating she forward the request made by the Union Captain.
 A minute later she responded. �Message relayed, sir,� she said. �Regarding the Union captain, I detected nothing but sincerity, if a little anxiety at our proximity to their border. If they had anything to do with Constellation�s disappearance, he certainly doesn�t seem aware of it.�
 �This was my assessment as well, XO. The mystery of Constellation is complicated by the fact that there�s no emergency log buoy. No burst transmission. No debris within the area it could have traversed, given the elapsed time. Even if she had left the area immediately after its last known transmission.�
 A burst transmission was sent manually by a ship�s crew, containing the logs, location, and condition of the vessel. The computer could also send such a transmission if it detected the crew was incapacitated, and the ship�s condition is such that its destruction was imminent.
 Essentially, Constellation had simply vanished.
 �XO, just to be thorough, let�s analyze the Union logs ourselves. We�ve been here a few hours already. I�m certain we�ll find they match our scans of the sector.�
 �Aye, sir, I�ll work with ops in case there�s anything in there which might go over my head.� She turned back to the holo-viewer. �What about the Outer Rim ship?�
 Avery rubbed the back of his head. What about them indeed? �There are so many small colonies declaring independence and forming new alliances�grand in name, mostly. I�m not surprised we haven�t heard of them.�
 O�Brian nodded, looking up from her terminal. �Even with our access to USSI databases I haven�t been able to come up with a reference. What if the Mercenary Coalition decided to declare themselves independent? Perhaps they now fancy themselves this �Outer Rim Alliance�.�
 �It�s certainly something USSI should be keyed into. We�ll make certain to pass it onto Shepherd and Delaine on our return. But there�s nothing more we can do about them now. They are after all, in interstellar space.�
 Before O�Brian could reply, a slight tremor ran the deck.
 �Commander, large gravimetric surge, sixty-thousand kilometers astern! Never seen anything like it!�
 Both Avery and O�Brian moved to the tactical operations station to see the readings which had the tactical officer excited and confused at the same time.
 He looked back at them. �The distortions are increasing! Massive spike in gamma rays, a tremendous amount of energy is emanating from the focal point�an event horizon is forming!�
 Outside the ship, the massive distortion pulsed and radiated brighter than a neutron star. It expanded rapidly in all directions. The swirling mass of energies churned so powerful, the physical manifestation continued to expand for thousands of kilometers.
 The damn thing was about to engulf his ship!
 O�Brian was still staring wide-eyed at the tactical monitor. Avery yanked her arm and pulled her toward the center of the bridge while issuing orders.
 �All the known Deities . . . emergency acceleration! Forward, helm, take us away from it!�
 Avery dropped himself into the command chair as the ship shuddered with the emergency acceleration. Next to him, O�Brian did the same, fumbling with her harness as Avery clicked his in place.
 The ship rumbled as though being pelted by a meteor shower. �We�re not going to make it,� she said.
 Avery ignored her. �Polarize the hull plating!�
 The energy field running through the hull and the outer armor strengthened it exponentially on a molecular level, enhancing its ability to withstand structural shearing or impacts from external forces.
 The deck rattled and caused his voice to vibrato as he spoke. �Warn off the other ships . . . if they haven�t already moved away.�
 The anomaly continued to expand until suddenly it imploded and pulsated outwards before excess energies dissipated on the periphery. The chaotic display faded, and in its place an unlikely but unmistakable object materialized.
Constellation.






Chapter 2 � We�re Going In

�That�s the thing with madmen, Decimus. They�re unpredictable� � Avery Alvarez

Endeavor
 Avery wretched, smoke burned his lungs. The shock wave overloaded the environmental system. He waved his hands in a useless gesture to clear the smoke filling the bridge.
 �Damage report!� he called, to anyone who could still hear.
 O�Brian�s voice came from behind him.
 �It�s a good thing we moved when we did, sir! That�whatever that was�hit us the hardest . . . probably because we were the closest. No structural damage, but main power�s offline and we�re adrift. Engineering informs we�ll have emergency power soon, with full restoration in five minutes. Power levels are fluctuating, and the dark-matter reactor was outputting dangerous readings�engineering had to shut it down.�
 Avery wiped his eyes and squinted at the readings from the outputs attached to his command chair. Just as he shifted to look back at O�Brian, the overhead lights flickered and the ship righted itself.
 Emergency power had kicked in.
 Avery glanced at the tactical readout. The speed of the Outer Rim Alliance ship increased rapidly, and it was vectoring for Constellation.
 His chest tightened. Something was very wrong.
 �Helm,� Avery called, �watch that Alliance ship. Do what you can to position us between them and Constellation. We�ll be sluggish without main power, but do the best you can.�
 �Aye, sir. Endeavor shifting ventral and relative to Alliance vessel�s approach vector,� Wiggins acknowledged.
 �XO, broadcast on open frequencies. I want everyone to hear this.�
 She signaled the comm was open.
 The ship�s computer had diverted some of the emergency power to the environmental systems. It wouldn�t do to have the crew suffocate.
 Avery�s eyes still stung but at least he could breathe. �This is Commander Alvarez commanding Endeavor, to Commander Outer Rim Alliance. Your ship is on a direct vector at an unsafe speed towards a United Fleet ship. Break off immediately, or we will interpret your actions as hostile, and we will respond accordingly.� He waited and then looked at O�Brian.
 She shook her head. �No response, sir.�
 Avery stood. His mind was racing. �Damn him . . . what does he think he�s doing?�
 �What�s the status of the other ships?�
 O�Brian responded. �They were much farther away relatively and appear undamaged. Pilum is moving towards us. The Union vessel has reversed course.�
 The Union vessel was making its intentions clear, they wanted no part of what might be about to go down, but they would observe the outcome.
 Avery wasn�t entirely certain he could count on Decimus to assist him in any confrontation. Did the Imperial officer�s wish to repay a debt, include opening the Empire to hostilities from this Outer Rim Alliance?
 He would soon find out.
 �XO, open secure comms to Pilum,� Avery ordered.
 She nodded and gave him the thumbs up.
 Decimus appeared on the viewer.
 �It is clear, Avery, that the Alliance ship doesn�t have good intentions towards your surveyship.�
 �We don�t have time to debate it, Decimus. There�re two people who might know why�this Outer Rim vessel and Constellation. Doesn�t look like the former wishes to talk. We have to protect Constellation.�
 �Agreed. We stand ready to assist you, Avery. I would suggest you withdraw to a safe distance and let us handle the ORA ship. Your vessel is in no shape to do battle.�
 �I can�t argue with you there, Decimus, but somehow I don�t think the ORA commander will be content to let us all go.�
 �He�s certainly a mad man if he believes he can destroy all three of our vessels.�
 �That�s the thing with madmen, Decimus. They�re unpredictable. We won�t be much trouble for him in our current condition, the Union vessel is making it clear they�re not fighting unless attacked, and that leaves just you.�
 �I assure you, Avery. Just�us�will be sufficient. Pilum out.�
 �Massive power surge on the Alliance vessel. Their weapons are priming. Targeting lasers are painting us and Pilum!� Richards said.
 �How effective can we be?� Avery asked.
 The look on O�Brian�s face said it all. �We have emergency and auxiliary power. Enough to power twenty-five percent of our weaponry, our defenses, or maneuver at severely reduced combat speeds. One of those three choices, sir.�
 �Commander, the anomaly . . . it�s surging again!�
 No one could turn away from the holo-viewer, as it depicted its interpretation of the telemetry from the ship�s advanced sensor suite. A swirling mass of pure energy formed and this time it didn�t dissipate. There was no time to think about it now. The sensors would record everything.
 The Alliance ship was six-hundred thousand kilometers and closing. Tactical�s announcement shocked them all back to the present.
 �Missiles in the black!�
 The enemy had made his choice for him.
 �Divert the remaining power to point defense batteries. Take out that ordnance!�
 Avery expanded the tactical display. The missiles angling for Endeavor were standard anti-ship heavy-missiles. Nothing special. But enough to destroy any ship without its defenses activated.
 While starship point defense should work well in this situation�a one-one skirmish�sitting dead in space ensured a swift demise.
 A skilled combat pilot maneuvered to force missiles to chase, overshoot, decelerate and realign with its target, which all the while gave point defenses more time to track and destroy them. Especially when the missiles slowed to alter trajectory along a different vector.
 �Alliance ship is vectoring around on a wide angle, Commander.�
 Avery gritted his teeth. The ORA commander was at least a capable tactician. He had exploited Endeavor�s crippled status and fired another missile volley.
 Thepoint defense screen intercepted the first volley without worry. The second volley came too close for comfort. The Alliance ship, hoping to make short work of Endeavor, wasn�t conserving ammunition.
 Another volley from knife-fight range rocketed towards Endeavor.
 Twelve missiles now reached out to embrace his ship. The point defense batteries did an admirable�if improbable job�of destroying another six.
Pilum was burning as fast as she dared to join the battle, careful not to exceed the threshold of intercept speed, which would render them in capable of decelerating to combat speeds in time to help.
 �Pilum is firing!�
 Several more missiles exploded, but not done in by Endeavor�s point defense. Deities bless Imperial lasers!
 Because Pilum was chasing the Alliance ship�s missiles, its conventional point defense would never have intercepted the missiles in time. But thanks to the Imperial reliance on lasers as their primary form of offensive weaponry, the light speed weapons had no trouble melting the missiles before they reached Endeavor.
 All but two. There was no way to avoid it.
 Avery tightened his harness. �All hands�brace for impact!�
 Within seconds the first missile struck Endeavor�s outer armor and gutted it deep. The horrendous ripping sound of starship armor tearing away from the ship crawled his skin. Without the polarization to strengthen the armor on a molecular level, it couldn�t withstand too many hits in one section. The second missile struck near the first.
 ��Hull breach! Ventral rear section, one deck deep. There�s not enough power for emergency force fields. We�re venting atmosphere.�
 Avery didn�t want to think about any crew still in that section. No one would survive if the section took another hit while exposed to vacuum. �Seal it.�
 �Structural integrity is severely compromised . . . ventral armor plating has buckled!�
 �Pilum is engaging, Commander!�
 Everyone held a collective breath as Pilum charged down the Alliance ship, pouring everything it had into it. An unexpected flash brightened between the hull of the ship and Pilum�s laser strikes.
 �They�ve got some type of refracting field deflecting Pilum�s laser strikes,� O�Brian said.
 Avery could only watch. He was a helpless bystander to his ship�s fate. The Alliance ship decided it had enough of Pilum. It broke off from its attack on Endeavor and unleashed full fury on the Imperial destroyer. It fired some kind of charged particle weapon, which flared bright and dissipated rapidly as it travelled towards its target. Pilum seemed unaffected.
 Then it soon became apparent as the Alliance ship closed to within two hundred thousand kilometers, that it was a close range weapon. Pilum faltered along her previous course.
 But the Imperials had close range weapons of their own.
 Several explosions rocked the Alliance ship, and the shield shimmered. Pilum pressed the attack with another volley of stealth missiles and lasers. The weakened shield protecting the ORA ship flared and died, and the lasers burned into its hull.
 It seems the Alliance captain wasn�t suicidal after all, and the hostile ship turned away on a vector to lead them out of the battle area. The escape vector brought the alliance ship to within five-thousand klicks of Endeavor but it didn�t fire.
 A brilliant flash lit the display as the ORA ship transitioned to light-speed.
 �Commander!� Richards yelled, there was a distinct shrill to his tone. �We didn�t detect it due to interference from the transition to warp. The Alliance ship deployed an antimatter mine, five thousand klicks off our starboard bow.�
 An antimatter weapon was exponentially more powerful than a nuclear device. If Endeavor�s armor matrix was intact, it might have deflected such a close range blast.
 Avery stiffened. A thousand thoughts exploded into his mind at once. He was back on the bridge of Trident when Aaron had ordered the crew to abandon ship. The mine was certain death. The other option was an unknown outcome. But he knew it was survivable.
 �Engineering, divert every last sliver of emergency power we have left, and anything you can squeeze from anywhere, to the engines. Take it from life support if you have to!� He turned to O�Brian. �Sound the alarm, brace for impact. Helm, give it as much as you�ve got, direct burn for the anomaly!�
 The XO sounded the emergency maneuvers alarm. Three loud braaaangs echoed throughout the ship signaling anyone not strapped in, they had mere seconds to secure themselves for imminent harsh maneuvers, severe impact or critical structural failure.
 Avery grasped the straps across his chest.
 Richards reported. �Fifteen-thousand klicks from the anomaly!�
 �The mine is critical!�
 A wave washed over the ship. O�Brian had shut down the gravity system and re-routed power to the engines. The jostling threw everyone forward into their restraints. The shock wave caught the tail end of Endeavor as it reached the anomaly�s event horizon.
 Avery�s body vibrated and the entire ship rattled. He couldn�t fight it anymore. He relaxed his grip on the restraints.
 Before he lost consciousness, his final thought wasn�t of himself or his crew. A strange sensation flowed through him. Somehow he knew. And calmness washed over him.
 His friend had awoken. And his friend would save him.






Chapter 3 � Dark Dreams

Recovery Ward, Medical Deck
United Star Systems Fleet Headquarters
Space Station�Spero, orbiting Earth
Sol
Present Day
 It was a strange feeling to be dead.
 The final desperate beat of a heart. A still chest after a final breath, and the final flicker of a neuron, in a brain incapable of processing stimuli.
 Yet, he was no longer dead. At least he didn�t feel dead. Dead people didn�t think about feeling dead. Two weeks ago, he�d rejoined the living.
Who am I?
 The answer made little sense. Aaron Rayne�rank: Commander, assignment: starship command duty. That could as well be someone else.
 It meant nothing to him now.
 He couldn�t move, yet he was certain he could hear voices. Sometimes, the voices seemed familiar and other times it seemed as if the voices were those that someone else should recognize. Sometimes the voices argued. Other times he could barely hear them. Once or twice he was convinced someone was crying. But why can�t I move?
 Then there were odd noises. Beeps. Clangs. Bangs.
 Back to those voices. People had been shouting. Then there was frantic conversation. Aaron could instantly recall the first memory and immediately shift to the last. Something cold was attached to his head. No, it wasn�t there anymore. Someone held his hand against their cheek. An image formed. Slowly it took shape. A humanoid-shaped head appeared. Then hair formed around its head, reaching the neck. The eyes came next. Blue, deep-blue eyes. The image was sad?
 Now he was sad.
 Something was hurting. It wasn�t pain. He flicked past that memory. Pushed it away. He heard laughter. Two persons in front him laughing. Both young, but one older than the other. What was so funny? He wished he knew.
 The darkness swirled. Ghostly shapes appeared from the darkness. He twisted violently. It wasn�t fair. He couldn�t save them. He tried. He would have given anything to save them. They stood and stared at him. Their eyes burned into him accusingly. Why didn�t you save us? they seemed to ask. We depended on you�our captain. He reached out to them and they faded away.
 He sobbed.
 They knew he would let them down, and he did. Now he was falling. This is the end. The ground rushed up. A jarring force stopped him. His savior tossed him away. All the while, the savior stared at him with pleading eyes. The savior stepped back, outstretched his arms, and fell.
 Another face flashed in his mind. At first, he shivered, and then he relaxed. The face appeared hideous at first. Slowly, the features molded into a kind, gentle smile�almost sorrowful.
 Another face appeared. This one was angry, bitter, it was holding something. No! He was going to hurt the other one, the one with the kind smile!
 The Lord Commander.
 If he dies, everyone loses. I can�t let anyone else die. I can save them! I can save them all!
 Aaron fell onto his stomach on a soft surface. He reached to his face, feeling for his scar. It wasn�t there. He�d chosen to keep it after Trident. Why would someone remove it? He rolled over and opened his eyes. He smirked.
 Not quite who or what he was expecting to see.






Chapter 4 � Horsing Around

�I�m liable to inflict serious bodily harm upon you� � Lieutenant Malcolm Lee

Epsilon Eridani Planetary System
USS member world: Paradise
 Lieutenant Malcolm Lee dove to the right and face planted in the dry dirt. He pushed up on his forearms, spitting out blades of grass, as the brown, furry animal galloped past. He closed his eyes as another one headed straight for him. Epsilon�s bright star beat down on him from above.
 A slap in the face that�s what this was. To survive everything he had, only for this hideous four-legged creature to trample him.
 �Lee!� The shout pierced the air.
 Lee opened one eye and saw Ensign Yuri �Flaps� Miroslav�s head bobbing up and down behind the head of the animal charging at him. If things hadn�t been bad before�
 �Get up, Lee, I�ve got you!�
 In that moment he remembered how angry the Commander had been when he�d knocked him out on Hammerhead with painkillers, before the battle of Atlas Prime.
 Now, Lee wanted to convey similar feelings to Flaps. Somehow, the helmsman now fancied himself an expert horseman.
 Cringing, Lee extended his flesh and blood arm. He�d lost his other arm in a similar �misadventure� on Rigel and replaced it with a bionic.
 Flaps grabbed his forearm and yanked him up, and Lee went with the motion and landed behind Miroslav.
 �Admit it, Lee! You know you�ve always wanted to ride one of these!�
 Several whistling sounds cut the air�projectiles whizzing past.
 �Flaps! If we survive this, I�m liable to inflict serious bodily harm upon you.�
 The little upstart grinned manically back at him.
 �Well, that seems mildly inappropriate, for a harmless horse ride. I know you�re secretly enjoying this! It�s ok I get it, you can�t let me or anyone else see you enjoying yourself. Doesn�t suit your tough-guy image!�
 Before Lee could respond, Flaps yanked the thing in the horse�s mouth and the animal veered left sharply, almost flinging Lee from the rear. Lee had no clue what Flaps was doing as he jammed heels into the poor creature. They surged forward, and he gripped the ensign tighter.
 Lee risked a glance behind. Their pursuers rode similar hideous creatures, yelling and shouting like maniacs, and all the while firing from some antique but very effective mechanical pistols. Even more antique than the ones he crafted and preferred to carry.
Paradise was a tech-2 world. No large cities, not much technology apart from that needed to communicate with the United Systems and facilitate trade.
 Every structure here was hand-crafted from raw materials gathered planet-side. Wooden structures were the most common. But Paradise was a special world�one of the few planets in the United Systems with a large population of these creatures, both feral and tame.
 The horse population on Earth was dangerously low and consequently, exporting them was forbidden. Who would have thought these animals would be an endangered species in the twenty-fifth century? But horses were still in high demand on other similar tech-level worlds, and Paradise had the largest horse population throughout the USS. The local economy revolved around selling or trading them with other star systems. Apparently, that made horses rare and valuable. Why anyone would want a horse in this century puzzled Lee. Yet, the animal had endured through history.
 Even in the so-called technological revolution of the twenty-first century, horses held a special place�and that hadn�t changed. Tech-1 and Tech-2 worlds desired them for everyday use. Tech-3 worlds used them for recreation similar to tech-4 and tech-5 worlds. There was probably something therapeutic about riding the animal but it was lost on Lee.
 Next, Flaps would want one on the ship as a pet. The thought of walking the ship�s deck and being trampled by this creature made him laugh.
 Unfortunately, pirates had recently targeted the horse trade on Paradise. Who would have thought of horse thieving in the twenty-fifth century?
 Funny thing about crime and criminals is, it didn�t matter how outrageous a crime might appear to a law-abiding citizen, so long as there was profit to be made, a criminal would indulge. Only a criminal could understand the mind of a criminal. Lee laughed.
Interstellar horse-thieving-pirates.
 But these pirates posed a serious problem for the population on Paradise. The Authorities didn�t have a local space-navy or system-police patrols. The pirates� starships and weaponry might be old, but against a population without warships of any kind�they had an unfair advantage.
 But that advantage was about to end.
 Since there was no United Systems Police Agency, and most other member worlds had their own intra-system law enforcement assets, no local enforcement agencies of another star system were expending resources to deal with the issue here on Paradise.
 And this activity, although seemingly low-tech, caused serious problems for the populace on Paradise and their trade partners. Paradise was a United Systems member world�and as members�their problems became the United Fleet�s problems.
 Which became Lee�s problem.
 It seemed like a good assignment for the Intelligence Bureau. Identify the particular pirate cell raiding Paradise, where their base is, and call in the cavalry. A simple and boring mission the spy lady�Lieutenant Delaine�had promised.
 Now, they�d infiltrated the pirate-scum gangs. Then it�d gone to hell in a hand basket fast, when the thieving scum they�d joined, got confronted by a local group attempting to stop the latest heist. Good ol� Flaps wasn�t about to let the locals get hurt and tried to subdue the pirates. That�s when all this kicked off.
 Lee wasn�t about to let the locals get hurt either, but he wished Flaps had let him deal with it. Now, their former �partners in crime� pursued them across hard dirt.
 On horseback.
 Lee gripped his gas-propelled grappling hook. �Flaps, get us close to the red-shirt guy.�
 �You think this is a bloody spaceship? I can�t just turn it like it�s got yaw and pitch you know!�
 Lee cringed at Flaps� use of �bloody�. The young ensign had been trying to insert so-called colorful metaphors into his speech. It just didn�t suit the kid.
 �Just do your best and quit complaining. Get us closer.�
 Lee�s chosen target had a long-rifle. Lee didn�t want to chance giving the pirate a good shot. The guy might get smart, dismount and take aim.
 Lee counted about twenty pirates pursuing in total. In some instances, there were five line-abreast riding in rows.
 The dust and dirt their ride kicked up hindered their pursuers� visibility somewhat. Flaps galloped to the right and increased the angle from the pirate in the red shirt. He then yanked the thing over to the left, and the horse complied slightly rising on its hind legs. A swift kick from Flaps, and the beast galloped the way they�d come.
 The distance closed with Lee�s target. He shot the grappler end into the chest of the pirate knocking him off as his mount continued forward.
 �Nice one, Lee!�
 The rest of the horse-riding goon-squad pulled up to slow their rides and continue the chase.
 Flaps rode forward again.
 �That�s the leader, Flaps. Head right for him.�
 Flaps complied and pulled the horse to cut off Lee�s desired target.
 Lee jumped and snatched the man to the dirt.
 They both tumbled for a while. Lee rose first and surged in grabbing the leader by his neck. The intense grip Lee applied to the pirate�s neck forced his surrender. He put both hands in the air. The universal �I give up� sign.
 A thunderous rumbling filled the atmosphere. Flaps yanked his mount to a stop nearby. It was the small pirate raider. A hunk of junk really, but the antipersonnel turrets on the nose would be more than enough to shred anything. Shepherd would be collecting their remains with a strainer.
 Another few seconds and it would be on top of them. The rest of the pirates halted where they were with smug looks on their faces.
 �You want to whack that with your arm too, Lieutenant?� Flaps asked, pointing towards it.
 Lee shook his head. �This complicates things.�
 �I�ll say.�
 �Hey, kiddo, don�t worry. At least it�ll be quick. One shot from those turrets and you�ll be breathing from a thousand new holes.�
 The pirate leader squirmed. Lee glared at him. �If your ship opens fire, my hand will involuntarily snap your neck.� The pirate stopped squirming.
 Flaps dismounted and crouched next to him. �Yeah, just when I was enjoying all our time together. You know I had a brother once. Really miss him. I know you give me a lot of heat, but deep down you couldn�t live without me. Aren�t I right?�
 Flaps babbled when his nerves got the better of him. Lee still suspected that was how he got his nickname. But there was no denying it. Lee was fond of the scrawny little pilot. If the end was near, Lee might as well tell the kid how he felt. He�d had a little brother once, until fate ripped him from his life. He never talked about it�and tried never to think of it. His younger brother was just about Yuri�s age when he died.
 �Well . . . the truth is Yuri . . . I��
 Another thunderous rumble, drowning out the sound of the pirate ship, erupted across the atmosphere. It moved faster and more graceful.
Star Runner. The sleek high-speed courier. The un-armed high-speed courier.
 But the raider either was oblivious to the lack of armaments on Star Runner, or didn�t care to find out. It fired its thrusters and burned for orbit. The raider was unimportant. Lee and the others had already located its base of operations in an asteroid nearby. A task force from the Fleet would handle the base. That had been the plan, anyway. All these goons would have been on that ship back at their base with the horses when the Fleet raided.
 �Lee, what were you going to say?�
 Lee drew in a deep breath. �About what? Never mind that now, Delaine�s here!�
 Rachael�s voice came over their handhelds.
 �Looked like you cowboys were in a bit of trouble!�
 The reference wasn�t lost on Lee.
 �Cheeky, Lieutenant. Now get down here and let�s get these goons off this planet.�
 �I�ll be down shortly and we�ll round them up!�
 Lee could hear laughter over the comm. Clearly, someone had been reading about wild animals.
 ***
 Two hours later they�d detained all the pirates and secured them for transport in Star Runner�s cargo hold. The locals had insisted on a victory celebration.
 Afterwards, they all sat together on the flight deck. The console in front of Delaine chimed, there was a pending subspace transmission at least a couple days old.
 Delaine looked at the message, her eyes widened. Then she blinked and her eyes shimmered. She looked up at them.
 �It�s from Shepherd . . . Aaron�s awake.�






Chapter 5 � You Were Never Alone

�I remember everything� � Commander Aaron Rayne

Recovery Ward, Medical Deck
USSF HQ
 �Delaine, what are you looking at?�
 Aaron�s throat was dry and his voice raspy. Lieutenant Rachael Delaine stared back at him with sad eyes.
 It appeared his sudden sojourn to the deck from the bed, and his subtle query seized her tongue. No doubt his sudden awakening surprised her.
 �Aaron,� she said, as she reached down and assisted him back onto the bed.
 More like lifted him. Everything hit him at once.
Trident. Rachael. Quintus. His crew. The Empire. The battle of Atlas Prime. The mission. Expose the conspirators within the United Systems fanning the flames of war with the Baridian Empire.
 Two weeks ago, he�d awoken. He could finally remember. The past two weeks they�d been trying to get him to walk again. Every day they had to remind him who he was, what had happened.
 They said the treatment was experimental. That his memories would return. Every day he�d cursed the universe. Just to recall the previous day took great effort. Now everything came back to him�including his struggles the past two weeks since he�d awoken from the long dark.
 �What do you remember?� Rachael asked. It didn�t seem like she was expecting much.
 �Everything,� Aaron replied. �I remember everything.�
 She stared at him a moment longer. A look of indecision appeared across her face. She tried to hide it, but her concern was apparent.
 �Don�t move.� She disappeared and returned several minutes later with Doctor Max Tanner in tow. Then she quietly slipped away. He purged her from his thoughts and focused on Max.
 Aaron knew he was in for it now. He leaned back on the angled backrest and interlocked his fingers behind his head. The doctor wore his customary lab coat and reading glasses, his eyes puffy from an apparent lack of sleep. It was ironic that a man who specialized in healing people refused to get the simple procedure done to correct his vision.
 Max reached for a small medical device and waved it near Aaron�s head. All the while nodding and murmuring to himself.
 �If you don�t stop scanning my brain with that thing and talk to me, I�m going to hurt you Max,� Aaron said.
 Max blinked and fiddled with the device.
 �Well you�re definitely on the mend,� he said. �You haven�t once threatened me in the past two weeks. I was a bit worried you�d awoken too soon after the treatment.�
 Aaron shook his head. �I don�t want to know what you�re talking about. Because if I find out you�ve been using me as one of your test subjects, you�re really going to get it. First it was Lee, now��
 �You know,� Max cut him off. �You�re an ungrateful, mean, antagonizing, cynical son of a��
 �Thank you, Max,� Aaron said.
 Max snorted . . . a horrible sound.
 �Aaron, take it easy for me. You suffered severe neurological damage from the pulse rifle. You were comatose for six months. Two months ago, I began repairing the damage with a treatment I devised in collaboration with your mother. Many wonderful nights of sleep were lost, and I had to live on this blasted space station the entire time. When you came out of the coma two weeks ago, we were afraid you would never regain your full memories and that your short-term memory was on the fritz for good. Tell me what do you remember of the past two weeks?�
 �Like I told Lieutenant Delaine. I remember not remembering. I remember the frustration.� He closed his eyes, pushing down the darkness. �Let�s leave it at that, shall we?�
 Max let out a loud hmm. Then he continued.
 �We observed unusual phenomena in your brain activity the past twelve hours. We had you sedated after a particularly troublesome therapy session. We were hoping it was your brain continuing to respond to the final stage of treatment. You suffered severe trauma and your entire body has contributed to the repair.�
 Aaron zoned out from the explanation. �I never want to dream like that again. It was too real. I just feel drained. It�s a scary thing, Max, to be alone with your demons and powerless to fight them. These past two weeks that�s how I�ve felt. Alone in the darkness. I remember now that I would fight you before you sedated me because I didn�t want to dream again.�
 Water had set in his eyes. He flicked away the stubborn tear that rolled down his cheek. To relive the most painful moments of your life, over and over, without an end in sight, had taken its toll.
 Max smiled and shook his head as he patted Aaron�s hand. �Oh, my boy, you were never alone. Someone was always here by your side, day and night. Believe me. There were times if your �royal entourage� was tired or duty called, that random Fleet personnel volunteered to keep watch over you. I know it�s the last thing you want to hear, but you�ve got quite a fan base now.�
 �Now that�s scary. Do I get to retire to my log cabin?�
 Max chuckled. �Mad-dog sure has plans for you, but it isn�t a life of pomp and ceremony that I can assure you!�
 Aaron turned serious. �Max, where�s the crew? What�s happened?�
 �I�m not hitting you with that just yet. Suffice to say, your crew is well, your ship awaits its commander, and peace talks are still ongoing between the USS and the Empire. So no one is keeping anything from you. Now is the time for full recovery. We have to run some more tests and monitor you for any side effects to the treatment�although we don�t anticipate any.�
 Aaron raised a single eyebrow. �My ship?�
 �That�s all you got out of that?�
 �Well, you said the crew is safe, and there�s peace in the universe�goodwill among men. Now what�s this about my ship?�
 �Don�t you recall Phoenix? Has your mind gone bonkers again?� Max picked up the scanning device.
 Aaron choked down a laugh. �I was never officially given command of Phoenix. I considered it a loan.�
 �Well it�s your ship. Vee and the entire crew were transferred officially to the USS Bureau of Intelligence. Phoenix was officially classified a covert operations cruiser and Vee was given temporary command until his ship was ready.�
 �Vee? He accepted a promotion?� It seemed he had to die to get his friend, and XO, to accept a promotion.
 �He accepted it with concessions,� Max said. �Four weeks ago he took command of the Endeavor, a new covert ops frigate assigned to Intelligence operations, directly reporting to Shepherd. So your ship awaits you, like I said.�
 �How in all the known galaxies, did anyone know I would awaken, far less be fit for duty, that they reserved me a ship?�
 �Well the way Shepherd sees it, you earned it big time. No one else needs it right now and they�ve been crawling all over it, fiddling around with the engines.�
 Aaron sat forward.
 �Where�s my mother, Max?�
 �Unfortunately, after we devised your treatment, it didn�t appear to have any effect, initially. She departed for the Border Worlds with your father where another experimental treatment for persons in your condition was being developed. It was plan �B�.�
 �Did you dispatch a message informing her I�d awakened?�
 �Not as yet,� Max hesitated. �I didn�t want to bring her back prematurely. And certainly not during your recovery. Developing a treatment while you lay like sleeping beauty is one thing, but I�m afraid your mother would become too emotionally involved to treat to your recovery. Touch and go as it was these past two weeks. She left this with me. She said to give it to you and only you when you awoke. I don�t even know what�s on it.� He handed Aaron a datachip.
 �Could you summon a comm tech for me?�
 �That I can do.� Max said.
 Aaron lay back on the smooth sheets. He�d look at the datachip later. He closed his eyes. Dark thoughts swirled, and he quickly reopened them. His heart pounded. He had to overcome whatever had taken ahold of him. He took slow, deep breaths. Then he closed his eyes again.
 For now, the darkness left him in peace.






Chapter 6 � The Box

 Darkness.
 If there was something to see, he�d never know it, not even a sliver of light reached his eyes.
 Avery tried to wiggle his wrists again. What felt like cold hard steel�braced them against a flat surface. Only his skin shifted when he tried to move.
 A similar sensation gripped his neck and held his head rigid against another hard surface. His ankles were no different. He was completely immobile. At least the barbarians hadn�t removed his clothes.
 His captors boarded his crippled ship and seized the crew immediately on emerging from the wormhole. He couldn�t be certain how much time passed, but it wasn�t long until they were transported to their present location.
 The way they herded the crew, no one knew if they were aboard a ship or planet-side. Their captors placed masks on their faces blocking all sensation each time they changed location.
 Now, their captors kept them in one small square space, no larger than his averaged sized quarters aboard Endeavor. Fifty-five men and women stacked together.
 Although, they�d been given water and something that tasted like wheat as rations, they never saw their captors. The rations were dropped through an opening in the overhead. There were no clues as to where they�d been taken. No noise . . . no humming or vibrations. It�s almost as though they were in a vacuum.
 The masks were removed for all the good it did�the box was completely dark. The crew could only tell one another apart by their voices. Feeling around the box for something�anything�revealed only flat surfaces. Most of the crew resigned to huddling on the floor.
 He didn�t know what changed but soon they�d hustled him from the box�as the crew began to call it�and placed him in this confinement. A drop of water on his dry lips would be a mercy now.
Woosh.
 A hiss of air escaped the room. Someone had entered. He strained his ears. Nothing. Then lights flickered. A man sat in front him. He wanted to believe he was conjuring this image, but he knew somewhere somehow it was true. The man just wouldn�t quit. He looked exactly like the image on file they�d documented after the battle of Atlas Prime.
 Ben James.






Chapter 7 � Outer Rim

�I�d threaten physical violence but I think you�d just laugh� � Aaron Rayne

Recovery Ward, Medical Deck
 Aaron drifted between sleep and wake for two days. The apprehension he felt about letting himself sleep had faded somewhat, and he�d drifted into the first restful slumber he�d had the past two weeks.
 Unlike the last time staying in this insufferable place, he wasn�t being hauled off to some tribunal immediately. He allowed himself to relax.
 He could sleep for a week.
 Distant voices reached his ears. Except this time he was sure he was awake. This isn�t a dream. He kept his eyes closed and strained his ears. He recognized those voices. The first voice belonged to Max.
 �Critical . . . stage of . . . I cannot predict . . . Shepherd . . .�
 A second voice responded.
 �Doctor . . . but this is critical . . . Aaron has . . .�
 They were really arguing about him while he was in another room? That just wouldn�t do. He stretched and crawled off the bed into the cold wheelchair. Max said he�d be able to walk again soon, but he�d have to work hard at it. He was sure the doctor could magically fix his legs, but was instead choosing to make him do it the hard way.
 It was strange, he didn�t get the sense he was learning to walk because of the injury, more almost like he�d never walked before. Maybe Max could give him some legs like Lee�s arm. Vee, Lee, Flaps and the others, were probably off on some thrilling assignment, and he was stuck here. Time to be the insufferable, angry, frustrated patient. Medical people didn�t like difficult patients, especially difficult and cranky ones.
 He wheeled himself outside his room. Probably Max�s idea to give him this antique wheel chair instead of an anti-grav floater.
 He saw his targets. Max was backing him and Shepherd stood in front the doctor. Max would soon reconsider the decision to give him this chair. He wheeled it right into the doctor.
 Max let out a muffled squeal and turned to swipe at whatever had hit him.
 Aaron grinned at Max. �Oh sorry. I haven�t quite learned to control this thing yet�easy to get going, but not so easy to stop.�
 Max shifted and stood next to Fleet Admiral John Shepherd, Supreme Commander. The head honcho over all the United Star Systems Fleet. Shepherd was a full head taller than Aaron, and that made him a full two heads over Max. From the wheelchair that gave him an even more imposing glare than usual.
 Shepherd�s features had not a trace of age, no lines, no creases, only slightly greyed tips by his temples. It was intriguing because it was common knowledge Shepherd never indulged in anti-aging treatments. He might reconsider when his bones turned brittle. It wasn�t uncommon to live in good health past 120 years. However, medical advancements couldn�t compensate for declining brain activity as well as it could the physical body, and most people stopped the anti-aging treatments around that age and accepted the inevitable.
 Max was about to respond but Shepherd beat him to it.
 �He looks in good spirits to me, and almost quite able,� Shepherd said. He looked down at Aaron. �Commander . . . Aaron, I am thrilled to the bone to see you . . . moving around. I was just discussing your progress with the doctor.�
 It seemed like he was about to say more but Max cut in.
 �Aaron,� he said. �Turn around and wheel yourself back into the ward. You�re under my care and I haven�t cleared you for any kind of duty.� Max was serious. He never got serious, unless the welfare of a patient was in jeopardy. What�s really going on here?
 Aaron shook his head. He wasn�t playing this game again.
 �Someone needs to tell me right now what you two are bickering about out here, and what it�s got to do with me.� He almost forgot he was speaking to the Supreme Commander.
 Almost.
 Aaron gritted his teeth and pushed his palms down on the arms of the wheelchair. His veins bulged, either the arms would break or he would stand. Max reached out when he realized what Aaron was doing.
 Aaron groaned with one final shove and stood.
 He felt woozy from the effort. Standing probably hadn�t been a good idea. �I�d threaten physical violence but I think you�d just laugh. Someone talk to me.�
 Max shook his head. �Stubborn . . . pig-headed . . . I�ve toiled these past few months, sweat and tears and you�re going to undo it all.�
 �No one lives forever, Max. I got a second chance. Aside from a few kinks, I�m fine.� He rubbed his temples. And an infernal headache.
 Max threw his hands in the air. �Right, right, �no one lives forever�. Your silly lifelong motto. But no one tries their best to end it soon either.� With that Max stormed down the deck towards the medical ward.
 Something was deeply troubling the doctor. Aaron could never fluster him. He turned to Shepherd.
 �Sir?�
 Shepherd hesitated before he replied.
 �Commander Alvarez, as you know, took command of Endeavor three weeks ago. He was on a mission for me. He was investigating the disappearance of one of our survey vessels near the Terran Union.�
 The Terran Union, a small human enclave, twenty light years beyond USS space. Three star systems and Lumia, a tech-4 world, was the capital planet.
 Aaron�s knees felt weak. More from the effort than from Shepherd�s story so far. He eased back into the chair. This was something he should listen to sitting down.
 Shepherd looked him over. �Follow me to my office, Commander.�
 ***
 He wheeled his chair behind Shepherd to his office on the administration deck. It was midnight station time and not much personnel were around.
 The Supreme Commander had a bottle of Aaron�s favorite carbonated drink.
 Shepherd handed him a personnel device with scanty details on it. �The news of the sudden appearance by a vessel claiming to originate from the Outer Rim has rattled nerves here in Sol. We have little info about the human enclaves that far out. The only thing I can tell you is they are the descendants of early space explorers and colony ships which left Earth in the latter half of the twenty-first century. That and some other fanciful rumors floating around from some not-very-credible sources, all of which is detailed there on your handheld in the full mission brief.�
 Shepherd looked at the bottle, shrugged and poured some for himself. �Even with current modern FTL tech, the Outer Rim is a five-year journey. That fact alone makes the appearance of a ship claiming to be part of such an alliance ominous. We only know bits and pieces about the Outer Rim. Mostly tales told by long haul freighter captains and crew, and not much else. It�s not exactly a trip to Rigel.�
 The SC sipped the drink slowly. His mouth twisted. �Rayne, this stuff is horrible, how could you drink this?
 Aaron shrugged. �It�s an acquired taste, sir.�
 �Right.� Shepherd picked up his thought. �Constellation reappeared seemingly from nowhere . . . and they were immediately attacked by the ORA warship. An Imperial ship fought them off but Endeavor vanished during the attack. Although, not before she sustained heavy damage.�
 Aaron raised his eyebrows. �Vanished?�
 �That�s the second ominous fact. Constellation returned through what we now believe to be a stable Einstein-Rosen bridge. During the battle, Alvarez took Endeavor through to prevent her destruction by the ORA. He must have felt it was a gamble, but given that Constellation returned, the only other choice was��
 �A Trident scenario again. I understand, sir.�
 Shepherd rounded to face him. �We�ve debriefed Constellation�s crew. After their unexpected trip down the rabbit hole, the event horizon at their exit point closed. Not to be discouraged, although stranded many years from our sector, they found the other side clear and decided to do what scout ships do�scout.
 �They detected first the construction of a large orbital structure in deep-space not far from the wormhole. After skulking around a bit at warp, some other ORA ships must have detected them and moved to intercept. That�s when Constellation decided to try their luck and returned to the coordinates of the wormhole. Apparently open for business now and stable, they entered and reappeared amongst the showdown. No one knows if their entry from the other side caused the stable formation on our side. There was nothing there apart from strange anomalous readings nine days ago.
 �Since then, we�ve received an audio only communication, matching the voice pattern of the ORA commander, claiming Endeavor and its crew are their prisoners having violated their sovereign territory. We don�t recognize the ORA, and we certainly don�t recognize their absurd claim to deep space. The nearest planetary system is twenty light years beyond the wormhole on their side. Their continued detention of our people and the attack on Endeavor is an act of war.
 �We will respond accordingly. First, we want back our ship and our people. Another covert team on one of our covert ops corvettes has confirmed the location of Endeavor and where the crew is held. They went in before we received the ORA communication and didn�t have the resources to affect a rescue. At the time they couldn�t get comms through the wormhole, so they returned with this information. However, the captain deployed a covert observation drone in the system. If the crew or Endeavor is moved, we�ll know it once you arrive.
�Phoenix is your ship, Rayne. You will officially take command, head to that sector, take her through the wormhole and find out what�s really going on out there. Your primary mission is the safe return of Endeavor or her crew. Your secondary mission is gathering intel on just what in blazes is happening on the other side of that wormhole. I would prefer you didn�t confront the ORA in any direct engagement. But you use whatever means necessary to complete your mission successfully. How you execute it . . . is entirely up to you. You�ll find your usual accomplices aboard Phoenix and some additions.
 �I�ve re-routed a taskforce to the location. We�ve still got some internal security concerns. There are still those within the United Systems and the Baridian Empire who haven�t taken kindly to the overtures of peace. Political wrangling and unknown allegiances are the worst of it for now on both sides. But I won�t deploy the Homeguard and leave Sol undefended. Phoenix is the only ship here not assigned to the Homeguard. Task force Sierra, led by Exeter and Valiant will be on location several days after you�ve arrived to provide support from our end. All I need from you is a simple message�whether or not to bring the pain.�
 Aaron considered the disposition of the Fleet at the moment. It was spread thin. During peacetime, ships didn�t roam around in squadrons or wings by the dozens. The USS was responsible for peacekeeping a 500 light-year area of space. Such amalgamation of ships into fleets occurred only during war or other crises.
 �Might I ask, sir, why you�ve considered giving me this assignment despite Doctor Tanner�s objections?�
 �I wouldn�t send you, if I believed for one moment you weren�t fit. I�ve had the other doctors assessing you these past two weeks. Aside from the hiccup with your memories and your awkward legs, they�ve reported you�re in good health and fit for duty. You aren�t going in guns blazing. You�ll understand when you meet your crew. I need your good sense, and your keen grasp of Phoenix�s abilities. You had one month to familiarize yourself and your crew with that ship before you reached the Border Worlds. What I saw during the battle of Atlas Prime was phenomenal. You used the ship�s unique abilities in ways I wouldn�t have thought to that soon. That�s what I want on the other side of that wormhole.� The SC had a harried look on his face. �I believe the doctor has more personal reasons for trying to confine you, although I don�t know what they are. Maybe you should ask him.�
 What could Max be trying to save him from . . . other than himself. Before he got lost in the thought, Shepherd sucked the wind from him.
 �I have one favor to ask of you, Rayne.�
 Favor? The Supreme Commander doesn�t need to ask favors. This was going be something he would never consider otherwise. Shepherd was skirting it cautiously.
 �I�ve assigned Lieutenant Delaine as your ship�s Intelligence officer��
 Not happening. He shook his head. �Sir, she left me for dead. You can�t be serious. If not for Lee, I�d still be on Atlas Prime, or whatever remained of it, I should say.�
 �It didn�t happen like that, Commander. I�m asking you to trust me. I�ve earned that much from you. There�re many things you don�t know about your last mission, but you know for certain that neither myself nor Delaine were part of any conspiracy. Delaine had a job to do and she did it. I�ll leave it at that. But in the end, I think she�s best suited in your new full-time assignment. As an experienced starship captain you bring a great element to a covert ops starship on intelligence assignments. She brings the intelligence aspect and is perfectly suited to be the expert on those matters. It worked out well enough before. However, I won�t order you to take her on.�
 Aaron sighed deeply. �It�s not about me, sir. If her being along increases the chance of success in our present mission, then I would be indifferent to refuse her help.�
 �Indifference is only natural for you, Rayne. You�re strong willed, stubborn, sometimes reckless��
 �I get it, sir.� Aaron said, lowering his head before the SC could continue. Why did everyone always like quoting from his file?
 Someday he�d like to know who wrote some of those things.






Chapter 8 � A Good Crew

�I�ve been off exploring my own final frontier� � Aaron Rayne

United Fleet ship�Phoenix
 Twelve hours later, Aaron disembarked a small shuttle after it whisked him from the station to Phoenix, which waited nearby. The crew was assembled aboard and his executive officer was awaiting his arrival.
 He was officially assuming command. Sometimes, such an occasion as this demanded some type of ceremony. Thankfully, that wasn�t the case here. Despite adequate training in protocol and diplomacy, Aaron never stood on ceremony�it just wasn�t a part of him and never would be. The training had been mandatory at command school. One never knew when a starship captain might have to mediate a dispute between other feuding enclaves.
 Although human space nations settled dozens of planets, they didn�t all subscribe to a universal umbrella of local planetary law. Most independent human worlds respected the stability the United Fleet engendered, and they adhered to interstellar law ratified by interstellar treaties. But sometimes, major territorial or trade disputes occurred.
 Thankfully, he�d never had to suffer through any such assignments. His low tolerance for stupidity was very topical among Fleet Command.
 Particularly, how he dealt with said stupidity.
 His thoughts drifted to the crew. Apparently, the new personnel were excited to be aboard and to be part of the infamous Aaron Rayne�s crew. Hopefully, they hadn�t set themselves up for a big disappointment.
 Aaron�s gaze swept across the hangar deck. He smiled when his eyes rested on Star Runner. She was a high-speed courier built and used by the Intelligence services. They�d used it during their mission to the Border Worlds. Phoenix�s two auxiliary combat craft�Hammerhead and Reliant�occupied two of the three remaining hangars. There�d been four such auxiliary craft originally. Where were the other two? He�d check on it later.
 At the center of the deck, the crew stood line abreast at attention in full dress uniform. A white outer jacket, pulled over an inside shirt. The jacket didn�t button and fell slightly below the waist with an angular cut inwards. Affixed to the left breast of each uniform was the sparkling gold United Fleet emblem�an old starship accelerating into Earth�s orbit . . . and onward to great glory. He swallowed a chuckle.
 Ordinarily, a new arriving ship�s captain would exchange brief words with the current captain if the latter was being relieved, or the ship�s executive officer, and inspect the crew and that would be the end of it. But Aaron wanted to greet his new men and women. His new family. He wanted to look each of them in the eyes and convey with a silent expression that their trust in him wasn�t misplaced.
 A Lieutenant Commander stepped forward and approached. He recognized her from the crew dossiers Shepherd gave him. Alana Ayres his new Executive Officer. She had long brown hair covering her forehead�the length up to her shoulders was swept behind. She was a full head shorter, with very round features. Her small lips were a stark contrast to her very distinctive philtrum. She had a commanding presence.
 �Commander, welcome aboard the United Star Systems Fleet covert operations cruiser Phoenix. I�m Lieutenant Commander Alana Ayres, your executive officer. All crew have reported aboard,� she paused. Her tone suggested she was somewhat uncomfortable. �Save for one,� she finished.
 Aaron�s new XO was six years his junior. From what he�d read, in many ways she was like him. It appeared as though Shepherd thought to show him exactly what it was like having a subordinate with such a . . . unique personality. He wanted to laugh. Shepherd might portray the serious Supreme Commander of the Fleet, but Aaron had seen another side to him.
 Aaron didn�t need to look at the crew assembled to know who was missing. It could only be one person. The same person who insisted he was only considering voluntary assignment aboard a starship because Aaron was still his patient.
 The sound of boot heels striking the deck reached his ears.
 �Max,� he said. �You�re late. It�s improper to arrive for your posting after your commanding officer.� Aaron peered over his shoulder.
 Max pulled an anti-grav tray full of equipment and stopped next to Aaron. The doctor kept his voice low.
 �The last time I came aboard this ship you abducted me. You don�t hear me whining about it. I�m no starship explorer. I�m here for one reason. To keep your stubborn self alive. So don�t push me, or I�ll relieve you of duty before you can leave on your latest galactic adventure.�
 Ayres was straining. Difficult though it might be, she stifled the laugh.
 �Something funny, Ms. Ayres?� Aaron held a serious tone. It was all he could do to stop from laughing himself.
 It was obvious the doctor intended to give Aaron far more gripe on this venture than he ever had.
 �No, sir, nothing at all. May I present the crew, Captain?�
 Aaron half smiled. Ayres deflected that one nicely.
 He watched Max stroll to the assembled crew and join the end of the line. The doctor might want to clobber Aaron over the head but he wouldn�t push it in front the crew. Max would sure give it to him in the officer�s lounge later.
 �Lead on, Ms. Ayres. And, before we move on. I know that historically, according to naval tradition, regardless of rank, the commanding officer aboard a ship is addressed as captain. I however, prefer to be addressed by my rank if we�re being formal.�
 �Of course, Commander,� Ayres replied. She turned and motioned for him to accompany her.
 The first in line was Lieutenant Malcolm Lee. Tactical officer. A native of Rigel. His jaw rigid. Lee had short grizzly hair. His brown eyes filled with the swagger of youth, but conveyed the maturity of an experienced officer. An expert martial artist. Either Lee had grown a size or two or his uniform was a size too small. He�d lost his arm during the last mission. Imperial agents had shot it to pieces while Lee dragged Alvarez to safety during an intense firefight on Rigel. Max had successfully attached a bionic limb.
 �Malcolm,� Aaron said, smiling.
 �Commander,� Lee nodded, shifting almost imperceptibly. �You�re looking strong. Like you could fight a dozen Imperial centurions.�
 Aaron grinned. Lee was reminding him of the last time they�d been together. They had to fight their way through a mutinous legion of Imperial soldiers, aboard an Imperial ship, to save its commander, and prevent a war.
 �Indeed, Lieutenant, with you at my side of course, taking out the first ten.�
 �Indeed, sir. And please only my mother called��
 �You Malcolm. I remember. I won�t slip again,� Aaron said. Of course he remembered, but he was just poking the sometimes edgy lieutenant. Aaron stepped to the next in line.
 �Commander,� the man said. �Master Chief Mick Garrett, I�m your engineering chief. I am assisted by Chief Petty Officer Reyes. Great to be aboard this fine ship and to join your crew. I promise I�ll keep her in tip top shape.� Garrett had a head full of thick, red hair. Bushy eyebrows and a full red beard. His long pointy nose reminded Aaron of a character from a children�s book. The name escaped him.
 Other than coming highly recommended by Shepherd, Aaron liked Garrett already. Apart from him, only the best engineers referred to their ships as she. Aaron supposed it went back to an ancient time of chivalry when men believed women were delicate creatures to be taken care of, many sea-sailors referred to their vessels similarly. Sure, women were delicate creatures.
 And they could also be raving beasts and rip your head off.
 They were unpredictable. That fact alone made women more than able warriors. They could be fierce or gentle, merciful or merciless.
 Long gone was the prejudice some held, that women were somehow not as robust as men. The only field in the Fleet men tended to outnumber women was starship command. And this was simply because women were pursuing strictly scientific endeavors in larger numbers than their male counterparts. Women were unraveling the mysteries of the universe.
 Here, however, the lead scientist on this mission was a man and the second in command was a woman. And it was likely this was Ayres� last stop before receiving a commission.
 �As far as I�m concerned Mr. Garrett,� Aaron said. �This ship belongs to you and you�re just allowing us to borrow her.�
 �Thank you, sir, means a lot to an engineer.�
 Aaron nodded to Reyes and moved on. The next crew member was beaming a wide smile at him. If his lips stretched any farther, they might tear. His eyes were youthful and curious, his boyish grin endearing.
 �Yuri,� Aaron clapped the young helmsman on the shoulder.
 �Commander! I couldn�t believe it when they told us you were taking command.�
 �Truthfully, Ensign. Neither could I. How�s she handling?�
 �Smooth as ever, Commander! Even got her outfitted with an upgrade to the combat thrusters. Wait�ll you see what she can do!�
 Aaron smiled. �I�m looking forward to it.�
 Next in line were some personnel he wished he had on Phoenix . . .before boarding the Imperial flagship to save Lord Commander Scipio.
 �Sergeant Randall Dawes, United Star Systems Marines.� The marine gestured to the men on his left. �My humble squad assigned to Phoenix: Corporals Ubu and Chen. An honor to meet you, Commander.�
 �Oh don�t build me up till you�ve had a chance to work with me, Sergeant,� Aaron said. �Corporals.� He nodded at the two men to the left of the sergeant.
 �Commander.� They each responded.
 These marines weren�t mere �marines�. These were Covert Operations Special Force Recon Marines. They were recruited, trained and deployed solely for special operations. Every covert ops starship was assigned a group of these ultimate warriors.
 Aaron continued down the line.
 �I am Lieutenant Herman Zane, Fleet Advanced Scientific Research Division. I specialize in quantum physics and wormhole theory.�
 �Pleasure to meet you Mr. Zane. Are you settled into your quarters and work space with all your equipment? Unlike Doctor Tanner over there?�
 �Quite settled, Commander. Will we be departing soon? I�ve devoted my entire career to studying these theoretical Einstein-Rosen bridges. That they are no longer in the realm of mere theory . . . well excited doesn�t quite describe the feeling. Certainly you understand of course yes, Commander?�
 �I�m certain that I don�t,� Aaron replied. �This is primarily a rescue mission as much as it is a fact finding mission. Let�s not get ahead of ourselves.� Herman might be a problem. Already fixated on his goal, and his goal alone. Impatient. Antsy. �We�ll be departing Sol shortly.�
 The last person in the line needed no introduction. It took all his will to move the next step. Aaron could recall promising himself to shoot her on sight�if he ever saw her again. That was a little extreme, since when he last saw her, he believed she�d betrayed him and the Fleet.
 Now he knew otherwise.
 She wasn�t a traitor. Far from. Still, she�d been willing to sacrifice him to maintain her cover and complete her mission to expose the rest of Ben James� accomplices. Maybe he was taking it a little too personal.
 She swallowed when he stepped in front her. �Lieutenant Rachael Delaine. United Star Systems Bureau of Intelligence.�
 �Oh? No longer a civilian spy?� He hadn�t forgotten the lengthy lecture she�d given him on the difference between Fleet Intelligence officers, and their civilian counterparts.
 �I accepted a transfer to Fleet Intelligence. It was the only way Shepherd would allow me to take a permanent posting aboard a starship. I��
 �Very well then, Lieutenant. Welcome aboard. I and the rest of the crew await your mission briefing at eighteen hundred. Briefing room.�
 She bit her lip. �Of course, Commander.�
 Aaron walked back to stand a few feet in front the line. He used his handheld and took a two-second recording of them.
 �Take a good look at the person next to you, and the others down the line. Many of you are already familiar with each other. Some, more so than others. I�ve been off exploring my own final frontier inside my head these past few months, while you no doubt, hopefully, have become more than strangers. You�re a family. This ship is your home. Care for it, and it will care for you. Deep space assignments can be lengthy. The bulkheads and overhead can sometimes seem to shrink. It can get lonely. A crew of less than twenty is your only contact for hundreds of light years. But I�ve come to realize all a captain needs is a good ship, and a good crew. And all they need is a good captain and faith in each other. Together there�s no challenge we can�t overcome. The Fleet is a beacon of stability in this chaotic space age. We serve the Fleet and the Fleet serves the hope of all our people. Hope for peace�among all the enclaves. Let�s get to it.�
 A chorus of acknowledgements filled the hangar deck. Max strolled over with his anti-grav tray of equipment in tow.
 �Great speech, Aaron. One for the books. Not too over the top, little of drama in some parts. But altogether not really your style.�
 Obviously, the doctor was trying to determine if any behavioral differences might be a side effect of Aaron�s comatose state these past few months, and his painful recollection of memories. He didn�t know the answer himself. Max was right, speeches . . . ceremonies and everything that went with it wasn�t his style. But Aaron felt this was the beginning of something special.
 After all, he�d practically been dead the past few months. Surely no one would mind him indulging in some melodrama.
 �I promise you, Max, when I find out, you�ll be the first to know. Now let�s get you settled in shall we?� Max appeared to study him for a long moment, then moved silently along. A rush filled Aaron�s chest as he walked with his friend.
 He felt truly alive again.






Chapter 9 � Shame

�Seek and ye shall find, my young friend� � Doctor Max Tanner

Phoenix
Ten light-years to wormhole
 Aaron stretched and put down the book he�d been reading. He had a modest collection of old paper books. When he entered his ready-room for the first time since taking official command of Phoenix, emotion threatened to overwhelm his composure. His palms were still sore from where he�d dug his nails into them.
 The source of his anxiety was the neatly placed book at his workstation, his favorite reading material: �Twenty-First Century Earth: A Comprehensive History�. It told him that Vee knew he was coming back. And his former XO knew how sentimental he was about that book.
 He�d spent the previous two days reading and touring the ship. Only two days left until they reached the anomaly. Everyone was a little anxious about what they�d find beyond the wormhole, but they all remained in good spirits. There was nothing more to be done, the ship was functioning at peak efficiency. Apart from Ayres and the marines, the others had undertaken three covert missions under Vee�s command while Aaron languished in a hospital bed. Before that, four of them, Lee, Delaine, Miroslav and Max had journeyed together for a month on the long trip to the Border Worlds.
 A covert operations crew functioned somewhat different compared to those assigned to deep space. While on deep-space assignment, a covert ops ship could find itself well outside the logistical reach of the Fleet. This made crew redundancy a concern. What happened if a critical crew member was somehow incapacitated�the engineer or the primary helm officer? Phoenix was designed for a specific mission set and only had the personnel required for that mission. Get in, get the job done, get out, and get debriefed. It�s true you couldn�t plan for every eventuality. But if you crewed and operated a covert operations vessel the same as a regular Fleet vessel, what was the point? The concept was similar to the reasons for covert vessels operating singular. You didn�t dispatch a taskforce to conduct a meticulous and discreet operation. Similar to infantry Special Forces unit, whose members had advanced training in a plethora of disciplines, each crew member aboard Phoenix had been exposed to the same with regard to shipboard operations.
 Covert operations crew personnel also received advanced cross-training in different disciplines. When it came to ship repairs and maintenance, many contemporary ship operations were automated, including damage control, unlike previous generations of starships.
 In case of rare equipment failure though, engineers still received advanced training in ship systems, to mitigate repair system failures. They understood the principles of the technology and how it worked. The work was still very technical, and it wasn�t such that a layperson could read basic instructions and have the computer do all the work.
 Everyone aboard could fly the ship, but Miroslav was the best among them. Flaps, had a natural and well-trained ability, harnessed by his instructors at the Academy. Similarly, they all received advanced marksmanship and hand-to-hand combat training. But Aaron didn�t intend to put those skills to the test anytime soon in any serious match against his recon marines.
 When it came to security, the United Fleet vetted covert operations personnel at the highest ethical standards. It wouldn�t do to have serious breaches of information or operational security from within your own elite group. The intelligence missions undertaken by similar Special Forces throughout history proved critical in many conflicts or wars, many of these conflicts occurred well outside the knowledge of the general populace.
 Aaron stretched and looked at the enlarged USSF emblem on the bulkhead�an image of an old starship breaching Earth�s atmosphere. Captain Tyler Quinn had only commanded Earth�s first warp-capable starship for six minutes. His sacrifice saved millions of lives.
 Aaron�s thoughts came around full circle until he remembered the datachip Max gave him. For your eyes only, Max had said. Not even the doctor knows what it is. He pulled it out and downloaded the contents onto his handheld. There was a letter from his mother.
 My son:
 I asked Dr. Tanner to give you this when you awoke. It tells you the history of a people you will find nowhere else. It might exist in some vault within the United Star Systems, but it isn�t taught anywhere�ever.
 Two hundred and fifty years ago, Earth was in turmoil: over population, war . . . hunger.
 Only the breakthrough of warp drive calmed things when a new frontier opened up. Funded by Governments and corporations, Earth�s first generational colony ships undertook colonial expeditions in large numbers. Millions left.
 But it wasn�t enough for some people. The space race fueled new rivalries among old enemies.
 Then a man named Reminus Octavian (who we later called Lazarus) developed a technology to imprint one�s consciousness onto a clone. Earth outlawed the practice. It was the one thing Earth�s fractured Governments agreed on. But as with any banned act, the military and other private interests experimented. Cloning was easy. But no one could unlock the secrets to transcendence.
 Lazarus� discovery was the catalyst for The Existential War as it came to be known. We could live forever. The sick, the injured, the old, could transfer their consciousness to a younger self. The Lazarus Society was born. And it exploded seemingly overnight.
 Millions pledged to Lazarus who wanted to unite Earth under one leadership, and he was popular enough and powerful enough to do it.
 But people opposed. Not only might it place the future of humankind with Lazarus if he held them for ransom with his technology. But the philosophical debate raged�what would one do with forever?
 Time is a distinct factor which drives human initiative and endeavor. If we have forever, would our inherent human ingenuity fade? More than half the world believed so.
 The war was fought from 2250 to 2253. Hundreds of millions died. We almost set ourselves back to the Ice Age. But the forces of United Earth, at least those united against Lazarus prevailed.
 Overzealous soldiers committed genocide against our Society. They blamed us for the war, and we had to pay for what we�d done.
 A door chime indicated he had a visitor. Whatever his mother was on about, he was certain he didn�t want to read it in passing. He set it aside for later.
 He passed his hand over the console on the work station and his visitor entered.
 Max walked in holding a glass in each hand filled with a dark bubbly fluid. �Your favorite, if I recall.� He extended his hand.
 Aaron took the drink and sipped it. Carbonated twenty-first century cola recipe.
 �Thanks, Max,� he said. He peered up at the doctor. Undoubtedly, this was another one of his medical observations under the guise of a friendly visit. Not that Max needed a reason to visit. But the doctor generally preferred to be reclusive whenever he was aboard a starship.
 �So when are you going to confront the elephant on the ship?� Max fired his opening salvo. And a straight shot it was.
 It was obvious the doctor had wanted to broach this subject a long time. Max knew him well. Despite the frequent bluster, the doctor knew exactly what subjects might be off limits or how far to push.
 And if Aaron pushed back hard enough, Max wouldn�t hesitate to rip into him. A coy response was the right push back for now.
 �What elephant? I thought Lee and Flaps only brought aboard horses on their last misadventure.� Aaron moved from behind the workstation and sat on the sleep-inducing recliner in the front section of the room.
 �You know very well what I�m referring to, Aaron. It�s not doing you or her any good. So much tension whenever you�re together in the same place. Certainly isn�t good for the crew. They like her. And they�re loyal to you. Don�t make them choose between the two of you. They might start to feel they�re doing something wrong.�
 �I�m still processing it, Max.�
 �What�s there to process? Aaron, maybe you�re not seeing it. But your continued attitude around Rachael is eating away at her. There are things you don�t yet know about what happened on Atlas.�
 The opposing force captured Aaron and Lieutenant Delaine while they were on Atlas. An insufferable character, calling himself Ben James led the opposing force. At first, their captors pretended to be allied operatives. But that facade quickly faded.
 During the ordeal, Rachael hadn�t tried to say anything. Their captors whisked them away to some supposed safe house where they began interrogating both of them at first. Finally, when they threatened to shoot Aaron, she stood and appeared to be with Ben James, claiming that threatening her wouldn�t force Aaron to cooperate anyhow.
 Lee had rescued Aaron just before he could be executed. She�d been knocked unconscious during the fight and they�d left her behind.
 �I know enough.�
 Max sat on the day couch opposite from him. �You really don�t. I�m not even going to get into why her supposed betrayal stings you so much. But if I were you, I�d read the after action report on that whole shebang.�
 What did Max know that he wasn�t telling him? �Shepherd classified the entire damn thing above even my clearance. Apparently, compartmentalization takes priority over any gaps in my knowledge about the entire operation. It�s history, it was successful. They�ve decided there are things I don�t need to know.�
 Max sipped his own drink and nodded. �Interesting. Well, I�ll just leave this here then.� Max placed a datachip on the couch.
 Aaron sat forward, closing the recliner. He reached for the datachip and examined it. He gave the doctor a questioning look.
 �Seek and ye shall find, my young friend,� Max smiled and left the ready-room.
 Aaron blew out a breath and shook his head. He sat behind his workstation, inserted the datachip and read the file.
 The more he read, the more his gut knotted. He felt something he hadn�t felt in a long time. It reminded him that he was still merely a flawed human being. It was a disgusting feeling.
 He was ashamed.






Chapter 10 � Unspoken Rules

�That was my favorite table, Lee� � Aaron Rayne

Crew lounge
Personnel deck
 Lieutenant Rachael Delaine sipped her dark, bubbly beverage and set it back down. It was a risk drinking anything around the two United Fleet officers sitting opposite her! She�d barely swallowed the last sip before she burst into another fit of laughter.
 Rachael enjoyed every moment of the time she shared in the crew lounge with these two characters.
 She stared across the table at the two of them. No matter how much the young ensign told her to call him Flaps, she just preferred Yuri.
 And it was an unspoken rule that no one called Lee by his first name.
 It was also an unspoken rule that you didn�t offend Lee. It was a good joke. Lee was deadly to an enemy, but harmless to his friends.
 These past few months, the true allure of serving aboard a starship became apparent to her. The camaraderie, the family, the adventure.
 The unknown.
 It was why she�d requested transfer to starship duty. Once bitten by the bug, you couldn�t go back.
 Every day she listened to their stories. From Yuri�s adventures in the Academy to Lee�s many escapades.
 Lee was difficult to read. He almost never betrayed any emotions or expressions. He wasn�t as rigid as a robot or anything�she giggled�remembering something someone had said to her not too long ago.
 Lee had a deadpan sense of humor. If you didn�t know him, some of the things he said might sound offensive, but having come to know him, she realized it was his way of telling you he liked you. That he felt comfortable around you.
 Lee wasn�t the type of person who relaxed around just anyone. Sitting across the table watching the exchange between him and Yuri, it was plainly obvious to her now, that Lee was very fond of the young ensign. Protective even. Like an older sibling.
 She tuned back into the conversation. Yuri was telling the Atlas story again for the tenth time.
 He was gesturing wildly with his hands. �So, out of nowhere he swoops down at a shallow angle towards a window about a story below on the opposite side of the street. He never told me the plan, and I was sure glad at that point he hadn�t let me come along. I swear he probably would have tied me to his back and jumped, anyway.�
 Lee looked amused . . . in his own special way. The kind of way a feline creature might be amused if you touched it while it was bathing.
 �Oh,� Lee said. �I definitely would have strapped you to my back alright. And just for the hell of it, I would have leaped from even higher.� Lee turned to look directly at Yuri. �Sounds like something we should do together sometime. You like to fly don�t you?�
 Flaps looked horrified. He was staring wide-eyed. Then he looked at Rachael. �Help me out here!�
 She put up her hands and shrugged. �Hey, I�ve learned not to come between you too.�
 Yuri waved his hand at her and said to Lee. �I fly starships, tin-man, thank you very much. Last I checked, I don�t have thrusters.�
 Lee kept a straight face. �We could always attach some.� He half-smiled and looked at Rachael. �He�s come a long way this one.� He grabbed Yuri in the area of his neck and shook him.
 �Indeed,� she replied.
 But Yuri wasn�t going to let Lee have the last word.
 �Yup, and we�ll go much longer, so long as he remembers to keep greasing and spraying that arm, you know, so it doesn�t rust or anything. If only we had some magic grease for his sense of humor��
 Loud laughter rose from the table just as Sergeant Dawes entered the crew lounge. He looked in their direction and came over.
 After fixing each of the group with a look he spoke. �Telling war stories over here are we?�
 Lee grunted but didn�t respond.
 �Sure are, Sarge, have a seat.� Yuri gestured to the area of the booth next to Rachael.
 Rachael eyed the sergeant. It was the first time he�d come into the lounge since they departed Sol. The only thing she was sure of was the man embodied the full persona of a warrior.
 She had limited contact with marines or other specialized ground-combat troops. She had no opinion about them either way. They mainly kept to themselves when on joint operations.
 If nothing else she had a mighty respect for marines. She�d heard rumors these special force squads were a little rough as a result of the intense physical and psychological training they undertook.
 The only reason they were along for this mission was the possibility of a hostile rescue under fire and they needed their extra numbers and training.
 Dawes glared down at Yuri. �Ground pounders don�t mix with flyboys, runt. For you to even suggest it is an insult. While you�re safe in your tin-cans, we�re in the trenches.�
 This was unexpected. Either Sergeant Dawes was unhinged, or Yuri had struck a raw nerve.
 She coughed. �Sergeant, Yuri intended no disrespect. Please, won�t you join us?� She was trying to be the mediator.
 He glared at her instead. She wanted to laugh. Aaron would have called it some type of measured stare. She couldn�t quite recall�something about a thousand yards.
 �Well that�s just fancy. A spy, a flyboy and the guy who fires the nukes from orbit, all together having a little brouhaha.� He fixed his glare on Yuri. �Look at this scrawny kid, who could he save in a real scrap, fighting��
 Rachael flinched as Lee slammed his bionic arm down on the table between them. He was on his feet. Where the table had been�there was nothing left.
 It was on the deck in pieces. This was bad.
 Lee stared straight into Dawes and stood completely still. Dawes stared back with a half-smirk.
 A voice from the far end of the lounge by the entrance called out.
 �You know . . . that was my favorite table, Lee.� That could only be one person.
Aaron Rayne.






Chapter 11 � My Favorite Table

�What does a mammal creature have to do with anything?� � Lieutenant Rachael Delaine

Crew lounge
 Rachael stared as Aaron walked over. He was carrying a paper book. If not for the needed intervention, she would have preferred that he stay away from the lounge as usual. This was her safe space.
 He stood to the apex of the two.
 �Master Chief, when these two finish with their staring contest, could you fabricate a replacement for this table?� The master chief signaled his acknowledgement. �I mean it, Lee. That was my favorite table.�
 �I�m sorry, Commander,� Lee said, exhaling, �what are your orders?�
 �First, don�t swatt the Sergeant here with that deadly arm of yours. Second, judging by what I saw and heard, I don�t think Dawes here is quite the unhinged fellow he is purporting to be. But I�m betting you passed his test. Speak to him later when you think you�ve cooled down.�
 Dawes was grinning widely. He looked around the table and clapped Lee on the arm. �I�ll see you around, Lieutenant.� With that, he swung on his boot heel and was soon out the lounge.
 Rachael wasn�t entirely sure what she�d just witnessed. But it wasn�t important to her now. She stared up at Aaron. His green eyes looked sad. He looked like he wanted to say something. He shifted nervously.
 It reminded her of when they took the air transport in the atmosphere on Atlas and he threatened to puke in her lap.
 Lee by now had recovered from Sergeant Dawes� theatrics. The lieutenant looked from Aaron and back at her. Lee grabbed Yuri by the arm and hauled him up. Poor Yuri was still speechless.
 �Come on, Flaps,� Lee said. �Let�s let the Commander and Lieutenant get reacquainted. They haven�t spoken in a long time.�
 �But we have meetings every day they��, the young ensign could be heard protesting as he was hauled off.
 When they were out of earshot, Aaron spoke.
 �Lieutenant, would you sit with me? At another table of course��
 �That depends on one thing,� she said.
 �What�s that?�
 �Are we back calling each other by rank now?�
 He sighed. �Rachael, please?�
 �That�s better.� Something had changed in him. The fact that he was here, made it apparent. His tone sounded almost apologetic. But she still wasn�t about to give him a free pass. He�d made some rotten assumptions about her and what had happened on Atlas. He�d also avoided her these past few days and only said anything directly to her when it was absolutely necessary in briefings.
 At the very least she wanted to tell him what really happened. She hadn�t had the chance to speak to him after Atlas.
 Before the battle of Atlas Prime, she�d reached out to him over the fleet�s communications to ask him to give her this chance. To be fair, he�d suffered a near mortal wound soon after. But she knew, despite that, it seemed he simply didn�t want to hear what she had to say.
 If her presence aboard still disturbed him after she set the record straight, then she�d have no choice to request reassignment.
 They sat opposite each other in another booth near a polarized observation port. A holo-viewer built into the bulkhead displayed the images recorded by the ship�s sensors and interpreted by the computer.
 The computer translated the telemetry into visual stimuli they could process. Swirling energies flowed around and over the ship while it was at warp.
 Aaron flexed his fingers into a fist a few times. Whatever he seemed to be wrestling with, he finally broke the awkward silence.
 �Rachael . . .�
 �I didn�t betray you!� She spit it out before she could stop it.
 Aaron looked down at the table. �I know.�
 �Back on Atlas,� she continued, �I know I should have done something sooner, but I was torn. I kept thinking, if I saved you, we would forever lose the chance to identify those other so-called �associates� of Ben James.�
 �I get it,� Aaron said.
 �No you don�t, let me finish.� She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out. �I didn�t have forever to decide between you and the consequences. If Ben and his people escaped this time, how many more would die? I knew in the end I couldn�t let you die. Just before the room exploded . . . before Lee came . . . I moved to strike him from behind. You couldn�t have seen it.�
 �I believe I did. It�s just everything about that day is a blur. Something crashing through the window, the pain I was in . . . I was really out of it.�
 �What�s changed?� she asked. �Why did you shun me these past few days and since you awoke? Why are you here now?�
 �A mutual friend convinced me to confront the elephant.�
 �What does a mammal creature have to do with anything?�
 He looked at her as though she should understand. �Confront the elephant in the room? No relevance to you?�
 �Drawing a blank. Should it?�
 Aaron smiled. �I guess it�s one of those old metaphorical idioms lost to time��
 Rachael held up her hand. �Clearly. Lee and Max might get it, but I certainly don�t take the context.�
 �Well it basically means��
 She held up her hand. �Stop. You don�t have to explain it. I�m pretty sure I can work it out.� He looked strange without his scar. Why had he removed it? �So a mutual friend compelled you . . . I won�t even try to guess who. How much do you know about my mission? Particularly before we left Earth together, for Rigel.�
 �I know everything.�
 She didn�t know what to say to that. If he knew everything, then he knew what happened to Trident. When Trident was ambushed near Orion, she�d sabotaged the attacking ship which just happened to be the ship they were on now.
Phoenix was operated by Ben James� people. It�d taken a huge effort to infiltrate them. By that time, it had destroyed many ships along the Border Worlds frontier.
 After she sabotaged it and it withdrew, they couldn�t repair the ship and abandoned it. She�d signaled Shepherd the location.
 She leaned forward to force him to look directly into her eyes. �So, what are you feeling?�
 He held the gaze. �Panic.� He grinned. �But mostly, ashamed at the way I�ve treated you.�
 �Technically, you didn�t speak to me for six months.�
 Aaron furrowed his brow.
 She giggled. �Ha, you should see the look on your face.�
 �You watched me sometimes didn�t you?�
 She gave him a blank stare. �Maybe�. She paused. �Maybe not.�
 �Should have given me a kiss, maybe I would have woken up.�
 �Oh?�
 He was shaking his head. �Never mind, old story. Was kind of the other way around, anyway. But know what? I�m going to give you something to read. It�s really a big reference to all kinds of things you can find in the history databases. Makes it easy having it in one place. I think you would have liked the twenty-first century.�
 �Not if they all talked like you do. I barely understand you half the time.�
 He snickered. �That�s the fun part.�
 �So what now?� she asked.
 �Well, I guess I�ll be seeing you around.�
 She nodded. �It�s a small ship.�
 �Indeed.� He laid the huge paper book down on the table in front her and left.
 She looked at it.
 A Comprehensive History: Twenty-First Century Earth.






Chapter 12 � Heart of a Lion

�So you think you�re some kind of ultimate warrior or something?� � Yuri Miroslav

Hangar Deck
Phoenix
 Ensign Yuri �Flaps� Miroslav slammed the personnel device into the deck.
 He�d like to smash that tough guy marine sergeant dickhead with it. Who�d he think he was, anyway? Dawes was lucky the Commander was there or Lee would have cracked his smug face in two places.
 Then where would poor Lee be? Yuri would just have to shove Dawes out the airlock and pretend he didn�t exist.
 But he did exist. People like Dawes would always exist. Society could progress in many ways, but no amount of science, technology or time could fix negative human traits. Everyone from old Earth must have believed the future would fix everyone and everything. That it would be some utopia. It was no utopia where he was raised.
 Life on a tech-2 world bored him. Yuri had barely made it off. His parents said he�d never amount to anything. He�d struggled through that hopeless time in his life. If not for his older brother Dimitri, he never would have left.
 They all ridiculed him when he talked about flying a space ship someday. Everyone except Dimitri.
 Their great grandparents had migrated to that lousy tech-2 world�New Wyoming. Yuri knew from early he just didn�t belong there. That it wasn�t for him. Sometimes, it seemed he was destined to be stuck there forever. It wasn�t easy to hop on some passing freighter and relocate. Some outlaw freighter captain would swallow you up and you�d have to work off some insurmountable debt, living in the dirty lower decks, just to pay off your passage. Then they�d think up all sorts of ways to add to your debt. It could take years.
 Then he got a big break. When he was sixteen, a deadly outbreak of triple �E� thinned out the horse population on several worlds in the United Systems. Although New Wyoming was blessed with a healthy horse population, demand exceeded supply.
 The first year Dimitri used the income to purchase a personal computing device for Yuri. They�d befriended a cargo ship captain who was planet-side six months out of every year. He showed them how to use it. Dimitri wasn�t really into it.
 Yuri studied that thing until his eyes bled. It surprised him as much as anyone, but he had a natural gift for physics, orbital mechanics and warp theory. Then, by the next year Dimitri had saved enough to buy passage off world.
 He loved his brother, but Dimitri was content with life on New Wyoming. He�d settled down, found a wife. Good for him. It was hard to leave him behind, not knowing when he�d see him again.
 But Dimitri bought him his future. And he intended to live it.
 Yuri eventually arrived at Rigel, bouncing around from one cheap lodging to another, and doing odd jobs to keep busy while continuing personal studies. At eighteen he aced a Fleet recruiter�s random aptitude test. Apparently, his score was off the charts.
 A year later his joy came crashing down. Raiders struck New Wyoming looking to cash in on the surging value on the demand for horses. They killed his brother while he tried to defend his livelihood. The bastards. The loss overwhelmed him. He couldn�t focus on his studies, and his grades dropped. He almost dropped out the Academy. But he persevered despite his disadvantages.
 Yuri was scrawny. New Wyoming was only one third the gravity of Earth. His limbs were longer, and he was slender than persons raised on standard one-g worlds. A scrawny, short kid just didn�t match up to what people thought someone navigating a starship should look like.
 It�d been even harder because he was better than the other students . . . students from well-to-do families in the USS. His instructors favored him too, realized his enormous potential and pushed him.
 Then the incident with the flaps during atmosphere flight training earned him the infamous nickname. The nickname followed him to Trident. When he first met Lee, he was intimidated. The lieutenant didn�t talk much. He had this hard stare and seemed almost to growl at people. He even gave Yuri a hard time. Then eventually, Yuri decided not to care anymore what people thought.
 It was a satisfying decision.
 Eventually, Lee warmed up to him a little. They would sit in silence in the same booth in Trident�s lounge for hours. Lee still didn�t say much at first, and still dropped snide remarks every so often, between their seldom exchange of words.
 Occasionally, Lee would look up from something he was reading and ask Yuri�s opinion about it and then go back to his reading. But the thing was, no one else could even attempt to grief the �scrawny helmsman, fresh out of academy�. One look from Lee and off they went. Soon they got the idea. If you had nothing good to say to flyboy Flaps, keep moving.
 Lee just randomly said to him one time in the lounge��you know, Flaps, you have the heart of a lion��then continued reading. Yuri had never seen a lion. He had to research it. That was probably the nicest thing Lee ever said to him.
 Still, it took a while for Yuri to realize Lee�s little retorts were his way of toughening him. He wouldn�t quite call it tough love. But sometimes he�d almost felt as though Lee looked forward to their downtime as much as he did. Lee tried sometimes to get him interested in those boring twenty first-century history books.
 What was it about the Commander and Lee anyway that they had this obsession with the twenty first-century? They seemed to know a lot about history in general, but particularly that century. What was so special about it? Curious, Yuri had decided to do some reading of his own. The peculiar slang and some colorful phrases piqued his interest. Most of which he got confused anyway, so Lee had suggested he quit trying.
 A �knock� at the flight deck interrupted Yuri�s reflections of the way life used to be. Lee was standing there.
 �Mind if I join you here?� Lee asked.
 Lee never asked if Yuri minded anything.
 �Sure, come on.�
 Lee took a seat at the tactical station�naturally. He fidgeted. Lee doesn�t fidget. What makes Lee uncomfortable?
 Yuri wasn�t sure he wanted to know.
 �The hell do you want?�
 Lee�s eyes shifted from side to side. �So, Sergeant Dawes. I spoke to him. He�s not a bad guy.�
 Flaps shook his head. �No. Stop. Get lost. I�m busy. I�ve working on some new evasive maneuvers the Commander asked about. Specifically, ones to counter blockades.�
 �Flaps . . .�
 �Damn you. I said get lost, Lee!� Flaps thundered.
 It was subtle, but Lee actually flinched.
 �Look here, Yuri. I won�t pretend to know all about the issues you�ve had but . . . ok what Dawes did triggered a raw nerve. I get it. But he�s not got a bone of malice in him. He�s just unhinged. It�s their way of testing people they�ll be depending on to save their lives.�
 Lee called him by his first name. He only ever did that when he wasn�t kidding around. �Sounded pretty convincing to me,� Yuri said.
 �They�re marines, Yuri. They�re trained to compel you to roll over and die, just by looking at you. Look at the reaction he got from me. A momentary lapse. But I get it. I get his doubt. You and I, we�ve been together a while. We know we�ve got each other�s back. The nature of their special training takes those guys from ship to ship depending on the assignment. Never stopping anywhere long enough. Probably shunned and written off as henchmen. Like doing some dirty deed no one wants to do, but everyone needs done. Must be lonely don�t you think? Put yourself in their boots for one second. Every other starship crew may have just made them feel like they were expendable, you know? Like some kind of dirty dozen.�
 �So you�re vouching for him and the others?�
 �I am.�
 Yuri fiddled with some controls on the flight console. �That stunt made me remember things I never wanted to. Things I haven�t thought about in a long time. Things I thought I�d never have to deal with again. I was back on New Wyoming. My parents were telling me to forget dreaming about space ships. I�m not rolling out any red carpets for Dawes. But I get what you�re saying. Still, he can go fu��
 Lee spoke over him. �Good, no red carpets needed. They�re marines remember.� He turned back and shouted down the hangar deck. �Sergeant!�
 Sergeant Dawes came through the hatch grinning like an idiot.
 Yuri fixed the sergeant with what he thought was his best �you�re an idiot� stare. It probably looked like a smiling kitten to the marine. �So you think you�re some kind of ultimate warrior or something? Well, then I�m . . . the red baron.�
 �Red what now?� Dawes asked, still grinning.
 Lee answered. �Forget it, probably something he read in some old dusty book somewhere.�
 Yuri started to protest. �I fly better than you can fight, Malcolm!�
 Lee visibly winced at the use of his first name.
 Dawes� grin widened. If such a thing were possible. He looked at Lee and back at Yuri. �Well you�re a cocky one ain�t ya. You sure you weren�t trained to fly by marines?�
 Yuri stared at Dawes for a moment.
 Then they all dissolved into healthy fits of laughter.






Chapter 13 � Twenty Fifth-Century Mr. Rogers

�I am eternally grateful, Max� � Aaron Rayne

Captain�s Quarters
Phoenix

 Aaron pulled up the letter from his mother.
 He dreaded finishing it. If he could find some excuse not to, he�d probably be better off.
 We, the Immortals (as they called us) were defeated. Our planet-side cloning facilities destroyed. We never stood a chance against the combined military of a United Earth. I was in love with Lazarus and we prepared to flee.
 Two hundred thousand of us escaped in five colony ships. Fortunately, Lazarus had seen the end, and we had facilities for cloning aboard our ships.
 The fledgling United Earth Space Navy decided there would be no more Immortals. They pursued our ships beyond Sol. They were determined to ensure humanity would never fight an existential war again.
 Finally, six months later, believing we were safe, we established our future home in Epsilon Eridani, with the false hope that Earth would leave us alone. We were wrong.
 They came. An orbital bombardment destroyed our new home. Two colony ships in orbit reduced to slag. We only survived because Lazarus took the three remaining ships to scout for another colony. The news of their destruction reached us weeks later.
 We took a vote. Of the one hundred and fifty thousand left, we would use our stasis pods and set a course for the Outer Rim.
 Years later, we finally awoke. A new frontier awaited us. Earth�s so-called refugees, who had fled to the Outer Rim more than two hundred years earlier, welcomed us.
 They had done well for themselves. They were somewhat backwards on technology, but we quickly enhanced their technological development.
 We kept our origins a sacred secret, lest what happen on Earth, happen again.
 The Immortals procreated like any normal society, and all of us had clones to transfer too when or if it was required. We built our new society, and we led them to greatness. But the haunting question remained.
 What does one do with forever?
 The hatch chimed. Aaron flicked off the handheld and instructed the computer to unlock it.
 Max stepped through. He was holding his medical scanner.
Why does he have his scanner?
 Aaron narrowed his eyes. �Another check? Anyone would believe I�ve contracted a rare contagion that poses imminent danger to the ship.�
 Max barely smiled with a half nod. Unusual creases below his eyes betrayed an underlying tension. Max was a twenty-fifth century Mr. Rogers, despite his front to appear otherwise.
 �What�s with you, Max? Don�t try that old �you don�t like being on space ships� line with me. Because you know I know better.�
 Aaron knew Max�s true fear was never wanting to give up the adventure once it began, but knowing he had to.
 They all had to one day.
 Their will would long outlive their body�s ability for duty. That�s the main reason Max was so angry with him when he snatched him off Midea Prime and dragged him on the Border Worlds mission. He�d finally left starship duty behind and Aaron roped him back in.
 Max waved him off with a hand. �I�m still a bit out of it. The past few months weren�t easy. I�m still catching up on sleep. Let me check you over.�
 Max ran the scanner around Aaron�s temples. Aaron thought it strange he didn�t check the rest of him. He shrugged it off.
 �Should I retrieve a bio-suit now to protect the rest of the crew from this contagion?�
 Again Max half smiled. �It�s a joke from where you are, put yourself in my shoes caring for you daily these past months.� Max checked the instrument. �Everything reads fine.�
 �I am eternally grateful, Max. You know I am. But it�s like you expect something to change.�
 �Aaron, you suffered horrific damage to your brain . . . I just want to ensure everything�s fully right with it. Remember the treatment was experimental.�
 �Are you saying I�m going to croak soon? Or suddenly die in six months? Has my life span shortened? Will I go insane? Will I begin to lose cognitive functions or some other horrible side effect?�
 Max laughed. Finally starting to come out his shell.
 �Nothing like that,� he said. �Not even close. I just want to be sure everything is fully . . . repaired and that no residual effects remain which might cause any of those complications you mentioned. By closely monitoring you, I can detect any warning signs early before anything worse develops. It�s all preventative.� Max grew thoughtful. �You should really still be back at HQ in our hospital ward.�
 �Honestly, Max, I�ve never felt better. I�m this close to recommending everyone take a shot from a pulse rifle. You get to perfect your treatment, and we wake up feeling more alive than we�ve ever felt. Besides, if my hands and feet fall off you can give me some hardware like Lee.�
 �You think bionics are plug and play? Been reading too much old fiction. I�m sure people hundreds of years ago thought we�d just have spare body parts lying around. The body doesn�t work that way. Ninety-five percent of bionics are rejected. Only major breakthroughs recently by yours truly have lowered the rejection rate.�
 Aaron changed the subject. �What are the rest doing?�
 �Lee and Flaps are with the marines in the cargo bay. They�re playing with all those new toys you brought aboard. Scramble thingies and pulse guns, jump packs, body armor. Most of it the marines brought with them.� He paused as if remembering something. �Oh, Flaps is working on the ships plaque. He says it�s tradition.�
 �I see . . . like one happy family then.�
 �Quite.�
 �And Garrett and his?�
 �Garrett hasn�t been seen since he began crawling all over the engines and reactors. If the thing wasn�t shielded, I�m certain he would have disassembled it by now. He was one of the engineers on this new fancy ship of yours. Yet, you would think he�s now seeing it for the first time.�
 �Well I imagine it�s like a loving wife. Just because you�ve known her for years, doesn�t mean you love her any less, does it?�
 Max threw his head back and laughed. �Even if I didn�t know you, it would be obvious to a stranger you�ve never been married.� He chuckled again and composed himself. �I suppose you�re going to tell me Phoenix is now your wife.�
 �Let�s just say I�ve proposed. I�m waiting on her answer. We�ve had one wild date so far.�
 �And how, or when, will you know the answer?�
 �When she brings me safely back in to port.�
 Max winked. �In to port, eh?�
 Finally, the doctor unwound and his belly laugh filled the quarters. All was well with the universe.
 He�d made Doctor Max Tanner laugh again.






Chapter 14 � Resist
�I still maintain your simple minds could never comprehend our goals� � Ben James
 Ben James was creepy. He was also a mystery. And his being here now, deepened that mystery.
 He had wide staring black eyes, and a fixed evil half-grin. His dark hair was slicked back. Everything about the man reminded Avery of a snake.
 The deadly venomous kind.
 �How fitting that Aaron Rayne�s loyal servant is here. You look confused.�
 Avery smirked. �Your little conspiracy is a fading memory. We and the Baridian Empire have grown closer than we ever thought possible.�
 �Yes an unfortunate outcome. No matter�that was but one battle lost in a war.�
 War?
 �What war?� Avery asked.
 �I still maintain your simple minds could never comprehend our goals. One positive is you and yours still believe it was all about you. About forcing a war between the two largest human enclaves. You are narrow-minded people. You think small�always did.�
 �You talk as though you�re not one of us.�
 Ben James looked deeply disturbed, as though he was truly offended. His snake eyes narrowed.
 �We are not. Your ancestors changed all of that.� He paused.� �No Avery, our goals are far more sinister than your cultured brain can imagine.
 �I will only admit however, that like an animal can outsmart a hunter from time to time, you did surprise us. That damn ship of yours. First, your undetected arrival at the Border Worlds, your continued presence, and then turning the tide of the battle at Atlas Prime. And your captain . . . Aaron Rayne. There are quite a few of my associates who�d like to see him vanish. Others want to make him suffer for our setback. Those are the crazies, the ones you should really be afraid of Avery.
 �You�re alive, and your crew is alive because we wish something from you. As long as you give it, you will live. Your futures are short, anyhow. But we will return you to the other side of the wormhole.�
 Avery said nothing.
 �Not even curious what we want? I�ll tell you.�
 �The other ship . . . Phoenix you call it. Built with a smattering of exotic materials. We�ve seen the same in your vessel in orbit, which we intend to reverse engineer. It might take years but it will be done.�
 The evil half-grin returned. �The technology isn�t important. What drives it is. The exotic matter and refinement used to power your new technologies, boost your sub-light drives to unparalleled and unmatched acceleration . . . and your missiles.�
 Ben James stood and circled. �You�re a scientist, Avery. We both know exotic matter is not something you find on an asteroid. To power your technology with it and in sufficient quantities to yield such results, you must have a very rich source. We have such a source ourselves. But it�s taken one hundred years to siphon a sufficient amount just to power our wormhole technology.�
 The more the smug man spoke, the more Avery learned. James and his associates had created the wormhole? And how did this relate to the Outer Rim Alliance? Were they one and the same?
 James stopped and stood in front of him. �We suspect you have access to a far more abundant source. Our agents tell us you�ve refined enough to build another six of those ships. With more on the way.�
 Vee remained silent.
 �Well?� Ben James prodded.
 �Well what?�
 His eyes narrowed again.
 �What is the source, Avery?�
 He racked his brain. There was only one suitable response to such a question. Pulled from a laundry list he�d memorized over the years from being around Commander Rayne.
 �The source is . . .�
 Ben James leaned forward leering. �Yes?�
 �You�ll find the source where the sun doesn�t shine.�
 There was no reaction from Ben James, only a look of confusion. Fair enough. Avery didn�t understand it when Aaron first hit him with it. �You�ll figure it out,� he said.
 Ben James stood rigid. �Have it your way. I warned you. My associates are the crazy ones. A few days with them, and you�ll wish you had chosen differently.� Ben James spun on his heels and headed for whence he came.
 Darkness�Avery�s only friend�returned to keep him.






Chapter 15 � Stick To Flying

�Why do I get the feeling there�s going to be a permanent target in the gym soon� � Yuri Miroslav

Hangar deck

 �Don�t touch that!�
 Yuri froze. He looked around. �Help?�
 Corporal Ubu took the small palm sized object from Flaps��carefully�then he dropped it.
 Yuri squeezed his eyes and cringed.
 Ubu, Dawes and Chen laughed. Lee shook his head in humorous disgust.
 �Really, Flaps?� Lee said. �You think they�d let you with play an active device?�
 Sergeant Dawes picked it up. �It�s a scramble grenade,� he said. �As you know, every tech-5 and four worlds have dampening fields to drain powered devices. These little guys aren�t as powerful but at least they�re portable. The area of effect is a paltry five hundred square-meters.�
 Yuri was on Hammerhead�s flight deck when the marines and Lee intruded and began rummaging through the stored mission equipment.
 They should know by now this deck belonged to him. But as he watched them, he found himself more interested in what they were doing. Some of it looked vaguely familiar, but most of it was designed for the Special Forces.
 Now, Yuri walked down the devices lining the table. He turned over the upper section of a recon marine armor. He looked at Dawes. �Is this a jetpack?� It was designed to fit neatly into the marine armor.
 �This is a jump-pack.� Dawes picked it up. �Ordinary jetpacks burn through fuel too quickly, and are subject to dampening fields, like any powered equipment. The jump packs operate on a different principle. No powered application involved.
 �It�s based on gravity manipulation tech. It compresses gravity in varying amounts which work in synergy through these round plates at the bottom.� The little round silver objects seemed rudimentary. How could something so small manipulate gravity?
 As if reading his mind, Dawes explained. �They might not seem like much, but these things are expensive to manufacture. Exotic matter is involved in the process. That makes them invaluable. The pack is capable of pushing up to two hundred pounds, forty feet. You can adjust the compression here,� he pointed to a small lever, �to control the force. There�s no computer control.�
 Lee stepped forward and picked up one of the four next items.
 �Typical,� Yuri said.
 Lee waved the foot long blade in the air. �This is a combat plasma knife, Flaps. Sometimes called a plasma blade. A recent addition to marine weaponry. I believe it�s the first weaponized application of plasma by our research division. An ordinary combat knife couldn�t penetrate good infantry armor.� He handed it to Ubu.
 �The tech-boys infused the blade with plasma,� Ubu said. �The blade itself acts as the containment. Although it doesn�t radiate heat, it�ll melt through whatever it touches when activated. It�s perfect for impaling armor. The only downside is the plasma charge only lasts a few minutes. The suit keeps it charged when holstered.� He activated the blade and threw it at a small armor plate�a makeshift target they�d set up�twenty feet away. The blade buried up to the hilt.
 Lee nodded. He seemed to approve.
 They came to some square shaped objects.
 Chen picked up one of the boxes, no bigger than an average man�s torso and only half a foot thick. �These are deployable weapons tech and nothing short of amazing. An engineering company in the twenty-first century pioneered counterbalanced folding linkages for mobility, reliability and ease of deployment for equipment and structures. A concept intended for mobile deployment of houses, and any other conceivable structure. Way back then a small trailer sized unit could unfold into an expansive structure.�
 He didn�t have to tell them that the military of the day soon took notice and adapted the technology. Flaps visualized the endless applications. It particularly suited combat operations because the process was almost entirely mechanical, and it was supported by battery power where necessary. But a simple power drill was all that was needed for larger applications such as mobile bases. This small, light, object could unfold into a deployable turret or reinforced barricade.
 At the end of the table, Yuri picked up one of the palm-sized recon drones. A smooth, grey, circular object equipped with laser optics. These mapped out structural interiors from outside and even tracked anything inside. The evolution of a twenty-first century device which used radar to see inside buildings. The draw back was the original device had to be placed against the building while this device could perform its function well beyond its target.
 �This looks like it might hurt,� a new voice said.
 Yuri looked around. None of them realized the XO was behind them. How long had she been there? They�d been on some missions these past few months with Commander Alvarez, but she hadn�t been assigned to Phoenix then.
 She stepped forward and picked up a plasma blade.
 �Careful with that, XO. That�ll leave a mark.� Dawes stepped back. Everyone else did too. Was it even charged?
 A sudden short buzz answered that question. The blade had a slight hue. She threw it into the target, just above Ubu�s.
 The others exchanged glances.
 Yuri wasn�t amused. �Why do I get the feeling there�s going to be a permanent target in the gym soon, and you�ll have competitions?�
 Ayres smiled. �That is a fine idea, young Ensign.�
 Yuri winced.
 Lee stepped forward and hefted one of the last two knives and threw it. It embedded just to the left of the XO�s blade.
 Yuri shook his head. �Show off.� He reached for the remaining blade.
 Lee put a hand on his. �No, Flaps. Stick to flying.�
 �Why does everyone always��
 As if on cue the marines, Lee and the XO cut him off.
 �Because it�s the only thing you�re good at.� They said in unison and began to laugh.
 Yuri stared at them. �Seriously, Lee? What stories have you been telling these fine folks?�
 He had to admit it was a good joke. They got him good.
 Ayres flipped a switch and was serious again. �Will you gents be in the crew lounge later?�
 No one gave a committed answer.
 �I know the Commander didn�t make it an order,� she said. �And it seems some of us have taken to hiding and playing with our toys.� She eyed each of them in turn. �The engineers are down in engineering this whole time, and other parts of the ship I probably couldn�t find. And you all have mostly been down here the past two days. Just another day until we reach the wormhole and it�s all business from there.� She paused and her brow furrowed. �I think I�m going to have to make it an order . . . on the Commander�s behalf. Just in case you were all planning on hiding still.�
 Yuri answered for the group. �Who�s hiding? We were just checking out all this fancy stuff the marines brought aboard.�
 Lee gave him a �really?� look.
 �Right, she�s chiding us. I�m dense. I get it.�
 �Nineteen hundred. See you then,� the XO said.
 As the senior officer present, Lee responded on their behalf.
 �Yes ma�am, nineteen hundred.�
 Yuri wasn�t sure, and he didn�t dare bring it up. But as the XO walked away, he was certain Lee watched her as she did, and tilted his head ever so slightly.
 It must be his imagination.






Chapter 16 � Not Just Jarheads

�Shepherd isn�t the authority on everything� � Lieutenant Herman Zane

Personnel Lounge
Crew Deck

 After a while, space travel could take its toll. Starship designers realized this early and built as much creature comforts aboard line ships as they could manage. From adequate, spacious gym facilities to crew lounges and VR rooms. All designed to entertain the crew while off duty.
 The gyms were expansive and modular and could be reorganized into virtually any kind of facility they needed. Some starship crews played various sports. It was even large enough to section off, so multiple people could enjoy varying activities.
 The crew lounge had a relaxing atmosphere. Open booth seats curved around the circumference of the room against a backdrop of holo-viewers showing various displays of space.
 The holo-viewers were virtual observation ports. There hadn�t been actual observation ports on a ship since the war with the Baridian Empire. You just couldn�t make something as tough with large windows spanning several decks.
 Throughout the lounge there were tables affixed to the deck with semicircular booths on either side. A self-serve bar was located at the far end. The soft blue-green colors reflected the kind of colors you might find in a lovely orchard. The lighting was low and everything blended to create a relaxing ambience.
 It was tradition aboard Trident that the crew met together once a week in the lounge. Aaron wanted to revive that tradition if this was going to be his home for a while.
 He was the first to arrive. Ayres came next.
 He was sipping his favorite carbonated beverage when she walked�glided in. She had the grace of a dancer. Not that he was any judge of dancers, but he imagined if she danced, she was a good dancer.
 She wore skintight dark colored pants with comfy footwear and a blue sleeveless top with slim straps either side of her neck, exposing her well toned muscles. His XO reminded him of a female version of Lee. He stifled a laugh.
 She had a blank look. �Commander?�
 Aaron stiffened. �Apologies, XO. Just thinking of someone.�
 She eyed him. �Commander . . .�
 He sighed. �Remember you asked . . . you reminded me of Lee for a moment.�
 Her face twisted into confusion. �I don�t see how a woman could remind you of a man. Especially a man like Lieutenant Lee.�
 �It�s the muscles, Alana.�
 Her demeanor visibly softened at his informality.
 The whole group entered then. Sergeant Dawes followed by his corporals. Then Lee, Flaps, Max, Rachael, Garrett, Reyes and even Zane. They all came.
 When he told them to come relax in the lounge later, he didn�t think they�d taken it as an order. Yet here they were as though they were reporting for parade.
 They all approached the XO and him. This was fast turning into a parade indeed.
 �Commander . . . XO.� Dawes said. When he moved aside, the corporals did the same thing.
 Aaron held up his hand.
 �Everyone . . . I�m sorry I forgot to mention this earlier. Slipped my mind somehow. But thanks for the reminder. This is a covert operations ship. We are a covert operations crew. We�re the best of the best. Disciplined, loyal, honorable. We didn�t get here being slackers. All except for Max.� There were a few chuckles around the room. �Let your guard down a bit. You�re not on watch, relax.�
 ***
 Two hours later the lounge remained full. Full as can be expected for a skeleton crew.
 Yuri hovered from group to group, soaking up all the adventures people were willing to tell. He didn�t have as much to tell as the rest. But he�d have plenty�someday.
 The Commander was telling one now.
 ��so I left him behind,� Aaron was saying, �and finished the last leg of the triathlon. The instructor assigned to monitor our group ripped me a new one. Not in a nasty kind of way, but a condescending speech, basically accusing me of being an arrogant know-it-all.�
 Lieutenant Delaine put in a piece. �So turned out he was right after all then.�
 The Commander gave her an amused look and continued. �I thought he was an aristocratic nut with a smug superiority complex at the time. But what he told me that day, there, at the end of the exercise, really resonated with me later. I owe him a lot for forcing me to change my attitude towards many things. If you people thought I was bad now, you should have seen me prior to completion of command school.�
 Dawes asked the instructor�s name.
 The Commander rested a hand on Dawes� shoulder. �Who was he indeed�he was none other than Li�sorry, Commander Avery �Vee� Alvarez.�
 The table was silent. Wow. That ended story time while that sank into everyone. The Commander probably hadn�t meant to cast a dark cloud over the lounge, but it had that effect.
 Yuri moved over to the bar near Herman Zane, Corporal Ubu and Corporal Chen. Garrett and Reyes followed the discussion between the scientist and the marines.
 The marines had just finished telling a tale from their previous mission and asked Zane about something to do with wormholes.
 �I�m not sure you guys would understand. The science of wormholes is complicated,� he said.
 Yuri followed the exchange and raised an eyebrow.
 �Oh,� Ubu said. �So Albert Einstein and Nathan Rosen�s theory regarding the transit of wormholes for faster than light travel by bombarding them with exotic matter, to create a stable event horizon and corridor is what you�re saying is beyond us?�
 Yuri almost laughed. He�d read about Einstein when Dimitri bought the computer and he perused endless datachips on the renowned and revolutionary physicist.
 Zane�s lower jaw still hung open.
 �You think we�re just jarheads or something?� Chen asked. �We might act a part, play a role and follow our time honored cultured tradition from since the inception of United Earth marines, but we�re not what they�ve called jarheads.�
 Zane caught his lower jaw. �Right, well as I was saying. Forty years ago the orbital Hadron Collider in Alpha Centauri . . . illuminated shall we say, dark matter in the Kuiper belt of the system. It took thirty years and all our advanced technology and understanding of dark energy and dark matter and their relationship with the universe to interact with and contain it.
 �More than ten years ago Fleet Research and Design began experiments with dark-matter reactors. We hoped the enhanced power output could push warp factors ten times beyond the former threshold in addition to powering a completely new range of technologies. Phoenix was the test bed for all of it.
 �The research languished because they were so afraid that the mishandling of an infinitesimal amount of exotic matter could destroy the fabric of space and time. Then someone decided that if it was going to destroy the universe, it would have done so long ago and deemed it safe to experiment with. Once we understood how to contain it and harness its power�that fear completely subsided�partly due to the fact there have been no universe ending catastrophes.�
 Chen turned several shades pale. �What would happen if this dark matter you pulled from where you should have left it, breaches containment?�
 �If it breaches containment, nothing. It�ll just be there. The containment is part of the process by which we harness its power. However, I know the military was experimenting with weaponizing it. A kind of planet killing bomb.�
 �Why would we need a planet killing bomb?� Mick asked.
 �You know the military, Mick.� Dawes said. �We�d weaponize our mothers if we thought it could win us a war.� No one realized the marine had joined them at the bar.
 �I can�t imagine Shepherd sanctioning something like this ever,� Mick said.
 �Shepherd isn�t the authority on everything,� Zane said. �The project might come under Fleet Research, but there are other powers above Shepherd.� He had a grim look. �Way above.�
 Chen was curious. �Did they look into it as a matter of �we just need to know if it�s possible� or do they really want to create this weapon?�
 Zane looked thoughtful. �I don�t have an answer to that, nor do I have any insights into their ultimate goals. Maybe it�s equivalent to the nuclear arms race. Perhaps they�d use it as a deterrent.�
 �A deterrent to what? If you threaten us, we�ll destroy your planets?� Mick asked.
 Zane shrugged. �Maybe an equalizer then. If we both have the same thing and we both know how terrible it is, we won�t use it.�
 Interesting. �Isn�t the Baridian Empire developing subspace weapons?� Yuri asked.
 They all turned to him, surprised by his sudden question.
 �I�ve read intel which suggests such,� Zane said.
 �Maybe our experimentation with a dark-matter bomb is in response to that,� Ubu suggested.
 �Maybe,� Zane said. �But what about the peace treaty? The formal peace treaty and not just the cease fire that existed for seventy years. Why would either side want such a weapon now?�
 �As with all things this complicated,� Dawes said. �We won�t end years of intolerance and distrust with some peace treaty agreed to by our respective leaders. There�s a lot of bad blood, if you will, between us and the Empire. Some worlds were more affected by the war than others. Nova comes to mind. Ask Lieutenant Delaine, she�s from Nova.�
 Dawes sounded like he came from one of those worlds.
 �What do you think, Sergeant?� Yuri asked. �It almost sounds as if you are speaking from your own heart, and not on behalf of the would-be dissenters.�
 �I think . . . I think you ask too many questions for a flyboy,� Dawes said grinning. �I think I�ll have to lobby to replace you with Chen.�
 Yuri looked at Chen. �You�re trained to fly starships?�
 Chen nodded. �Class two helm officer, class one atmosphere flight rated.�
 Class one in atmosphere was the highest level, and he matched Yuri there.
 �No thanks, I�m class one rated at the helm, we don�t want sub-par pilots flying Phoenix.�
 �Frightened they won�t need you anymore, Flaps?� Ubu asked.
 Flaps laughed. �No marine pilot could ever replace me. The day you replace me is the day Lee gets a sense of humor.�
 He was being serious, but they all laughed nonetheless.






Chapter 17 � No Love Lost

�Tell me what you need, and it will be done� � Lord Commander Quintus Scipio

United Star Systems Fleet Headquarters
Sol

 Shepherd pounded his fist on the desk. The Terran Union wouldn�t lift a finger. No matter how he tried to convince them of the threat posed by the ORA�they wouldn�t budge.
 The damn wormhole is right in their front yard!
 They saw for themselves the unprovoked attack on Constellation and Endeavor, yet they held some belief they could negotiate�that it was some elaborate misunderstanding.
 Declaring a war for no reason was certainly a colossal misunderstanding of epic proportions. He�d wanted to strangle the ORA diplomat. If he could have reached through the screen, he would have.
 Not for the same reasons, but it reminded him how he sometimes wanted to strangle Rayne. The communications blackout beyond the wormhole was unnerving. No way to know if Rayne would need help on the other side.
 They faced a threat from beyond the frontier a possible invasion and the other enclaves didn�t care. There was one person left who might help.
 Quintus Scipio had no love lost for Shepherd.
 The Lord Commander had dispatched his brother Platus to the Border Worlds to help identify the Imperial conspirators. They�d learned Shepherd had operatives trying to stop the conspirators on the United Systems side of it. But Shepherd never told him who those operatives were and by the time they found out, Platus was dead. And Quintus believed if he�d known sooner, Platus�s death could have been avoided.
 The holo-viewer flickered. The Lord Commander looked dapper as usual in his ceremonial chest plate and gauntlets.
 He was on Earth for another round of talks. It was great the talks went well, but Shepherd couldn�t stand them.
 He knew Quintus was no full time diplomat, but rather based on what Rayne told him, a cunning fox of a warrior. Yet, how the Imperial could stomach politicians, he didn�t know. It just showed the Lord Commander possessed a fair amount of intestinal fortitude.
 �Supreme Commander,� Quintus said.
 �Lord Commander.�
 �You said it was of dire importance and a mutual friend of ours might need my help.�
 �That he might.�
 �Decimus told me he�d awoken. Rude fellow. Not so much as a comm I got from him.�
 �I did hustle him off in a hurry.�
 �No matter. State your query.�
 �You already know about the ORA.�
 �I do, Decimus has appraised me accordingly.�
 �If there�s trouble out there, the task force won�t be enough. Not based on what Constellation observed beyond the wormhole.�
 �That much we agree on.�
 �Might I ask for your assistance?�
 �Our closest fleet is two weeks away.�
 �Ah . . . that it is. However, there are those ships you�re hiding ten light-years rim-ward. We know the Emperor doesn�t travel light. How fortunate for us he�s here on Earth for these final round of talks.�
 �You wouldn�t be a pain if you weren�t aware of those ships. Tell me what you need, and it will be done.�
 Shepherd knew the ships were no threat to the USS. Not while Lord Commander Quintus Scipio commanded them. They were there as a show of force, don�t mess with the Emperor.
 Since Shepherd being a full military man himself understood the need to protect his own, he held no ill towards Quintus for trying to conceal them nearby.
 The only unfortunate result was he now owed the Lord Commander of the Imperial Navy another huge favor.
 Shepherd already owed Quintus a debt that could never be repaid.






Chapter 18 � No Quarter

�I prefer to get out of here alive, even if we don�t have any sub-light engines left� � Aaron Rayne

Bridge
Phoenix
 The figure on the holo-viewer nodded. �I wish you good fortune, Commander Rayne.� The comm closed.
 On approaching the wormhole, they�d been hailed by Pilum. No doubt, Sub-Commander Arias Decimus was keeping his Lord Commander appraised of any new developments. Decimus might be an Imperial officer, but in many ways, he reminded Aaron of Vee. Just as Vee was loyal to Aaron, Decimus was to Quintus Scipio. Without Decimus watching his back aboard the Imperial flagship during the battle of Atlas Prime, Quintus would now be lord in whatever afterlife he believed in.
 The holo-viewer flickered, now showing the swirling energies ahead of the ship. Raw natural power. An explosion fixed in time, and in all its magnificence. Only at maximum resolution could Aaron see the hypnotic swirl of the energies surrounding the event horizon.
 He scanned the bridge. They were all transfixed by the holo-viewer.
 Sergeant Dawes stood stoically to the rear of the bridge with his arms folded across his chest. The two corporals stood by his side.
 Aaron stood and moved to the front. �This is it everyone. We know that several weeks ago Constellation went through and returned intact. We�ve already learned all we can from our side of the wormhole. The Outer Rim Alliance has already made their intentions clear. If it�s one thing I am certain of�right off the hilt�they�re a legitimate target if they�re waiting on the other side. We won�t hold back. They gave no quarter to Endeavor. We�ll ask none and we�ll give none in return.�
 He moved to the command chair.
 �Lieutenant Lee, energize all weapon systems, polarize the armor. Lieutenant Zane, stand by with the kinetic barrier and gravity wave dispersion. Ensign, prep for micro-jump maneuvers or full warp, depending on the situation on the other side.� Aaron turned to the marines. �Sergeant, you and your men have had basic damage control instruction. You know what you have to do. Feel free of course to remain on the bridge until that time comes, also . . . strap in.�
 The crew set to work. The marines took a seat at stations to the rear of the bridge.
 �Railgun magazines are loaded,� Lee said. �All systems at full power. All weapon batteries remain retracted until further orders.�
 �Stealth protocols and defensive barrier ready,� Zane said.
 Flaps followed on.
 �We�ve got full drive power on standby, and micro-jump primed,� he said.
 Aaron nodded. He glanced over at tactical. Rachael was operating the secondary tactical station to Lee�s left. If she was nervous, she betrayed no signs. Over at ops Ayres assisted Zane.
 Aaron settled in the command chair and ran his hands along the arms. He clasped the battle harness across his chest. A holo-display of the tactical situation floated in front him, which he could manipulate it accordingly.
 Flaps was looking at him expectantly.
 �Ensign, take us in,� Aaron ordered. �And onward to great glory,� he added.
 Aaron whispered it, not intending anyone to hear, but as Flaps turned away, the ensign held a sly grin.
 ***
 Aaron�s teeth chattered as the deck and bulkheads rattled. The effect increased throughout the approach to the event horizon.
 On entering, a strange sensation distorted the passage of time and it seemed almost instant. Space and time was still. There was no motion. No sound.
 Everything seemed to freeze.
Phoenix surged from the mouth of the wormhole and burst through the other side. It was serene.
 Peaceful. The transition took sixty seconds
 Warning alarms slapped his eardrums and yanked him from the blissful moment.
 �Multiple contacts!� Lee called.
 Miroslav glanced sideways �Interdiction field detected!� The next report came from Ayres at ops cutting off Miroslav.
 ��bearing three-two-one mark zero-six-zero, range, 120 thousand kilometers!�
 �Thirty-six of them. Missiles in the black!� Lee cut back in.
 Thirty-six hostile contacts populated the tactical board. Speeds, vectors, projections.
 The ship ahead was the immediate threat�120 thousand klicks.
 �Take us down relative to tango-1, Ensign,� Aaron said. �Evasive maneuvers at your discretion for now, work us toward the edge of the interdiction field. Lieutenant, take out those missiles. Forget those ships for now. Target the interdiction drones. Havoc heavy missiles, fire at will. XO, stand by.�
 A lone sheep that�s what they were. A lone sheep which had suddenly appeared among a pack of starving wolves.
 And the wolves dove in to secure the first bite.
 The Outer Rim Alliance ships blockaded the wormhole around an area of space roughly three million square-kilometers, aided by an interdiction field preventing warp maneuvers out to that distance. There were some obvious gaps in the blockade.
 No doubt, clusters of those dreaded antimatter stealth mines. They hadn�t found a way to detect them yet.
 The attackers engaged ruthlessly. Explosions ripped the void. Phoenix streamed point defense fields of fire outward in all directions. The ship�s missile launcher batteries unleashed a fury of havoc heavy missiles at maximum firing rate.
 After the initial chaos, Phoenix had joined the battle with her full might. Railgun salvoes blasted relentless from her guns, in solemn defiance of her attackers.
 She leapt forward under powerful acceleration and vectored under the nearest ORA ship�s bow, a mere ten thousand kilometers. That ship was the first casualty of the fight, as a deathly accurate salvo of tungsten slammed into it and ripped through and through its superstructure, followed by several missiles.
Phoenix veered hard over to starboard. Flaps executed a series of maneuvers designed to keep the ORA ships guessing as long as possible.
 Lee had his hands full monitoring the point defense screen, shooting down interdiction drones and firing at other targets of opportunity. Rachael assisted him in prioritizing the targets.
 A close detonation from a shaped charge rattled the ship from bow to stern.
 �Lee . . .� Aaron pressed. They had to destroy those interdiction drones and warp the hell away from this circle of doom.
 �Working on it, Commander!� came Lee�s strained reply.
 An obvious pattern was developing. The ORA ships were trying to push them in a certain direction. It could be a ruse. But it was also an opportunity.
 They�d held as well as they could have given the circumstances. Flaps was holding his own. �Doing good, Ensign,� Aaron said. �Keep them guessing. Don�t try to close with any of them. Work us around in a pattern along a port vector, watch those ships flanking starboard.� Aaron didn�t take his eyes from the tactical read out.
 Flaps worked his console with frantic motivation. �Aye, Commander, I see them.�
 Jumping into this epic mess was unfortunate but necessary. The priority was surviving the initial entry with everyone clustered so close. Now they had some breathing room.
 But this fight was already the equivalent of a bar room brawl.
 By now, Phoenix had taken several direct and close hits. The polarized armor didn�t lose efficiency over time like a force field. However, to reinforce the field after each strike, drained power from the mains.
 And with all systems operating at full battle power, the power reserves would gradually diminish. And the power required to keep all ship systems functioning would outstrip the demands placed on the reactors.
 The deck lurched sideways, and the bulkheads seemed oriented the wrong way for just a moment as the gravity system recalibrated to keep things grounded. A nasty salvo had made it past the ship�s point defense screen.
 Ayres reported. �We can�t take much more hits like that.�
 Aaron opened his mouth, but closed it. Not very useful. Focus.
 He saw it. The opening he needed. �Ensign! Make your course, two-six-five mark zero-two-zero. Align us as quickly as you can without bleeding too much speed, and ahead full. Lee, adjust point defense, cover the stern only. XO, deploy the kinetic barrier, cover our escape vector.�
 Gravitic charges erupted from small emplacements along the hull. It would push aside incoming ordnance. Missiles could realign, but other unguided projectiles would be pushed away and perhaps into one of the hostile ships.
 �Aye, two-six-five, mark zero-two-zero,� Flaps responded.
Phoenix now vectored towards a wall of missiles heading her way, fired from the ships directly ahead.
 Aaron decided he was going through those ships. That formation wasn�t closing to engage like the rest. They hadn�t yet maneuvered and simply volleyed more missiles. He suspected they might be missile cruisers.
 Having a smaller circumference to protect, it now meant the kinetic barrier fired less gravitic charges, since it would only be targeting incoming ordnance ahead of the ship. And Lee could focus point defense on the approaching rear missiles. Starboard and port were vulnerable, but that was the tradeoff. Without risk, there was no reward.
 As if on cue, another missile struck the starboard section.
 A new alarm blared. The starboard armor was compromised. It was only as strong as its raw material now, without the enhanced hardening from the electric field formerly coursing through it.
 �Commander!� That was the only word Ayres could breathe before disaster.
 An explosion blew Phoenix of her vector. It breached the starboard hull plating and obliterated several point defense batteries along the superstructure.
 Zane�s voice was shaking. �A mine . . . antimatter mine. Never detected it.�
 �Ayres work with Zane. Sweep the area,� Aaron said. �Input what telemetry we�ve got so far on those mines, have the computer analyze our vector for more of them. I know it�s a long shot, Zane, but do what you can.�
 Zane shook his head. �Nothing so far.� He slammed his palm on the console. �If they�re there, we still can�t detect them.�
 Another powerful, shaped charge from a hostile missile detonated a few hundred kilometers from the compromised starboard section.
 �Flanking ships closing from starboard! Starboard rails reloading,� Lee said.
 Another violent rumble.
 Aaron grimaced. �Ensign, hold your course!�
 �Half the starboard armor plating is gone,� Zane said. �We�ve got no point defense coverage there.�
 Another missile slammed directly into what was left of the starboard armor.
 Garrett�s voice filled the bridge. �Bridge, we�ve lost several power matrices in the starboard section, re-routing power. But main power available is down to 67% we can�t shunt everything through the other matrices, without risking overload.�
 Zane yelled. �They�re going to destroy us! Shouldn�t we surrender, Commander?�
 Aaron zipped his head around and fixed the scientist with a piercing glare. �As you were, Zane! Focus on your station. Ensign, emergency acceleration, full burn. Engineering, override the safeties. Redline it. I don�t care if the sub-lights blow. Acknowledged, Garrett?�
 �I�ve got you, Commander. Disengaging safeties. But I should point out I don�t have spare sub-light engines aboard!�
 �Not to worry, Garrett. I prefer to get out of here alive, even if we don�t have any sub-light engines left.�
 The ships ahead continued spewing missiles. Definitely missile cruisers�with large missile reserves.
 �XO, disengage the kinetic barrier, power down and transfer the energy into the reserves.�
 �Kinetic barrier powering down . . . now.�
 Aaron eyed several more missiles looming towards the exposed starboard section. Damn this chair. He had to move.
 He unclasped his harness and moved to the helm. �Everyone brace,� he said, as he placed his hand on Yuri�s shoulder. �Ensign, bring the bow to starboard zero-nine-zero, maintain z-elevation. We need to keep our starboard away from those flanking ships.�
 Still accelerating on a vector toward the missiles cruisers, Phoenix turned to starboard, and the exposed starboard side now faced the pursuers. The forward point defense batteries now oriented to the missiles formerly approaching the starboard quarter and shot them down.
 Aaron moved back to his command console on his chair arm.
 �Lee, see that cluster of missiles heading directly for us? I�m inputting every variable I can think of, check over the calculations, make adjustments, run it through the computer. Send it back.�
 A minute later Lee responded. �Aye, done. It should work, Commander. There�s so many, and our friends behind are all grouped together nice and tight.� He flicked the calculations back to Aaron�s command console with a swipe of his hand.
 Nice and tight in space meant about twenty thousand kilometers apart. The Alliance ships were pursuing at full speed as well. They�d long since increased speed beyond combat maneuvering speeds.
 No one was maneuvering or trying to evade now. At these speeds, a full turn would require two hours just to realign on any drastic new vector.
 �Nine hundred thousand kilometers to the edge of the interdiction field,� Zane reported.
 �The incoming wave of missiles will impact in ten seconds,� Lee said.
 They�d got all the speed they were going to from the engines now. No need to expend any more power on useless thrust.
 �Shutdown the engines,� Aaron said. �Re-route power to maneuvering thrusters.�
 Flaps wiped his brow. He glanced over his shoulder. Aaron gave him a reassuring nod.
 The forward wave of missiles approached. Two hundred in total. Point defense wouldn�t save them from that. Not two hundred missiles at once, closing a target which in turn, was closing on them.
 Aaron braced himself on the helm. �Now, Ensign. Ventral thrust, full power!�
 Maneuvering thrusters were just that. For reorienting the ship along a new vector. Rotating on its axis. Now, an overpowered burn from those same thrusters pushed them up one thousand kilometers in less than a second.
 The incoming missiles never had a chance to correct for the sudden evasive.
 The hostile ordnance would soon begin the necessary alterations to thrust and propulsion to reacquire Phoenix. So long as they had fuel, they would pursue.
 But before the enemy missile computers could even compute the necessary changes, Phoenix�s own computer executed a timed command to coincide with the evasive maneuver.
 The enemy missiles were traveling on a dorsal plane relative to the pursuing vessels. The kinetic barrier discharged a burst of gravitic charges at a pre-calculated angle and exploded, pushing the missiles off course and on a ballistic course towards the pursuing ORA ships.
 The resulting gravitic effect seemed to scramble the hostile missiles� computers. Whereas they should have detonated�because they were now dangerously close to allied targets�they continued.
 Two hundred missiles detonated across twenty hostile vessels. The bewildering outcome wrought heavy damage across some of them. The others escaped with minor damage. Unsure of what occurred, they immediately began a hard deceleration.
Phoenix surged past the enemy ships attempting to corral her from the front. As she passed, several parting railgun bursts and havoc heavy missiles crippled three of them and severely damaged the others.
 She was beyond the interdiction field. Her bow facing port relative to her vector. Six minutes had seemed like forever.
 Aaron slapped Flaps on his shoulder. �Punch it.�
 He didn�t have to tell him twice. Flaps, engaged an emergency jump to light-speed.
 And Phoenix was away.






Chapter 19 � That Looks Painful

�Pretty sure I felt that hit from the bridge� � Aaron Rayne

Engineering
Phoenix
 Aaron stared at a visual feed of the damage in the starboard section.
 Where there was once a hull, now opened to space twelve meters in diameter. The surrounding compartments were a mess. Bent and broken bulkheads, scatterings of debris, smashed internal components. That was the hardest hit section.
 The sudden image of a giant, wild, indestructible elephant rampaging through the ship formed in his mind.
 The residual damage scorched and hammered the adjacent sections. One of which housed a power matrix that controlled the flow of power to starboard ship systems. A jagged piece of bulkhead painfully wedged inside the main assembly.
 Max stood next to Aaron.
 �That looks painful,� he said.
 Aaron gritted his teeth. �Pretty sure I felt that hit from the bridge.�
 Aaron and Max were in engineering. Flaps and Lee remained on the bridge. The rest deployed throughout the ship, visually inspecting damaged sections the computer highlighted.
 Garrett�as chipper as ever�listed his repair schedule like he was ticking off a grocery list. ��then half a day to clear this section. Meanwhile the fabricators are printing a new unit. That�ll be ready in a day. Another half-day to install the system.�
 Fabricators were just a fancy name for twenty-fifth century 3D printers. All industrial manufacturing was carried out by these large machines. The fledgling technology in the twenty-first century used to print pieces of everything from cars to planes and marine vessels. If the raw materials were available, it could be printed. All Fleet ships carried a finite number of resources to build replacement parts, railgun munitions and generally any piece of Fleet equipment.
Phoenix also carried twelve mk-82 repair drones. These heavy-duty drones carried out external repairs along the hull. After the nanites re-sealed and reformed the damage surfaces to a point the mk-82s took over.
 Each ship also carried a set of mining drones. If a ship didn�t have the raw materials to create spare parts or whole components, the drones could mine the necessary materials, and the fabricators would process it. The entire engineering deck was devoted to processing and manufacturing.
 For larger parts, the fabricators would build them in smaller components, and the repair drones would take them outside the ship. From there the nanites and the repair drones would work in tandem.
 Garrett tapped his personnel device as he continued. �All four starboard point defense batteries are wrecked. Some completely blown off. It will take the repair nanites a week to bring the hull to a state of readiness in those areas to receive new batteries. Then we�ve still got this breach here,� he nodded toward the image on the monitor, �and several other spots to shore up.� Garrett looked like he wanted to say more.
 Aaron felt deflated. Starships didn�t carry spare point defense batteries. The fabricators could assemble them with the raw material they had aboard, but it would take days. Days they didn�t have. Garrett was still looking at him, like he wasn�t done with the bad news yet. Could this really get any worse? He dreaded the answer.
 �What is it, Master Chief?�
 �The kinetic barrier is out of commission. The hit we took in the ventral section damaged the interface between the dark-matter reactor and the entire system. The good news is we still have a full complement of gravitic charges which the reactor already prepared, but we won�t be able to charge more. What�s there is what you have left to work with for now.�
 Aaron had his fingers crossed hoping this was the worst of it. When Garett looked like he was finally finished, he breathed a sigh of relief. �Very good, Mr. Garrett. Your priority is the power matrix, focus all your efforts there first. After that, start replenishing our railgun munitions. Then, get the fabricators started on some point defense batteries. And then the hull breaches. We�ll use the emergency seals on them for now. We�ll have to improvise without the kinetic barrier.�
 The engineer nodded and sauntered off to begin the monumental task ahead. Unfortunately, the ORA wouldn�t wait until they repaired their ship. And the longer they held Endeavor and her crew�there was no way to know what horrors Vee and his crew faced at the hands of the ORA.
 ***
 Aaron took the lift to the bridge. Max was still with him. There�d been no bad news from Rachael or the others inspecting the rest of the ship.
 �What are we going to do now? Can we even complete the mission?� Max asked.
 �We�ve mainly sustained structural damage. Aside from the power matrix, the ship is fully combat capable.�
 �What about what he said about the starboard point defense?�
 Aaron cut his eyes at Max. �Aside from the power matrix and the starboard point defense, we�re fine. We�ll get the matrix up before we reach Indri. Yes, I�m worried about the starboard vulnerability without the point defense in place, but it can be mitigated. So long as we aren�t surrounded on all sides again.�
 �I�m pretty sure they�ll be more cautious the next time they see this ship.�
 �It�s possible. But there�s something about this Outer Rim Alliance that�s not sitting right with me. Who starts a shooting war right off the bat for no reasons�or at least, for no reasons they�ve cared to inform us about.�
 The lift doors parted to the bridge before Max could answer.
 Lee was at his station. He turned when the lift doors parted. �Commander.�
 �Lieutenant, status please.�
 �We�re on our projected course. Gravity wave dispersion functioning. No sign any of the ships we�ve detected at range have changed course to attempt an intercept. There�re three ships on the same course as us from the wormhole. But I don�t think they�ve detected us. It�s more they�ve assumed it�s the first place we might go, or they have something valuable there.�
 �No doubt. Tactical status?�
 �We�ve got forty havoc missiles left. Eight reloads of tungsten ammunition for the guns. I�d be more comfortable with the maximum twenty. But I understand the fabricators have other priorities. The starboard armor plating is severely compromised. There are minor gaps in some sections, other sections are severely stressed, and of course there�s that new observation port the enemy gave us. The entire starboard quarter is a lost cause for now. I wouldn�t want anyone shining anything hotter than a flashlight on it.�
 Forty havoc missiles left. The things were so expensive to produce. Bottlenecked by the fact that dark matter powered the missiles� propulsion. Aaron would have laughed at the part about the �new observation port� if it hadn�t been his ship.
 Thinking about the reloads left for the railguns, he wasn�t surprised they�d fired so much tungsten. A ship firing projectiles couldn�t have infinite amounts of ammo. Where would they put it? Along the corridors and decks?
 The munitions stored aboard one ship simply weren�t designed to take on a hostile squadron itself.
Phoenix had fired enough slugs to destroy one ORA ship a hundred times. It�d been necessary to force her attackers to back off. Normally it was a more precise affair. Phoenix was a rabbit which had just run through a field pursued by a pack of wild dogs.
 Except this rabbit had razor sharp claws and fangs the size of an otter. Something the ORA wouldn�t soon forget.
 �Zane, any progress?� The scientist had been working on ways to detect the antimatter mines.
 �I�ve got several working theories, Commander. I don�t want to give you any false hope. But I hope to have more to report in a few hours.�
 Aaron nodded and leaned next to Lee. �What have you been able to discern about the enemy vessels, Lieutenant?�
 �In my analysis so far, I�ve detected three distinct classes, and something else.� He called up the images and analysis on his console while he explained.
 �The ships which pursued us appear to be armed with close range plasma cannons. Which is what they fired at Endeavor and Pilum. Their missiles are standard heavy missiles. Not unlike our old hornet types. I would class these ships as destroyers on the smaller scale. They are quick, though not as quick as us, and decently armed. The ships we charged at, the happy-missile goon-squad�we didn�t record any other ordnance besides missiles from them, so definitely missile cruisers as suspected. The missiles they fired, however, were different from the ones fired by our pursuers. The explosions registered fusion reaction in shaped explosive charges.�
 He adjusted the console, and it displayed a different ship schematic. �These ships are frigate sized. Far superior acceleration to the others, again still not as quick as us. But they were able to close to pointblank range on our starboard because of the shallow vector. They were about sixty degrees off our starboard relative on arrival and about two hundred thousand klicks.�
 The screen flashed a new image. �There�s a huge space station under construction. We got a basic read on it. It�s sitting about thirty light minutes from the wormhole. Can�t tell you much more about it from the distance we pinged it. The last thing . . . we got a hit on something nearby in deep space. It was traveling at high warp towards the wormhole. The gravity waves are pushing forward at an extreme intensity. Only something huge in mass at high warp could push powerful gravity waves of that magnitude. Far beyond the norm even for our biggest battleship. Initial returns suggest something with a length of three kilometers. Not even sure I want to find out more.�
 The screen now displayed a planetary mass.
 �I got a sensor return on a small structure orbiting Indri-3. The planet itself is tundra and habitable. Immediately, the computers registered what I was looking for.�
 �What is it?�
 �Endeavor�s beacon piggybacking on a gravity wave. It seems like Vee left us a bread crumb.�
 Indeed.
 ***
 The crew had assembled in the briefing room. Time was short.
 Aaron made sure everyone was on the same page regarding the ship�s status and repair efforts. He filled them in on all the new tactical data regarding the enemy ships, the behemoth they detected, the planet, the orbiting space structure, and Endeavor.
 �Our primary mission has always been to learn the fate of Endeavor and bring the crew home. Our secondary mission is to gather intel on this Outer Rim Alliance. If they plan to continue waging an undeclared war, whatever we learn while we are out here, could mean the difference between a successful defense of our sector and the alternative. Hopefully, we�ve given them cause to pause, and re-think what it is they hope to accomplish.
 �Over extending ourselves is always a risk. As a covert operations crew we were meant for quick operations, get in get out, hit fast, hit hard. But we�ve got to play the hand we�re dealt. Lieutenant Delaine and Reyes will take Reliant and head deeper into the sector. Beginning with an area of high traffic and a colonized planet. She knows her role.
 �Sergeant Dawes, his men, and Lieutenant Lee, will deploy aboard Hammerhead with Ensign Miroslav at the helm. They will execute a covert insertion onto Indri-3. Their goal will be to establish whether Endeavor�s crew is there, and if not, determine a possible location the ORA might be keeping them. If the crew is planet-side, Dawes and his team will proceed with an extraction. Once back in orbit, we�ll commandeer Endeavor and ex filtrate the system. The individual teams will hammer out additional strategies. This is more to brief you all on the way forward. Any questions from anyone?�
 There were none.
 �Dismissed then.�






Chapter 20 � The Man
�Silent treatment? I�ll just nap then� � Avery Alvarez
 The air escaped again. Avery had another visitor.
 There was a scraping sound which scrawled his skin. Something dragging on the floor or deck. He still didn�t know which.
 The noise stopped.
 How much time had passed? In this dark place a minute could feel like a day, and a week could sometimes feel like a minute.
 Finally, the light flickered.
 A man sat staring at him. He didn�t say anything.
 His new interrogator�s head was shaved clean. He wore a dark uniform with a strange red symbol above his left breast. A circle with straight lines extending to the center pointed to something resembling a planet.
 �Did James figure out where the sun doesn�t shine yet?� Avery really wanted to know.
 The man didn�t answer. He sat on a chair he�d apparently dragged into the room and just stared.
 �Silent treatment? I�ll just nap then. Nothing else to do.�
 Avery closed his eyes.
 Moments later he felt something press against his neck. A stinging sensation burned his neck. He still couldn�t so much as flinch in these restraints. Against his will, his eyes reopened. He no longer had control of them. Whatever the silent man hit him with, he couldn�t even shut his eyes now.
 The man continued staring. Avery wanted to say something but his mouth wouldn�t cooperate.
 He didn�t know how long the man sat there staring, it could be five minutes, it could be five weeks, he lost all sensation of time.
 ***
Alpha Centauri
Twenty-five years earlier
 Avery Alvarez gave the candidates a final prep.
 �Remember, this program has never been about winning. This exercise isn�t about winning. It�s about leadership. How do you get young men and women to follow you? You have to be their beacon. In their eyes you have to be larger than life.�
 The candidates enrolled in the command training program assembled on the line for the final event of their training. A triathlon.
 The instructors would watch the event from monitors beamed to them by drones following the participants. He�d been assigned to watch Lieutenant Aaron Tyler Rayne, a promising if troubled command candidate.
 The triathlon was grueling. It was more a test of will than physical endurance. Without a will, you couldn�t grind your way through the necessary training to compete, or hope to finish it.
 First, they�d swim for eight kilometers. Then they would ride antique pedal cycles forty-four kilometers through hazardous terrain and finally finish with a twelve-kilometer run.
 The start signal discharged and off they went. Avery moved inside the mobile monitoring post with the other instructors. He followed his candidate closely.
 Nearly four hours later, Rayne and his team of six commenced the ride. Their group was in fifth place. They didn�t have the strongest swimmers. They�d have to make up during the ride and the run.
 Avery and the other instructors carefully balanced the teams to give them challenges they�d have to overcome. Swimming just didn�t come naturally for some people. It just wasn�t much of a recreational activity like he�d read about in the history books. Another reason they�d decided to include it in this final exercise.
 The candidates spent a lot of time learning to swim. No one was born a fish. And swimming wasn�t exactly an everyday activity for people from a diverse set of worlds.
 Pedal cycles had once been a form of transport until replaced by automated anti-grav boards which could safely whisk the user anywhere. Again they were perfect for the training. Taking the candidates far outside any comfort zone they�d ever known and forcing them to adapt.
 Lieutenant Rayne was fast on the pedal cycle, average in the water, and reasonably quick on the run. Varying levels of fitness was the biggest challenge for all the candidates. That and the will. Would they have the will to complete the grueling exercise?
 There was one minor but very important issue the candidates were not aware of. Each member of a group carried part of a code which when combined by proximity near the finish, disengaged the electric barrier to cross the threshold.
 The instructors had drilled it into them�if you failed the exercise, you failed the program. It wasn�t true, but it was a sacred secret.
 The Academy designed the exercise to encourage participants to help each other complete it. The course itself wasn�t indicative of your ability. Just completing it in the generous time was all that was required.
 Five hours later, Rayne�s group dropped their pedal cycles and rested. Their group was the last. Everyone else had finished. They tried their best to aid a struggling group member along, but Lieutenant Commander Stuart slowed them down during the swim and the ride. He just didn�t have anything left for the run.
 There was much arguing in the group. The monitoring drone overheard everything.
 �We can�t just leave him,� one said.
 �If we don�t complete this, the past six months would have been for naught,� another argued.
 ��If we leave him, he�ll fail,� someone else said.
 Stuart lay flat. �I�m done. I can�t go another meter. Nothing works. I can�t put one foot in front the other.�
 He was huge too. Not overweight. Just three heads taller than all of them. He�d grown up on a half-g world. Any kind of physical activity in one-g took its toll.
 �Aaron, we have to do something and carry him,� someone said.
 Rayne shook his head. �We�ll never make it. If we carry him at that pace, with the time we�ve lost, we�ll fail. I�m gone.�
 Lieutenant Rayne stood and began his run.
 Three hours later Rayne and his team huddled by the barrier. The rest had hoisted the incapacitated Stuart and carried him.
 Avery approached Aaron.
 �Why did you leave your group, Lieutenant?�
 �The mission is paramount. My mission was to finish the exercise, same as everyone else. I did it.�
 �You finished. But you didn�t bring the code.�
 �What code?�
 �The code Stuart carried. Everyone had a code. Everyone a role. You left him behind.�
 Aaron shrugged. �He�s one person. For the good of a mission a captain might have to sacrifice a crew member or possibly more for the ultimate good.�
 �How do you determine the ratio of what is acceptable?� Avery asked.
 Rayne raised both eyebrows. �Ratio?�
 �Ratio . . . Lieutenant Commander.�
 �Right, sorry. Lieutenant Commander.�
 �When would the amount of people become more important than the greater good? You said you couldn�t let one man ruin the mission. What if it was ten? A hundred? A thousand. When does it become too many?�
 Rayne shrugged. �I don�t know.�
 �I suggest you search within yourself and find out, Rayne. That one man you left behind or that one man you sacrificed just might have been the one to save everyone. Just know that it isn�t and shouldn�t be just a numbers game.�
 Rayne just stared. The arrogant smug-faced future captain just blinked at him.
 When Rayne moved away, Avery took out his handheld. He appended a note to his assessment of Rayne.
Silently, discreetly, rude.







Chapter 21 � Special Crew

�Delusional heroics and grand wayward ideals� � Rachael Delaine

Bridge
Phoenix
 Aaron surveyed the smattering of equipment lining the deck.
Hammerhead was positioned behind Reliant, both facing the hangar doors. Off to the side of Hammerhead, the marines already donned their sleek, black combat armor and were checking the rest of their equipment.
 Just beyond them, Lee tinkered with his favorite projectile sidearm. He called it the new and improved version two-point-zero, but never elaborated on the improvements. Aaron wasn�t certain what use it was against combat armor, but for that Lee carried an HVKW�high velocity kinetic weapon. Similar in principal to the railgun on a starship, it used electromagnetic force to launch a high velocity slug.
 Lee wore a custom made suit to accommodate his bionic arm. Next to the rifle on the deck was a multi-barreled pulse blaster. Capable of discharging three-hundred pulse rounds per minute. Aaron shook his head.
 �Lee, that�s little big to lug around on an operation like this.�
 Lee stopped tinkering with the sidearm. �Quite right, Commander. I�m not taking that. I brought it from the armory for Star Runner. She doesn�t have any weapons, might come in useful.�
 Aaron looked at the weapon. �How will we mount it? Bolt it on to the hull?�
 Lee looked thoughtful for a moment. �That might work. A quick appli��
 �No, Lee. We�ll figure out how to weaponize Star Runner, something along these lines. But for right now I think we�re good.�
 Lee shrugged. �I�ll just leave it in the weapons locker on her cargo deck for now then. Never know when you need to bring the pain, Commander.� Lee hoisted the weapon and carried it up Star Runner�s ramp inside the cargo bay.
 Aaron moved to look over the other equipment. Special Forces was usually synonymous with special �toys�.
 The marines handled an assortment of military drone variations, designed for recon or combat purposes, and deployable turrets and barricades. There were high and low tech variations of each.
 Over by Reliant, Rachael looked all set. She had on a blue flight suit and held her helmet tucked underneath her arm.
 She looked up while adjusting her flight suit. �We�re ready.�
 Aaron looked over her. �Remember, recon only. You get as much information as safely as possible. Don�t compromise your position for intelligence. It�s just going to be the two of you for a while.�
 �I�m sure Reyes will teach me everything about starships in the time we have.�
 There was an awkward silence. He took a moment to freeze an image of her in his mind. Her blue eyes and short dirty-blond hair cropped by her flat ears. Smooth plain features and that warm smile.
 A smile that could for some brief moments make you forget where you were and what you were doing. Make you forget the things that seemed to be the most part of you.
 As if she knew what he was thinking, her smile widened.
 What was he saying? Ah. �Once we�ve located Endeavor�s crew. We�ll signal you and withdraw near the wormhole. Hopefully, the task force will be on the other side. I want you to promise me something, Rachael.�
 She raised her eyebrows.
 �Promise me if you need our help, you�ll call. Don�t let delusional heroics and grand wayward ideals lead you to believe you can�t signal for help, simply because it places the crew at risk. I�m not leaving you out here if you run into difficulty. I�m not leaving anyone. Your task is long-term recon only.�
 She hesitated but finally said, �Delusional heroics and grand wayward ideals . . . are you sure you don�t mean someone else?� She left off the��such as yourself��part. But he heard it anyway.
 He pressed his lips together in a fine line and fixed her with a glare. �Rachael.�
 Her shoulders dropped. �I promise.�
 He circled the group and stood to the fore. Everyone looked up. A feeling of dread consumed him. That darkness that was so close to the surface threatened to overwhelm him. Once they left the ship, they would be beyond his help. Each carried with them a part of him. Sending your family�professional soldiers or not�to war was gut wrenching. He bit the inside of his gum, blinking back tears. Keep it together.
 �This is likely the last time we�ll all be together in the same place, for a long time. Take a good look around you. If you find yourself hunted by a terrible enemy. If you�re out-gunned and overwhelmed by hopeless odds. These are the people who will be there to even those odds, or right there fighting to the last breath with you. You�re a part of a special crew now. If you look around you and you don�t see your crewmate, do not be alarmed . . . because he�s standing behind you, where he should be, guarding your back.�
 Aaron didn�t believe in goodbyes, but rather farewells. Farewell, until we meet again. The away teams exchanged farewells with Ayres, Zane and him.
 ��Commander, me and my team have been together a long time. But we�ve never had a place to call home. If it was up to me. It would be Phoenix.� Sergeant Dawes said.
 Aaron clapped the young marine on the shoulder. �In my mind, Sergeant, it already is.�
 �Give �em hell, Commander,� Ubu said.
 �We�ll get our boys and girls, Commander. No worries,� Chen said.
 Reyes came next. �Commander, don�t burn out my engines before I get back. You know I do all the real work around here,� he said, glancing over at the Master Chief who grunted in return.
 �No promises, Reyes. But I�ll try my best.�
 �Commander,� Lee said. �I can�t be in two places at once, so don�t get into any problems while I�m gone. You know how it is with you.� Lee said.
 �I promise not to board any enemy ships and wrestle with the crew while you�re gone.�
 And finally Rachael.
 Neither of them spoke. Awkward again. Somewhere distant in his mind he noticed the others move off to give them space.
 They both began to speak.
 �Please . . . you first, Aaron.�
 He smiled. �There�re many things I�d like to tell you. Perhaps in another life. I don�t think this one is willing to compromise where we�re concerned.�
 �A spy and a starship captain,� she nodded. �Not a happily ever after combination.�
 �We did make some progress.�
 �How so?�
 He snickered. �Well, when we first met you were a rigid robot if I rec��
 She threw her arms around him.
 He stood motionless at first. Then hugged her back.
 �All kidding aside, we did actually make progress,� he told her.
 She let him go and locked onto his eyes. She probably wondered if another snide comment was about to come out. None would, even if he could think of one.
 �You�re a former spy. That means there�s always hope for the future.�
 Tears welled in her eyes. One ran away down her cheek. He wiped it with his thumb. Damn, now his vision was blurry.
 �Better get going before we break down in front the crew.�
 She nodded and headed towards Reliant. A few minutes later Reliant lifted off the hangar deck.
 He knew one day he�d have to make certain sacrifices being a starship captain. And this was one of those days.






Chapter 22 � Saddle Up

�Good luck gentlemen. I�ll see you when I see you� � Yuri Miroslav

Main Bridge
Phoenix
 Aaron emerged from the lift on the bridge. Zane was at ops, and Ayres operated the helm. Max was in sickbay prepping it to treat any surviving members of Endeavor�s crew. Garrett was in engineering.
 �This is almost perfect,� Aaron said. �I specialized in tactical before command school, and XO you trained along a starship maneuvers track before your recent command training.�
 She shrugged. �Even so, Commander, I�m not Yuri Miroslav.�
 �Don�t even think about it, XO, no one is Yuri Miroslav. That boy has piloting instincts I�ve never seen or heard of. It�ll come back to you naturally. I�m sure I�ll miss a few shots over here. He met her gaze. �I�m not Lieutenant Lee.�
 Aaron turned to Zane. �Lieutenant, you helped enhance the current generation of starship sensor suites, and you consulted on the construction of this ship. I feel like Shepherd couldn�t have done us any better.�
 Zane beamed. �I�m grateful for your confidence, Commander, but you know I lack combat experience. I�m not so thrilled about being shot at in space. You�ve probably noticed that��
 Aaron didn�t think any less of him for it. It wasn�t even a consideration. �I think you�ll find you�re more than up to the task, Herman. Just focus on your station, don�t overlook anything, and if you have a suggestion, don�t hesitate to speak up.�
 �Thank you.� He looked down at his board. �All systems nominal, except the kinetic barrier. Only the previously primed gravitic charges are available.�
 �Good,� Aaron said. �XO, just cautious maneuvers. If I have something special in mind, I�ll walk you through it. Evasive is at your discretion.�
 �Aye, Commander. Tactical maneuvers on your orders, evasive at my discretion.�
 It was part of the built in redundancy of this crew. Everyone had cross training in the various disciplines.
 Expert in one, jack of some trades.
 Similarly, Max and Flaps received ongoing instruction in varied military subject matter. If Zane found himself piloting the ship, he could move and turn it, accelerate or decelerate, but navigating in three dimensions, with a tactical intent while maintaining orientation, factoring in the movement of any potential hostile ships quickly, and compensating was beyond his skill level.
 Beyond ninety percent of most Fleet personnel�s skill level.
 Similar to how he or Ayres would struggle to interpret raw data at the ops station or sort through it without the computer�s help.
 Information warfare was a huge part of space and ground combat in the twenty-fifth century. Counter measures and counter-counter measures constantly fought an unseen battle between missiles and electronic warfare systems.
 On the ground, energy dampeners could render powered devices useless. Weapons, and logistical tools all had their own counter measures to such things, sometimes a device would resist the dampening field for some time before it was overwhelmed.
 Sometimes depending on the strength of the field, and the military grade of the hardware, the equipment might be unaffected. Other times it wouldn�t work at all.
 It really hurt to deploy a squad of twenty-foot mechanized soldiers only to have them shut down by electronic warfare.
 It�s why modern militaries and space-navies had built in old school equipment and tactics for soldiers along with all the new fancy tech. While it might be efficient to jet pack across a battlefield, said jetpack became deadweight if it failed.
 Same thing with weapons. Your kinetic rifle could suddenly be as useful as a dull battle axe. That�s where mechanical tech such as projectile firearms came in. There was no fancy tech to rely on exclusively.
 Just good old-fashioned grit and will power.
 Aaron pushed thoughts of the next hour from his mind. They�d been over the plan several times�even rehearsed it. It was like an exam. You knew what you knew. Obsessing over it wouldn�t do anything but give you heartburn.
 Hopefully, a little blind luck would overcome any mistakes.
 Still, Aaron couldn�t sit still. He was liable to pull out his hair. So the first hour he paced the deck. Vee always used to say he�d wear the deck plating. The second hour he paced the ready room, he didn�t want to unnerve poor Herman any further.
 The gravity wave dispersion masked their high-warp approach to the star system. They�d transitioned well outside the system in interstellar space to avoid detection from any detection networks and eased down the gravity well. The next part of the plan called for precise timing.
 The story Lee and Flaps told him about the horse thieves on Paradise flashed in his mind. An image of Flaps galloping on horseback floated in the air. He smiled to himself as he took the tactical station.
 Aaron opened a comm to Hammerhead. �Saddle up boys. Fifteen minutes to destiny.�
 There was a distinct sound of laughter in the background. �We�re ready, Commander.� It was Yuri�s voice.
 Aaron studied the passive sensor returns. There was no such thing as true stealth in space. But there were ways to make an object harder to detect. Strict emission protocols, exotic starship materials (which admittedly was the real bottleneck in future ships of this class), and the gravity wave dispersion technology hid them from the twenty-fifth century version of twenty-first century interferometers.
 Most orbital and star system military detection grids deployed these orbital interferometers, each as large as the International Space Station constructed in the twentieth century. However, once you got close enough, there just was no magical solution to avoid detection by a powerful enough sensor grid.
 Unless you had a Valkyrie-class starship, like Phoenix.
 That was the advantage sheheld. With the gravity wave dispersion and other stealth technologies, she could get within one light-hour of the best-known detection arrays. From there, the likelihood of detection depended on the power of the sensor net and any distinct capabilities it might possess.
 Those sensor arrays consumed an astronomical amount of energy and weren�t cheap to maintain, even if subsidized with power from a nearby star.
 For any other ship one light-hour wouldn�t have been an advantage, they couldn�t engage the ORA picket ships from that distance, but Phoenix had the micro-jump drive. She could make short instant warp-hops inside a star system.
 They were two light-hours from the two picket ships on this orbit of the planet. The other two had gone beyond the planet�s curvature.
 �We�re locked and loaded,� Aaron said.
 �Commander?� Herman queried.
 �Sorry. I�ve deployed guns. I�m going to give those ships everything on this pass. I don�t want them turning this into a chase.�
 �I�m ready to initiate the jump,� Ayres said.
 �Then by all means, XO. Punch it.�
 �Punch? Ah! Engaging, Commander. Three-two-one. Phoenix jumping.�
Phoenix disappeared in a manner similar to being sucked into a hole in space. And almost instantly she re-appeared fifty thousand kilometers to starboard of the two-ship enemy formation.
 Railgun bursts streamed down range and tore into the first ship, followed by havoc missiles obliterating its exposed stern. The ORA ship listed to port and explosions rippled along its superstructure.
 A satisfying first volley. �Get on the other one, XO.�
 �On it, Commander.�
 The surviving ORA ship now burned away hard. It seemed its captain was caught between a moment of fight or flight. Phoenix passed its stern.
 Aaron was hesitant to use any more precious havocs, but he couldn�t be sure how long they could jam the enemy comms. And he didn�t want to be engaging ORA reinforcements while his crew was planet-side.
 �Full braking power, XO. Maintain our present vector, turn us into that ship�s escape vector.�
 They were well within the range of the plasma turrets on these ORA ships�it fired, Ayres seemed to anticipate it and triggered a short burst from dorsal thrusters, pushing Phoenix ventral relative to the hostile. The first barrage missed.
 �He�s locked in,� Aaron said, keeping them up to date on his targeting.
 At this distance, and with the ORA ship content to burn away without evading, Aaron had an easy time plotting a firing solution for the weapons located in the bow of Phoenix.
 A volley of fusion torpedoes left a trail as they ignited space dust and slammed into the ORA ship�s aft section. The ship limped along trailing bits and pieces of hull and organics. The doomed ship struck back with a pitiful parting shot from its plasma turrets. Phoenix shook hard.
 Herman�s voice was shaky. �No damage. Polarized armor is sturdy.�
 �It rattled more than anything, Lieutenant,� Ayres told him.
 A hundred tungsten slugs from Phoenix�s railguns silenced the ORA ship, it spun and drifted away on its last vector, opened up to space through and through, totally void of atmosphere.
 Lingering fires quickly died away and many smaller explosions were only brief flashes without oxygen to sustain the flames.
 Aaron signaled the waiting Hammerhead. �Ensign, the barn is open. Launch!�
 The ensign acknowledged.
 Aaron had already triggered the ship�s hangar bay doors. He tracked Hammerhead on his tactical board as it emerged.
 During the battle Phoenix had deployed a scattering of countermeasures. It wouldn�t take long for military-grade sensor array to sort through it, but they didn�t need long.
 The battle served two purposes. Get past the picket ships and mask the insertion team.
Hammerhead accelerated hard for the surface, burning a streak across the black and breaching the upper atmosphere. Just below the stratosphere two drop pods launched. A dummy and one with the team and their equipment.
 Even if the ORA penetrated the sensor jamming, the Intelligence Bureau designed the pod with stealth as their primary objective for the recon marines.
 In the chaos of two attacking ships and noise from the excessive radiation, it would be a miracle to detect an indiscreet object with no emissions, which used old school tech to slow its descent.
 ***
 Yuri sat upright. Finally it was show time. The Commander gave the signal.
 ��the barn is open. Launch!�
 With that, Yuri flipped the throttle and surged out of the hangar bay on a steep orbital insertion angle towards the planet.
 He keyed open the comms to the others on the cargo deck. �Hang on! This will get fun when we hit the outer atmosphere.�
 The auxiliary craft shook, streaming through the first two stages of entry and into the stratosphere. The tactical board quickly populated with targets of opportunity.
 First, the pathetic ground defenses surrounding the target structure, then whatever detection systems on the surface the computer could identify.
 The ORA bastards couldn�t have been operating here long. Similar to the wormhole, other than the large amount of ships, they didn�t have much of a physical presence. Which could only mean their expedition near the wormhole was very recent.
 �Good luck gentlemen. I�ll see you when I see you.�
 Yuri flipped the switch and the drop craft deployed.
 He then headed for the first missile emplacements. They hadn�t yet overcome the emission noise Phoenix put out. Good.
 He strafed them with railguns and pulled away for another pass.
 Nothing like flying in an atmosphere!
 Warning alarms blared.
Damn. He had counted . . . what was it the Commander would say when you . . . oh yeah chickens. He�d counted his chickens before they hatched. Missiles rocketed towards Hammerhead.
 The point defense would handle those no problem.
 The first explosion boosted his confidence. One of twelve missiles down. He banked hard to port and several seconds later the missiles blew by and began their turn.
 More alarms�another launch from the surface.
 Soon the missiles would have enough and would communicate amongst themselves to foil his evasive maneuvers. Banking hard from a pursuing cloud of missiles would only reveal another cluster which had maneuvered ahead to intercept.
 He released as much electronic noise towards the flanking missiles as he could. They passed harmlessly by but he wouldn�t be able to do that again. While he dodged, weaved and confused, it gave the point defense more time to shoot them down.
 This place had to have a power source. No mobile planet-side base could power military grade weapons systems without an equivalent power source nearby.
 Finally, the computer located it through the enemy�s own efforts to hide it. It�s what he�d been hoping to neutralize before he was forced to disengage.
 Several plasma cannons opened up. Not easy to avoid those. The ionized plasma blasts slammed into Hammerhead. Several nearby missiles decided they weren�t going to get any closer and detonated. The shaped charges exploded only a few dozens of meters away.
 He turned into the power source. It�s so close. The missiles had corralled him now. He wasn�t getting out of this. He would make sure the team on the ground had a fighting chance in case they encountered a hardened structure they couldn�t enter without heavy weapons.
 He held his course.
 His final railgun burst emptied the magazines and destroyed the power source. Several explosions bobbed the craft in several directions at once. He didn�t have any tungsten slugs left. Not a lot of room on the small craft for munitions. Phoenix wouldn�t even have enough to spare him any reloads.
 The hostile missiles closed for the final intercept, soon they would fire a final burn to max out their speed and mitigate any sudden evasive on his part.
 They never reached.
 The approaching missiles from all around vanished in fireballs, the concussive blasts rocking the small craft.
 The comm blared.
 �Flaps.� It was the Commander. �We won�t be able to cover you any longer. We�re jumping to engage the other two vessels, disengage and return to the ship. No more crazy stunts.�
 �One damn minute, Commander. I was busy. Disengaging and returning to Phoenix.�
 A glance at his board told him the impending missiles of his doom were gone. Phoenix obliterated them from orbit with a precise barrage. He�d done all he could for the team.
 He accelerated into the stratosphere and into orbit.
 ***
 Lee gripped his harness. His fingers felt numb.
 He did another quick test and adjust of his armor�s command functions. He could control the HUD and the activation of auxiliary suit functions using eye movement and blinks.
 His hand rested on his new projectile sidearm. He�d based the new design on rail-fired weapons. It was powerful enough to penetrate armor. The only issue was the barrel overheated after eight shots.
 On his left hip, he carried the same gas powered grappler he�d �borrowed� from a rescue worker on Atlas. He never went anywhere without it.
 �Good luck gentlemen. I�ll see you when I see you!� Flaps said.
 With that their insertion pod launched from the access bay of Hammerhead and plummeted towards the ground at unsafe speeds.
 The kind of unsafe for anyone who desired to live long and prosper.
 Sergeant Dawes clearly wasn�t bothered. The marine looked around with wild eyes. �Oh yeah! Faster!�
 The vibration was unbearable. Lee could dampen the sound to his ears all he wanted, but he couldn�t dampen the vibrations transmitted through the craft into his armor.
 �Sergeant! We can�t go faster, there�s no propulsion. We�re free falling!�
 The marine grinned. �I know! Isn�t it great?!�
 Lee twisted his mouth into a frown. Both corporals on either side of Dawes were grinning the same way. Lee leaned his head back and squeezed his eyes shut. This atmosphere diving thing isn�t for me. He�d prefer to face an army of soldiers in a duel to the death.
 �We�re coming up on the drop zone,� Corporal Chen said, monitoring his handheld device.
 �Hold until the last threshold,� Sergeant Dawes said.
 Lee�s eyes shot open. �Sergeant, I don�t want to be a puddle of mush on some forsaken tundra planet.�
 �No worries, Lieutenant.�
 Lee shook his head. No worries? You should be worried!
 The altitude to the drop-zone plummeted. Three parachutes would arrest their descent. Lee wasn�t sure all the drama was necessary. There�s no way anyone could detect this obscure pod through the mayhem in orbit. Not judging by what they�d learned so far of the infrastructure deployed on the planet below. That and Flaps� theatrics above. Still the marine was intent on pushing this drop to the limit.
 The pod was tearing itself apart! Lee swallowed. �Sergeant��
 �Stand by.�
 The readout on Lee�s heads up display showed thirty thousand. Twenty five thousand�the numbers like seconds ticking to his death. After everything he�d been through, all that might be left of him is mush.
 Twenty-thousand meters.
 �Anytime now, Sergeant!�
 Corporal Ubu�s finger hovered above the button to deploy the arresting descent mechanism.
 �Hold . . . hold!� Dawes replied.
 Ten-thousand meters. Five-thousand meters. One-thousand meters.
 �Sergeant!�
 �Deploy braking chute!�
 The corporal stabbed the button and several chutes shot away from the insertion pod, connected to it with spider silk.
 Lee breathed. How long had he not been breathing? He shook his head looking at the sergeant.
 �I think that was a record,� Dawes said to Ubu.
 �I do believe so, Sergeant.� The corporal nodded.
 The insertion pod hit the ground with a bang. Immediately, angled legs deployed to keep it up right. Lee unclasped his harness and stood. Never again. Not even the Commander could make him do another drop with Sergeant Dawes anytime soon.
 He had the sneaky feeling marines did these things for fun in their spare time. If Flaps had been here, he no doubt would have enjoyed it. Good thing he wasn�t. The scrawny little runt would never let Lee live it down.
 Chen grabbed a deployable turret and Lee grabbed the deployable barrier. Never knew when an old school deployable form of cover might come in handy. Dawes was the point man. He carried the recon-drones. The base was ten kilometers away. A paltry sprint.
 Lee couldn�t shake a terrible, nagging thought at the back of his mind. The large sensor contact they�d detected hounded his thoughts. Although its last known vector took it away from Indri, who knows what exotic technology it might possess. It might arrive in orbit using some sort of quantum jump or other theoretical travel mechanic.
 All he knew was he didn�t want to be on Indri-3 if or when it arrived.






Chapter 23 � Good Odds for Any Marine

�We�ll call that ballsy pilot down on top of us and improvise� � Sergeant Randall Dawes

Main Bridge
Phoenix
 �One damn minute, Commander. I was busy. Disengaging and returning to Phoenix.�
 One damn minute? Aaron was going to have to inform Flaps that swearing while addressing ranking officers wasn�t proper use of the colorful metaphors he�d adopted lately.
 The other two ships came around the curvature of the planet. Aaron wasn�t waiting. The micro-jump capacitors were charged.
 �Engage,� he ordered.
 �Jumping, three-two-one. Phoenix jumping.�
 This time Phoenix emerged from the micro-jump directly ahead of the ships.
 �I�m locking on,� Aaron said.
 The railguns tore into the first target. He still had the biting feeling he�d need the havocs in the near future and decided to conserve them. The target aligned directly for Phoenix and accelerated hard.
 �Is he trying to ram us?� Herman asked.
 Aaron worked and re-worked firing solutions aided by the tactical computer. �I don�t know, but he�s cutting off our angle of attack on the other vessel.�
 They were close now. The enemy plasma cannons struck Phoenix.
 Herman was right. The ORA vessel continued to accelerate. The enemy captain�s intent was clear. Aaron had two choices, brake and thrust to one side. Or go all in.
 �XO, ahead full. Stand by on my mark for a full burn from dorsal thrusters.�
 If he slowed, it would make it easy for the enemy ship to adjust for any sudden evasive. The only option was to increase speed and cut off the time the enemy vessel would have to realign for its ramming maneuver.
 �Now, Ayres!�
 The sudden push from the dorsal thrusters nudged them down a mere one-thousand kilometers beneath the ORA ship. He�d focused on the calculations to be certain and handed over control of the guns to the computer. The railguns shredded the ORA ship.
 This close, the optic feeds revealed the severity of the damage, it looked like a meteor shower had torn through the enemy ship. It drifted lifeless and powerless. Not every critical hit caused some grand explosion.
 The ORA ship would drift until it was salvaged or it would forever remain among an eternal graveyard of ships in the black.
 Perhaps certain the ramming tactic would succeed, the doomed ORA ship hadn�t even fired. The other vessel had continued accelerating away but not before launching missiles of their own. This close, the point defense didn�t have enough time to get all. Several hit the ventral bow. This is what Aaron had hoped to avoid. A chase.
 �Ayres, bring us around, pursuit course.�
 Although Phoenix would have to slow to execute the tight turn, his ship�sextraordinary acceleration curve should negate the lead the other ship had. But it would take them away from the planet.
 ��I�ve got a lock on him, Commander,� Flaps announced over the comm.
 Aaron hadn�t even noticed Hammerhead�after all it was friendly so the computer wouldn�t pay it much attention.
Hammerhead had egressed the planet along a vector to cut off the escaping ORA ship. Flaps fired the auxiliary craft�s complement of ten fusion torpedoes, ending the ORA vessel�s bid for freedom.
 �Bring it in, Flaps. I don�t know if they got off a comm burst. They had more time than the others. We won�t know if it penetrated our jamming until someone shows up�or doesn�t."
 It could be their extraordinary tactical capabilities with Phoenix, but Aaron felt it had gone too easy.
 He had a lingering feeling the ORA was holding back.
 ***

 If Lee even had in-laws, he wouldn�t recommend they visit Indri-3 for vacation.
 It wasn�t even much of a planet. Barely the size of Earth�s moon. Still it was a planet by definition�it orbited Indri�s star, was round, and it had cleared celestial debris from its orbit�according to astronomy-101.
 Perhaps they should revise the definition of a planet. It seemed to change at the whim of every generation of astronomers.
 As soon as they disembarked the insertion pod, the rush of wind made it clear this wasn�t a friendly place. What should have been an easy ten-kilometer jog, now turned into a slog against forty-kilometer winds. Fjords spread for miles out to the east and west. Tall blue and white mountains and glaciers mocked them as they trudged along. In some parts it was relatively flat and yet nearby mountainous regions extended as far as the eye could see.
 Two hours later they�d reached it. The ORA base.
 Lee was down on one knee. He studied the information on his HUD. Distances, power readings, thermal readings, motion readings. Like his suit, the enemy should have equipment to detect and mask these things. His suit blended its temperature and outer material to the environment. Its material could deflect lasers probing for motion.
 Lee zoomed in on the ORA structure. It was rather boring to look at. A prefab base no more than a thousand square-meters.� It was new, and it was temporary. Four large towers on each corner of the square compound extended about forty feet skyward with mounted turrets. More anti-personnel turrets littered the perimeter. No human sentries spotted, but it wasn�t likely they�d be outside in these conditions. It wasn�t even necessary with modern detection technology.
 The ORA probably more expected a heavy attack than infiltration. That�s the thing with knowing your enemy. These ORA goons whoever they were, hadn�t taken the time to learn anything about the United Star Systems before firing the first shots in an unprovoked war.
 Either by design or by accident that was the reality. From what he�d seen of their ships, they were rudimentary, on the level of the Terran Union and the space navies of the other smaller enclaves. If what they�d seen so far was their line ship, the ORA should quit this war now.
 That was the thing with stupid people�they had a false sense of greatness and couldn�t comprehend their own stupidity.
 If the ORA ships proved anything, it�s that the USS was ahead technologically.
 He kept the suit�s sensors focused on the structure, giving the computer time to probe for any weaknesses.
 Sure enough, within fifteen minutes the suit�s sensor suite penetrated the structure�s shielding, and the thermal laser optics processed the interior, highlighting the occupants within. He�d located the crew. The inferences he drew from the thermal displays and data about their condition made him sick.
 A query to the computer told him it was ninety percent certain it could scramble the targeting sensors on the turrets. Good odds for any soldier�or marine.
 Around him the others waited in silence. Each of them likely absorbing the same information.
 Dawes was the marine�an expert on land and ship based combat operations�so he was in charge. He would defer to the sergeant so long as Lee didn�t believe it compromised the rescue.
 �Lieutenant,� Dawes said. �We�ll draw away the small base garrison. We�ll make enough noise to bring them out. First, we�ll plant charges on those bigger guns. Don�t want those things ruining us if they penetrate our jamming. We�ll be outnumbered. We�ll have to watch for attempts to flank us.�
 Dawes unhooked his turret. �You wait for as long as you need, until you think you�ve got the best opening. See how many we lure out, and you grab our people and lead them out. Take as much stimulants and emergency packs as possible. We don�t know their condition. And they may have a good running fight ahead of them.�
 Dawes handed him the stims and e-packs.
 �We�ll do our best to withdraw to the extraction point. If that seems impossible, depending on the likely success, we�ll call that ballsy pilot down on top of us and improvise.�
 Lee nodded. The time for words was past. He pounded a good-natured friendly fist on the sergeant�s chest and moved off.






Chapter 24 � Light �Em Up

�I�m looking for a friend of mine� - Malcolm Lee

Indri-3
 Sergeant Dawes had finished planting the charges. He, Ubu and Chen poised from their chosen positions to begin the loud assault.
 They�d set up several of their own deployable turrets around the base and each marine took position next to one.
 Time to bring the pain.
 �Let�s light �em up boys!�
 Immediately the rapid-firing rocket launchers fired the first six of three six-round magazines. They didn�t do much damage to the structure, but the noise was deafening.
 Dawes keyed the sequence to detonate the explosives planted on the base�s turrets. Hot shards of flaming ceramic soared hundreds of meters in all directions.
 Another round of rockets took flight, this time skyward and came down on the structure. Sure to make anyone believe they were under heavy attack. The occupants were sure to be rattled by the fact they couldn�t detect anything outside.
 The anti-personnel turrets opened up and fired randomly. It seemed they had an endless supply of ammunition. The turrets spewed death in all directions.
 Dawes dove behind his barricade. The rounds from those guns went through meters of dirt.
 It didn�t take long for operators inside to visualize from the outside optics where the attacks originated and the incoming return fire increased in precision.
 One of the base�s walled sections opened and four mechanized giants of death emerged. Equipped with shoulder mounted barreled weapons and arm-mounted turrets, they wrecked the landscape.
 If there was ever an �oh shit� moment.
 This was one.
 ***
 Lee was certain he could hear Sergeant Dawes yelling over the chaos.
 The voice didn�t come from Lee�s earpiece. But the marine sergeant�s actual voice. Sounded strangely like��get some!�
 Lee had no idea what it meant. Maybe it was a marine thing.
 Within minutes of unleashing hell on the enclosed base, a sidewall retracted and out stomped four mechanized creatures.
 Oh dear, he was going to have to ruin those nice shiny mechs.
 Too bad for the ORA�Lee had power scramblers. There was good reason mechanized warfare wasn�t so popular in full on military versus military engagements. You could get away with using those things somewhere else�against someone else.
 Here they were just a big target.
 Lee loaded kinetic rounds with scrambler tips and took aim with his KR. He fired several shots at each in succession.
 A haze radiated around each mechs� exoskeleton. The mechanized soldiers tumbled one by one. The ones in mid-step hit face first.
 One had just taken a grand leap for Sergeant Dawes� position�it crashed with a loud bang and remained motionless. The other two just froze when the scramblers connected. Then a barrage of rockets from friendly turrets ended their little mechanized hurrah.
 The smaller anti-personnel turrets were the only remaining worry. They were enough of them to be spattering crap in all directions. The turrets might make a lucky shot. And turn his new shiny armor and him into Swiss cheese.
 Lee couldn�t go through and he couldn�t go around. So he�d go above.
 He sized up the mangled wall platform where one of the larger sentry turrets once rested before it took a trip to oblivion. The HUD told him it was sixty feet. Just about right.
 He folded his rifle and slung it in its recess. He steeled himself. Vee, I know you can hear us . . . we�re coming.
 He adjusted the jump-pack for a longer jump to compensate for the high winds. He dug his armored boots into the mushy surface and pushed off. The jump point loomed.
 Last stride.
 He activated his pack and leapt at the same time arcing through the air. He was going to overshoot. Damn it.
 He deployed flaps from the sides of the suit, the winds slammed into him, and he dropped in a narrow arc onto the corner tower.
 Within the walls, a small platoon of ORA goons assembled. One was shouting orders to the rest.
 On the far side, more walls had recessed and troops poured out. These were the only ones left inside the inner compound. How fortunate to be so close. Just twenty feet below it was time to smash some goons.
 He stepped off.
 Lee slammed a short-range energy scrambling grenade into the ground as he hit and rolled with the momentum, still kneeling, he swung his bionic arm into the first armored trooper�s midsection with full force.
 The trooper soared away and up as though a bird of prey had snatched him. Armor or no armor, he was on his way to the next life.
 The others nearby appeared transfixed by the flying trooper, following him with their helmeted heads as he soared past. They all turned in Lee�s direction at once. He wanted them to see the face of their doom�the last thing they�d ever see. His helmet recessed into his armor. He grinned and stood straight.
 �I�m looking for a friend of mine,� he said as he flipped side-ways and kicked the one who�d been barking orders at the end of the group. The man�s neck snapped. Lee landed and held his position. �His name is Vee.�
 They all aimed their rifles at once. When nothing happened, they looked at their weapons and back at Lee.
 He drew his projectile sidearm�version two-point-zero. He shot the four on the left through their helmet. Their heads exploded in a red mist carried away instantly by the high winds.
 Sweeping the sidearm around to the opposite side he shot the others. Only one shot left in his sidearm. He might need it later. He holstered the weapon and readied himself. The remaining troopers closed and swung wildly with their useless rifles.
 Lee ducked under the first three swings, the weapons clanged together above his head. Still crouching he swept his left foot around and the three on the right fell.
 He pivoted and swept the legs out from under the others to his left. He balled his bionic fist and smashed each through the faceplate. Bones crunched with each blow.
 Lee grabbed one of them by the ankle and swung the body into three more charging him head on. He leapt in the air and came crashing down on a goon to the left with his knee in the trooper�s chest.
 That wouldn�t hurt the little goon through his armor.
 The goon reached up and grabbed Lee by the neck. Lee grabbed his arm with his bionic hand and twisted it in a way arms shouldn�t twist. The armored shell protecting the man�s arm crumpled at the shoulder joint and took his shoulder with it. Lee�s fingers crushed the trooper�s neck.
 A weight rammed him from behind and something else hard hammered the base of his neck.
 He reached behind with his arm, gripped the offender and tossed him over and away. The discarded trooper regained his feet.
 The goon looked around, realized he was alone and scrambled off. Lee chuckled inwardly�that was probably the smartest of the lot. Any direction away from Lee was safer at this point.
 He�d cleared the immediate area. Only the troopers� mangled bodies remained.
 He entered the base.






Chapter 25 � All You Have Left
 The man had continued his staring game for days. Saying nothing. All the while Avery never had control of his eyes. He�d lost all sensation of time. How long the man played this game he�d never know. The only physical thing he did was inject nutrients into Avery.
 Avery unwillingly admitted this was some unique torture. Another hiss of air signaled another visitor.
 This time the staring man dragged in someone from the box.
 �Commander, they said if we give them what they want, they�ll let us go. We�re so thirsty, sir, the box is driving us crazy.�
 �Don�t listen to them, crewman.� Even as he said it, he knew he wasn�t convincing. These young men and women hadn�t in their wildest imaginations expected to meet this kind of fate out in the black.
 The crewman continued. �I�ve told them no one but a starship captain would know these things, please, sir, tell them so we can go home. We can�t take this anymore.�
 The staring man held a weapon to the crewman�s head. Still silent, he looked towards Avery.
 The crewman pleaded one last time. �Sir, please . . .�
 Avery opened his mouth, then shut it. The weapon discharged, and the crewman slumped to the deck.
 Avery didn�t react. He wanted to rip the killer�s head off. Just like the crewman, he wanted to be rid of this place. He�d do anything just to be able to stand or move his head, or wiggle his toes. They�d made him a prisoner inside his own mind.
 They�d broken him down without inflicting an ounce of physical pain. He wanted to tell them everything. He couldn�t remember what it was like to move. The isolation, the immobility�it was a descent into madness.
 If he held long enough, maybe he would go insane and then he could no longer have cognitive thoughts, and they wouldn�t get what they wanted anyway, because whatever they did or didn�t do to him wouldn�t matter.
 What would an insane person care? He�d just imagine himself on a beach all day with�
 Who was staring man? The water glistened in the distance. Palm trees blew in the wind. The sand got in his eyes. He could go swimming forever. He bit the inside of his lip and gums so hard the blood dripped out the corners of his mouth.
 Staring man left. Tears streamed down his checks.
 It was all he had left.
 The man returned with another crewmember. It was the same thing. He held the weapon to a young woman�s head. What was her name? She�s a technician. Chief . . . Niri.
 Then the surface shook. Thunderous booms reached his ears.
 He could hear the noise, the door to his room was unsealed. The man yanked Niri out and shut the door. His friends had come. He almost felt sorry for these ORA bastards now.
 Almost.







Chapter 26 � No Giant Too Large

�Now let�s use those fancy maneuvers you and I have been itching to practice� � Aaron Rayne

Phoenix
 A searing pain passed through Aaron. He felt a wave of emotion flow through him. His head felt light for a moment. He couldn�t remember what he�d been thinking.
Hang on, Vee, we�re coming. He shook the feeling away. Time to deal with this behemoth.
 The sensors tracked the dreadnought as it took position.
 When Lee first told Aaron about a large blip of gravity waves and the possibility of a three-kilometer long behemoth lurking nearby, Aaron hoped it was an inaccurate sensor return.
 Now here it was in all its grandeur between him and the planet. Between him and his crew.
 Flaps was back at the helm. Ayres took the secondary tactical station where she could assist with analyzing the enemy ship�s movements, spot weaknesses well ahead, and increase Phoenix�s overall effectiveness.
 �Commander?� Flaps queried.
 Aaron repeated it. �The damn thing is three-point-four kilometers in length. It�s got thirty missile batteries, dozens of point defense towers, endless plasma turrets and . . . who knows what else��
 �We did our best. It�s got to count for something.�
 �Indeed, Yuri. But I�ve been dead before and I didn�t like it. I would consider it a personal insult if these ORA people were the ones who do us in. Let�s get to it shall we?�
 �Aye, Commander.�
 �My hands are full here, Ensign. Evasion and initiative at your discretion, if you see something we�ve not yet noticed, which is very likely, point it out I�ll give you a yay or nay. We�ll be trying to stay alive and keep that thing distracted as long as possible. If we�re forced to disengage or destroyed, they�ll deploy whatever reinforcements they�ve got to the planet.�
 Flaps looked around. �Understood, Commander.�
 Aaron nodded. �Now let�s use those fancy maneuvers you and I have been itching to practice.� Flaps worked better if he didn�t feel pressured. Aaron had to show the ensign, show them all�that nothing phased him. It would inspire their confidence. But in reality, the dreadnought�s sudden appearance brought with it Trident�s final moments. It seemed the memory would forever plague him like a bad virus for which there was no cure. His dead crew called out to him.
 He pushed the darkness away, his demons would have to haunt him another day. The dreadnought was six million klicks away�twenty light-seconds.
Phoenix carried him to his destiny.
 ***
 �Firing solutions coming up now, Commander,� Ayres said.
 Her calculations flicked across to his board. Together, they operated the tactical station in perfect harmony. Lee would be proud.
 �Firing,� Aaron said.
 The forward railguns spat a trail of tungsten slugs. The ORA vessel was a big bully and it couldn�t evade worth a damn. But it would be like pricking someone with a pin.
 Unless they hit something really critical, it would only sting a bit. And that thing must have armor thicker in some places than a quarter the length of Phoenix.
 �Now, Ensign . . . jump.�
 After emptying her forward magazines, Phoenix micro-jumped behind the dreadnought and vectored hard to port lining up the dreadnought for a barrage from the starboard guns.
 Aaron extended the missile batteries from the hull, and launched a volley of havocs, just as Flaps veered hard to starboard and kicked in an emergency acceleration. The return fire from the dreadnought drifted harmlessly past as Aaron unleashed fury from the port guns.
 The slugs from their first barrage, prior to the jump, now reached the dreadnought just as the port guns fired. The first set pounded the frontal sections and the second volley tore into the rear sections. Good hits, but not enough to slow the beast.
 �We�re doing good,� Aaron said. �Back us off a bit while the magazines reload. The computer is analyzing their turret�s tracking capabilities. The results so far are promising for us.�
Phoenix burned away from the dreadnought. A brief respite.
 �It feels like fighting a giant,� Flaps said. �We�re not hurting it much. It reminds me of the story Lee told me about Gunther.�
 �Gunther?� Aaron asked.
 �The black market guy. You know the one they fought on Luyten? Lee said he kicked him in the gonads, but it didn�t really have the intended effect. I bet if this thing had gonads, and we kicked it, it�d have an effect.�
 Flaps probably thought he was being funny. The boy was brilliant!
 The oversized belligerent must have an inordinate amount of ammunition. Maybe the entire vessel was full of ammunition in one part of the ship. A giant had sensitive parts too. The only weapon which really threatened Phoenix with the kinetic barrier down, was the dreadnought�s excessive amounts of missiles. The other weapons were short-range only.
 An old story of a boy and a slingshot flashed in Aaron�s mind, but he couldn�t quite recall its significance now. If he could get a good scan to penetrate the hull and lock on to the signature . . . a mass of weapons in one location must have a huge signature.
 �Zane, you heard the ensign, this giant has a weak spot. Feed the data from the scans of their missiles into the computer. Draw what power you need and get us a deep scan. Find the largest concentrated sensor returns matching those scans. We�ll target those areas. The missiles have to be stored there.�
 The scientist turned ops officer dropped his head and worked his station. They had to find those missiles. A couple well-placed hits could destroy most of the dreadnought�s missile ordnance and defang it. It would have to be soon. Hundreds of missiles closed on Phoenix.
 The more missiles in the black, the more their targeting computers could synchronize and worked to defeat Phoenix�s counter measures and evasive patterns. That could possibly mean missiles intercepting Phoenix from every direction.
 Missile defense 101 called for scurrying away like a frightened animal at best speed, increasing the hostile ordnances� time to intercept, while giving point defense and counter measures more time to take them down.
 But with clusters of missiles coming from all directions�it really put a damper on that.
 Flaps fixed their course away from the closest flight of missiles. Some of the hostile ordnance didn�t even burn directly for them, but vectored to flank. The up side was it took a while for the enemy ordnance to maneuver into the most efficient intercept positions. If Aaron could increase that intercept time, point defense accuracy would increase.
 Explosions popped all around in randomness as missiles closed on Phoenix and her point defense slugs intercepted some.
 The dreadnought wasn�t moving much at all, a few thousand meters at most. It just sat and gave as good as it got.
 �Ensign, head directly for them.�
 �That�s certain death, Commander.�
 �Not so certain as those missiles, Yuri.�
Phoenix now held her vector straight for the dreadnought. Those missiles were certain death for anyone and anything.
 The dreadnought�s plasma turrets opened up. The initial bursts could be dodged with bursts of thrust from the maneuvering thrusters. But as you continued such maneuvers, eventually to keep the targeting foiled you had to thrust the opposite direction of the ship�s momentum, which in turn pushed against the current momentum. It became counter-productive.
 Plasma bursts slammed into the polarized armor.
 �I can�t dodge anymore of those shots, Commander!�
 Aaron grimaced. The power drain on the defense field was extraordinary.
 �Hold course!�
 The hits from flak cannons hurt too.
 �Now�take us under!�
 The helmsman had waited for the order. Aaron wondered if it never came if Flaps was content to ram the ORA ship.
 The pursuing missiles didn�t have a choice but to detonate or risk hitting their mother ship.
 �Now what?� Flaps asked.
 Aaron didn�t answer but returned fire with the railguns. They were too close for fusion torpedoes. A detonation would damage them too.
 It was infuriating. The railguns just weren�t packing enough of a punch against a ship that size. Not enough to destroy them soon enough. He could destroy half of the ship and the other half would have enough power and weaponry to continue fighting.
Phoenix moved away. The dreadnought unleashed more fury.
 �Flaps, bring the bow one-eighty relative to target.�
 Aaron gritted his teeth. �Herman? We need something soon!�
 �Working, Commander. Their counter measures are scattering the scans, but I�m making head way. That close pass did it, analyzing the readings now.�
 The thrusters pushed Phoenix around as she continued to increase distance from the behemoth, and she now faced it.
 A full volley of fusion torpedoes thundered out from their launch tubes. Aaron fired all that was left. That hurt for sure, the sensors registered a power fall off throughout the enemy ship.
 Zane finally came through. �I�ve got them! Twenty power signatures. It must be the weapon caches near the superstructure. Ninety percent certainty.�
 �Bless you, Herman.� Aaron checked his board. �Get us some more distance and bring us around again, Ensign.�
 �Same thing?�
 �Affirmative.�
 �I�ve got a lock on a weapons cache,� Ayres said. �Plotting a firing solution and best potential attack vectors, sending over to the helm now.� She swiped the information over to the ensign�s station.
 Aaron incorporated her firing solutions. �I want to hit it when some are being primed.�
 �I�ve got it. Plotting attack runs,� Flaps said.
 �Maybe we can just repeat that first maneuver, Commander. Their missiles won�t be able to touch us,� Herman said.
 Again the plasma turrets volleyed. Flaps piloted the ship along the dreadnought�s ventral quarter maintaining too fast a transversal for the hostile ship�s turrets to track.
 Just before Phoenix could complete the attack run, an explosion ripped through the underside of the ship. Aaron knew exactly what it was, an antimatter mine.
 The enemy captain had played him.






Chapter 27 � I�m Taking You Home

�I promise you� - Malcolm Lee

Indri-3
 Lee couldn�t recall a time when such hate boiled in him�and hate was a powerful thing. It could consume you. Maybe even turn you into the thing you hated most.
 Bile rose in his throat.
 They had stuffed his people in a metal box like cattle. You didn�t do this to anyone. He imagined he could feel the pulse in the neck of the person responsible as his fingers tightened.
 The laser optics had mapped out the interior well enough. Although, the heat signatures were intermittent. Likely a result of the ongoing and unseen battle between his armor�s software, and the enemy countermeasures.
 The enemy thermal signatures winked out and reappeared as though they were teleporting.
 He moved down the narrow corridor. Only an arm�s length of room on either side. It�d be a shuffle getting the crew out. Tight space. Not tactically sound.
 He rounded a curved corridor. Ahead, there was a single entrance with a sensor above it. A facial recognition scanner to permit authorized personnel.
 He attached a hacking device to the door. Five seconds later it was undone. Security was just a delay mechanism. Not impenetrable.
 Each half of the door recessed into the walls.
 He froze.
 At the end of a hundred-foot corridor, a lone man stood with a shoulder-deployed mobile missile system. There was only one way out of this.
 Forward.
 ***
 Knees bent Lee launched into a sprint. The missile-toting goon fired.
 He slid with the forward momentum. Feet first and onto his back. Just before his back hit the ground, he fired a reverse pulse from the jump-pack.
 Lee shot along the floor of the corridor on his back, the missile streaked by his face mere inches above. He raised his legs and crashed feet first into the speechless goon. This goon wasn�t wearing armor. Perhaps they didn�t have any left for the base defenders. The trooper�s ribs compressed into his lungs and jutted out his side at an odd angle.
 Lee continued. At the end, another door. He hacked it.
 The room opened to a square space. Inside the space was a simple enclosed, square structure. The thermal readings told him what he wanted was in there. This wasn�t a mechanically locked door, it was an antique door with hinges. He slammed the hinges with his arm weakening them. He pried it loose and threw it one-side. Lee comm�d Corporal Chen. �I�ve located the crew. Stand by to receive us by the north side of the outer wall.� Chen clicked back an acknowledgement.
 Inside, their backs against each wall, with their heads oriented to the floor, Endeavor�s crew. Their necks, hands and ankles bound to the wall by round half-circle rigid straps.
 Hate wasn�t a strong enough word. He scanned the faces quickly on his HUD. Vee wasn�t there.
 He moved around to each. They groaned and stirred. Most looked bewildered. Soiled. Nasty. The suit saved him from the smell. One by one he freed them and gently placed them on the floor.
 �Lieutenant Lee,� he said. �United Starship Phoenix.� I�m taking you home boys and girls.�
 They were in no shape to do much. But they could hear.
 Some whimpered. Others nodded in silence. Some struggled to speak. Someone hugged him.
 �Does anyone know where Commander Alvarez is?�
 No answer. Some shook their heads.
 �Anyone? Commander Alvarez. Your captain. We have to find him.�
 The one who hugged him spoke. �They took him a few days ago. We don�t know where.� She looked frail.
 Lee dropped the bag of stimulants and his ration pack.
 �One stim for each. Half a cup of water and a separate booster. It�ll prevent the stim from allowing you to damage yourself.�
 Lee surveyed the hellhole. �You�ve been through a lot. I can tell. But I need to ask a bit more of you. You�ve got to move. I can�t carry all of you. Things are bad down here and they�re worse up there.� He pointed skywards. �Just stay close. Follow my orders.�
 He un-shouldered his rifle. �The strongest or best shot among you take this.�
 �I�ll be back.�
 They started to protest.
 �I promise you.�
 He left the box to look for Vee.
 ***
 The other three doorways surrounding the metal �box� each had small rooms. Likely individual interrogation rooms. Each had a single chair and an overhead light. The crew had gathered outside the box. The stronger among them helped the others.
 Lee closed on the second door. His HUD told him the material was weak enough to smash. He balled his fist and punched through it. He then gripped it and pulled it from the attachments.
 In the center was Vee, manacled to a chair. A man stood behind Vee with a weapon aimed at his head.
 �Glad you could join us, Mr. Lee.�
 This was the definition of a cosmic joke. A very bad one. Ben James� hideous grin was recognizable anywhere.
 How many times did he have to kill this insufferable goon?






Chapter 28 � Hold A Little Longer

�Any last words my United Fleet friend� � Rylar Kane

Indri-3
 At the same time the door to Lee�s right opened.
 A man exited with a female officer. Lee recognized her as Endeavor�s Executive Officer. She too had a weapon aimed at her head.
 The man pulled his hostage away increasing the distance between him and Lee and stopped. To his left through the door was one problem and to the right another.
 �Let these people go and that�ll be the end of it,� Lee said.
 �No one is going.� The one to the left said. �You are staying. Your people outside are dead. Your ship in orbit was destroyed by our dreadnought. You can�t shoot both of us with your one weapon before one of these dies.�
 �I only made the offer to make myself feel better,� Lee said.
 The unknown one to the left seemed surprised. �About what?�
 �About killing every last one of you.�
 Those who blinked missed it. Lee shot the grappling hook spear through the forehead of Vee�s captor and shot the other one holding the Executive Officer through the left eye.
 Vee slumped next to the trooper. Lee moved in and hit him with a stim. Vee stirred and opened his eyes.
 �Lee�� He groaned.
 Lee triggered the recoil for the grappler as he hoisted Vee and carried him. The others helped Endeavor�s XO and hit her with a stim.
 Lee led the survivors through an alternate route and back into the interior section before the walls.
 Vee stirred. �Lee, I�m good I can walk. The stim is kicking in. You need to focus ahead.�
 Lee moved slightly ahead and continued along an alternate route to the final exit. He stopped. A man clad in black stood there. He felt a bump from behind. Lee gave Vee a questioning look.
 �I don�t know,� Vee said. �All I can tell you is it seems he is the man calling the shots down here.�
 That was all Lee needed to hear. Chen waited at the far side of the enclosure within the walls.
 �Follow Corporal Chen,� Lee said. �He�ll get you to the extraction point. I�ll deal with this goon.�
 Vee hesitated. �I don�t know. This guy . . . don�t underestimate him.�
 �Go. Now.�
 Vee signaled for the others to follow him.
 Lee comm'd Chen. �Corporal, lead them to the extraction zone. I�ll be along shortly.�
 �Will do, Lieutenant.�
 He watched them leave. All the while the man just stood and stared.
 �Get a good look,� Lee said. �I�m going to be the last thing you ever see.�
 The man smiled. �I am Ryler Kane.�
 �I don�t really care who you are.� Lee said.
 �I thought you should know the name of the man who is going to kill you. Your friend Avery won�t get far. He�s a weak one. But you, I don�t think you�d break as easily or as quickly as he did.�
 Lee and the man circled each other.
 �Your feeble taunts won�t stir me to stupidity, but I am going to hurt you for what you�ve done.�
 The man smiled. Lee didn�t blink and yet he almost missed it.
 Kane rolled and pounced with a forward kick towards Lee�s groin. Lee managed to slip a foot in the way barely, but the strike knocked him onto his back foot.
 Before Lee could shift his weight and recover, the man swept his legs out from under him. He was staring at the sky. His vision blurred. A strike to his face dazed him but also infuriated him. He lashed out with his bionic arm at the man�s head.
 The man dodged and rolled away.
 Kane pulled a slim two-foot object from his back. He waved it both ways, and it extended into a staff. Lee sighed.
At least it�s not sword.
 The man moved in swinging. Lee blocked one strike near his face, another at his stomach, and wham! His face went numb. Another strike knocked him over again.
 Kane grinned and circled slowly. Lee braced on one knee and spit blood.
 �First the enclave you call the Terran Union will burn,� he said, as he brought the staff down toward Lee�s head.
 Lee rolled sideways.
 Kane swung again, Lee blocked it with his arm. He kicked at the man�s legs as he�d overreached, but the man skirted over his kick and backed away.
 �Then we�ll deploy another wormhole device at another location and strike. Your fleets can�t be everywhere.�
 Lee charged. The man side-stepped and struck Lee�s back. Lee charged again, swinging and kicking, the man pivoted and weaved, dodging each strike.
 Lee breathed hard.
 Just one lash with his favorite arm . . . but this goon moved too fast. Must be some kind of enhancement drug. The same kind banned by the United Systems.
 Lee tried again.
 This time while dodging, Kane flicked the staff around behind him while ducking beneath a strike from Lee�s arm, and cracked Lee in the right side of his head.
 Lee went down.
 The man pounced on top. Before Lee could react, the man slapped his bionic arm with a scrambler. It fell useless to the ground.
 One of Kane�s knees pinned Lee�s flesh and blood arm, and his other knee crushed Lee�s throat.
 Kane bared his teeth, leaning in close. �What�s that? Can�t quite hear you.�
 The pressure increased. The man was going to crush his neck.
 His chest felt like it would explode. Lee squirmed his flesh arm under the weight of the man who seemed content to ignore it. Lee choked�he vision started to go black.
 �We�ll open a wormhole to Earth, or Rigel.�
 Lee stirred.
 Kane carried on with his Sunday morning sermon. �We�re not interested in terms. Your generation has ended. I don�t know how the others feel about letting you scurry into uncharted space on what ships you have . . . just as you did my ancestors. Maybe we could have a great hunt.�
 The man was a good fighter. Best he�d ever seen. Lee hadn�t landed a blow. And Kane loved to talk, it seemed. He must have been a preacher in another life.
 But Lee�s flesh hand reached what he�d been squirming for. He gurgled trying to speak again. The pressure on his neck eased slightly.
 �Any last words, my United Fleet friend?�
 �I told you . . . I�d be the last thing . . . you ever saw.�
 The grappler spear discharged and impaled Kane through the chest. He dropped the staff, and stumbled back, mouth gaping.
 Lee crawled to his feet and ripped the scrambler off his bionic arm. Kane had a mortal wound but still had life in him. He swiped for Lee, much slower now. Lee struck the man�s arm with his bionic arm, shattering the bones.
 Kane yowled.
 Lee grabbed the man�s other hand and crushed the bones in it. He slammed his boot in the man�s chest and he fell flat on his back.
 Lee bent and smashed a fist into the man�s other arm in the area of the elbow. Lee leaned right into Kane�s face gripped his neck and slammed his forehead into the man�s nose. A satisfying bone crunch. �You should�ve opened your wormhole somewhere else, asshole.�
 Lee chucked him at a fatal velocity into the near base wall.
 He retrieved his grappler and sprinted off.






Chapter 29 � The Race is not For the Swift

�Yuri, bring our people home� � Aaron Rayne

Phoenix

 Aaron wanted to kick himself.
 Perhaps the fancy capabilities of Phoenix made him complacent with tactics. The ORA captain anticipated he�d try that maneuver again and dropped some mines in his wake. While veering off from the last attack run, they maneuvered close to one of them.
 Fortunately, Aaron had retracted the railguns into the hull to protect them as they passed close to the dreadnought, so those were intact. However, the point defense batteries in the forward section were obliterated, and the forward armor plating had a hole the size of a small fighter craft.
 The forward sections sealed and prevented the rest of the ship from blasting apart from the stress forces.
 They seemed to be jabbing the dreadnought, while the dreadnought had delivered an uppercut, now Phoenix wobbled.
 Environmental systems extinguished plasma fires in the forward sections. The others were vented to prevent the spread.� Emergency bulkheads slammed in place and force fields sealed tiny micro-breaches from other impacts from high-speed debris.
 Aaron hadn�t been idle. The scans pinpointed the most likely caches of missile ordnance. The caches had to be close to the superstructure of the vessel to allow for easy reloading of the missile batteries, not buried deep in the ship�where they�d have to be carried�or moved on some elaborate conveyance. Missiles weren�t small.
 He reacquired the firing solution on the missile caches the computer located.
 If he could eliminate those, and keep his distance, they might just be able to hang in there until the others signaled. If there was no objective on the planet, he�d have disengaged long ago. Space combat wasn�t an honor duel, sticking around to the death. If you found yourself outmatched, before you took a disabling blow, you lit your engines and headed for the hills.
Or whatever counted for hills in space.
 �Ensign, maintain our distance. Firing solution is laid in. We�re going to use the remaining havocs and defang that thing.�
 �Aye, Commander. I�ll make adjustments as needed on the attack run, while trying not to compromise your shot. I�ll of course abort if necessary.�
Phoenix once again lined up for a pass.
 The comm flashed. It was the insertion team.
 �Phoenix, Commander, respond.�
 �I hear you, Lee, barely,� Aaron said. �Things are rough up here. Lots of interference.� In more ways than one.
 �We�ve got them, Commander. Things are rough down here as well. We�re surrounded.�
 �I understand, stand by. We�re coming to get you.�
 Flaps pushed the engines hard. They needed to get in and out fast. It wasn�t necessary to get close, only to get a lock on the caches located around the vessel. Too slow and they�d get hammered, too fast, and they�d overshoot too quickly.
 The first havocs were away and found their mark.
Phoenix accelerated along the dorsal structure too fast for the dreadnought�s turrets to track. The computer handled the firing. It was too much of an instant for a human to keep up.
 Another havoc found its target, another missile cache down.
 Flaps triggered a hard braking maneuver as they approached the dorsal bow of the ORA ship, Phoenix pitched down to get a bead on the underside cache locations. The deceleration allowed some peppering turret fire from the dreadnought to burn away more of her battered rear armor.
 Several more missile volleys and they�d destroyed all caches the computer identified. Only two reloads of tungsten for the railguns remained.
 As Phoenix accelerated away, Aaron held his breath. No more missiles came. It�d been long enough for the behemoth to reload based on previous attack runs.
 �Commander . . . enemy attack craft!� Herman called.
 �I see them. Damn, the launch bay is behind and we don�t have any more missiles.�
 The dreadnought was launching small attack craft, and they were heading towards the planet.
 Aaron fired a burst from the railguns but they sailed harmlessly past the small, nimble craft.
 He pounded the console. �They�re too quick. We�ll never hit with tungsten from this range.�
 �Commander, I have a suggestion,� Ayres said.
 �By all means, XO.�
 �Ensign,� she said. �Take us above relative to the dreadnought. Bring us over in a wide intercepting arc. Zane, ready the kinetic barrier. I�m sending the targeting areas to your board.� She swiped her info across. �Execute.�
 Zane worked his station and fired the kinetic charges. They exploded and created a gravitic wall directly ahead of the accelerating fighters� vector.
 Aaron didn�t need any prompting. With the fighters slowed by the opposing force of the gravitic charges exploding in front them, he fired the railguns at maximum firing rate.
 The enemy craft were blown off their course and into the path of the streams of railgun fire. The gravitic charges had considerably slowed their forward speed. A tungsten slug traveling at point-seven of light-speed equated to enough kinetic energy to obliterate the tiny craft. Several more bursts from the railguns nailed forty of the nimble fighters, but one had escaped.
 They had enough tungsten slugs for one more volley.
 �Take us wide around, Ensign. I want a good shot at that launch bay.�
Phoenix fired her last salvo of tungsten and destroyed the launch bay.
 �Yuri, bring our people home.�
 Flaps nodded. �On my way.�
 Ayres took the helm.
 ***
 Flaps scurried from behind the helm as the XO tucked herself in.
 �Watch for that fighter craft, Yuri,� Aaron said. �Remember, Hammerhead is out of ammo and we�ve got none to give you.�
 Flaps vaulted for the hangar deck.
 The lift speed made him want to tear his eyeballs out. Finally, he arrived. He bolted up the ramp into Hammerhead�s cargo deck, up the ladder and behind the helm.
 Already the bay doors were open. The craft was in standby mode, no need to power it up now.
 He lifted off the deck and into the black.
 ***
Indri-3

 �Stand by . . . we�re coming to get you.�
 �Stand by? What does he mean stand by? We�re surrounded on all sides.� The corporal said.
 As if on cue more pulse laser blasts lit up the dark.
 The enemy had managed to penetrate the dampening field, and got their weapons partially working but their weapon fire was inaccurate�countermeasures still messed with their aiming systems. They had to aim manually.
 Ahead of them, the mangled barricades smoldered with the occasional hit. To the right a large fjord blocked any movement in that direction. The enemy advanced. Some no doubt, flanked.
 Dawes projected above the chaos. �We need to abandon this position. Everyone hold your fire. We know they still can�t detect our thermal signatures. They�ve only just got their pulse weapons working.�
 Dawes was right.
 The survivors of Endeavor cowered close by. Fear, stims, and the instinct to survive fueled them now.
 �Everyone!� Dawes shouted above the ruckus. �We�re falling back. Chen, Ubu, you�re on point push ahead.� He gestured to Endeavor�s crew. �Stick close to them, no matter what, understood?�
 They both clicked their acknowledgement.
 Lee folded up the deployable turret. The only working one left. The other positions had been overrun. Corporals Ubu and Chen retreated to Dawes� position.
 �Sergeant,� Lee said. �This is your show. Get them home.�
 The sergeant called after him but Lee ignored him. He slung the folded turret on his back and sprinted through the dark. The enemy had numbers. But Lee and the marines held one advantage, with the heat and motion shielding on their armor, they could move undetected.
 It didn�t seem these people were any good at this kind of fighting. Everyone knew you brought the old school stuff along in case of energy dampening. If the roles were reversed, the marines would have spotlights.
 That�s the thing with technology, in some ways it made you lazy to critical thinking. Too much reliance. It was good when it worked. When it didn�t, then you needed a fall back. Horses came to mind.
 He continued his sprint towards the enemy base. They were only a half-klick beyond it. He occasionally stopped to check for enemy movement.
 His jump-pack had taken a blast from a pulse weapon and was out of commission. The trusty grappler wheeled him to the top of one of the base walls and he positioned next to the remains of a turret. He shoved a melted turret off the tower and deployed his own pulse turret.
 Their HUDS could still see the thermal movements of the enemy soldiers in and out.� He raised Dawes on the comm. �Sergeant, give me a direct tactical feed, your HUD to mine.�
 The interference from the enemy jammers still hadn�t completely blocked them. He linked the turret into his own HUD. Its threat board populated with the movement of the enemy thermals.
 Dawes was linked to Lee�s suit and the turret. Friend or foe software would ensure their safety, but Lee made sure to designate the area around Dawes as a friendly zone so the survivors from Endeavor wouldn�t get hit as they moved.
 He activated the turret.
 Immediately it started blasting away at all the hostile motion and heat signatures. One by one the elevated turret vaporized the advancing ORA troopers.
 A few minutes later, the turret was still pulverizing enemy positions forcing them away from Dawes� position. Lee had programmed it to protect that area.
 Then a thunderous roar echoed throughout the battlefield. He tracked the source. His heart sank�not their ride. The small craft banked. Damn. It was headed for him. He�d hoped the turret would continue to incinerate the advancing ORA soldiers.
 He stepped off the tower and rolled when he hit the ground.
 The craft�s plasma cannon silenced the turret, then banked and headed for the survivors. It must have spotted them visually, or it possessed more powerful sensors.
 The craft dove and strafed the ground. Lee�s stomach churned. All this to be cut down from above.
 Another sonic boom echoed in the sky.
 �I�ve got you, Lee! Just hold on a little longer!�
 Flaps!
Hammerhead soared through the cloud cover, but it wasn�t firing.
 Something was very wrong.






Chapter 30 � Incoming

Hammerhead
 Flaps rocketed for the battle zone on the ground.
 He could see the thermal signatures of the ORA soldiers surrounding the green friendly outlines. The scattering of pulse blasts criss-crossing the din.
 Then Lee�s transponder moved toward the ORA base. Wrong direction Lee. What was he up to now?
 Then he saw. Another green icon appeared on the tactical console. A deployable pulse turret. It began to pound the enemy positions.
Right on, Lee!
 He hadn�t seen any sign of the enemy fighter. He shook it from his thoughts. He had to get the survivors.
 Minutes later there was an explosion near Lee�s position. The turret vanished. Hammerhead shook, and the fighter blew past.
 The armor held for now. The damn thing was quick. It banked away. Its signature was flashing in and out of the tactical display. It appeared again this time near Sergeant Dawes� position.
Hammerhead�s point defense turrets would have made short work of that thing. If it had any left.
 The small ORA fighter decided it didn�t have the firepower to take down Hammerhead, so it�d target his friends instead.
 But Yuri had one weapon left.
 He decelerated hard and banked. He could see the fighter on the display now. Sergeant Dawes must be lighting it up for him. Bless you Dawes.
 He aligned.
 The fighter slowed to bank for another pass on Dawes and Endeavor�s survivors.
 It wasn�t something you should do in an atmosphere, not with engines capable of accelerating to an appreciable percentage of light-speed. It would turn the ship into a ballistic rocket making it impossible for the enemy pilot to react.
 Flaps poured full power into the engines.
 ***
 Lee had caught up with Dawes. The enemy no longer advanced. Half had been cut down by the turret, the other half dared not move, they couldn�t be entirely sure what was happening. They�d taken fire from the direction of their own base.
 The enemy fighter had strafed them once already. Vaporizing six people on the first pass.
 Dawes looked at Lee. �Why doesn�t Flaps shoot him down?� he asked.
 Lee shook his head. He didn�t have an answer. He just knew something was very wrong.
 �It�s possible he can�t. Hammerhead took some heavy hits during our insertion.�
 They watched as the little fighter blipped and strafed Hammerhead then angled back towards them.
 �Incoming! Everyone scatter, don�t group up!� Dawes yelled.
 Even if they had wanted to, the wee men and woman of Endeavor just didn�t have it left in them.
 The fighter loomed large. Another deafening sound. An elongated streak ended abruptly with an explosion on the end of it.
Hammerhead and the ORA fighter were both gone.






Chapter 31 � For Yuri

�That boy . . . would have made a fine marine� � Randall Dawes

Phoenix
 �Commander, I think I have it!�
 Zane beckoned for him.
 Aaron unclasped his harness and moved to see what had the ops officer so excited.
 �I believe we can detect the mines,� he said. �Just a final�there.�
 The mines�little red blips�populated the tactical display. The dreadnought had been moving like a snail across the desert, it�d only maneuvered a ten-thousand klicks from the mines it dropped. Surely, mines wouldn�t detonate and hurt their own mothership.
 They�d need a little convincing. If he destroyed the matter-antimatter containment, it would detonate. The problem was the mines were too far to inflict any real pain to the dreadnought.
 He�d have to nudge them along. Now more than ever, he was glad he saved the remaining gravitic charges. �XO, bring us to the extreme range of the kinetic barrier.�
 The dreadnought wasn�t firing missiles, but it still had flak and plasma cannons in excess. If he got too close, it would be enough to knock out Phoenix after the pummeling she�d already sustained.
 �Ayres, align us to the same plane as the dreadnought and those mines, with the mines directly between us and it.�
 �Zane, I�m sending you new coordinates for the gravitic charges. Maintain a point-two-five firing rate only. We don�t have much left.� He swiped the information to the ops station.
 Zane nodded. �I�ve got it.�
 �Fire.�
 Zane complied and gravitic charges pushed the mines towards the dreadnought. It didn�t take long to build their momentum to a couple hundred meters a second.
 It didn�t take long for the dreadnought captain to figure out the intent either.
 Point defense erupted from the dreadnought.
 �XO, starboard thrusters�gently. Push us a couple thousand meters to port.�
 She complied, giving Herman a clear line of sight. The ops officer fired the gravitic charges at the designated coordinates�ahead of the mines. Not close enough to slow their progress, but instead, along the incoming vector of fire from the dreadnought. A kinetic barrier between the dreadnought�s point defense barrage and the mines.
 The gravitic charges continued to drive the mines forward. Close enough.
 The mines couldn�t get closer without the gravitic charges exploding ahead of them which were protecting them, pushing them back and they couldn�t stop protecting them yet.
 Aaron fired the final tungsten rounds from the railgun magazines shredding the mines� containment.
 The destructive energies washed over the dreadnought. It listed out of control, going into a lateral spin. Its maneuvering thrusters no longer fired. Secondary explosions tore away at its rear section. Severely, wounded but not defeated.
 Aaron refocused the ship�s sensors on the battle on the planet. He didn�t like what he saw.
 �Hammerhead�s in trouble. That fighter is a problem. I�ve got to get down there while Flaps keeps it busy.�
 �XO, the ship is yours. I�m going to get our people.�
 Aaron entered the lift. Someday he had to make some kind of emergency tunnel to the hangar deck. Waiting on the lift to take him somewhere in an emergency would soon cause his head to explode.
 His people needed him. It didn�t matter if he was about to cruise into a thousand ships of the Baridian Empire or charge a line of infantry with his bare hands. There was only one barrier that could stop him. That was death itself.
 And he�d been dead before.
Dad always said there was no greater love a man could have�than to lay down his life for his friends.
 He slipped behind Star Runner�s helm. He was off the deck and into the black.
 ***
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 Lee�s eyes lied to him.
 Flaps . . .
Hammerhead and the ORA fighter vanished in a fireball. The debris rained down near their position. Several hot shards nearly pierced him. Sergeant Dawes was looking up too.
 Lee felt a hand on his shoulder.
 �That boy . . . would have made a fine marine,� Dawes said.
 �Indeed.� Lee responded.
 Lee swallowed hard. The lump in his throat ached. His knees felt weak. Pulse blasts ripped around them. It seemed the enemy had found a renewed footing. He had one scramble grenade left. Nearly thirty soldiers closed.
 He�d retreated to defend the new extraction zone, now the area smoldered with the flaming remnants of Hammerhead. Along with his friend�the little brother he almost had again.
 The enemy still moved with caution. So near now, he could probably see them without the HUD.
 He threw the scramble device, and it detonated. It scrambled and drained all energy weapons within a half-kilometer radius.
 Lee looked at Dawes. �For, Yuri.�
 �For Yuri,� Dawes repeated.
 Some of the ORA soldiers finally charged.
 Dawes and Lee met them head on.
 ***
 Three slammed into Lee and took him down.
 Dawes leapt into the melee with arms out stretched and hooked all of them with his momentum, landing on top the one in the middle. He drew his plasma blade and drove it into the chest of a soldier. Another trooper tackled the sergeant from the side.
 Lee was up and swung his arm under in a wide motion and knocked away the ORA soldier who tackled Dawes. Dawes scrambled to his feet as another six crashed into him.
 Another mass of troopers took Lee down from behind. A rifle butt hit his nose. Lee�s flesh arm gripped his plasma blade, and he drove it straight up the chin of the closest one. A rifle slammed against his wrist.
 He struck the offender with the full might of his bionic arm and impaled the man. The man dangled on the arm and Lee swung it to bat away the ones over him. Then another rifle end to his forehead dazed him. His vision sparked. It went dark.
 They crushed him to the ground. Sudden screams filled the air and the weight on him shifted.
Endeavor�s survivors must have taken one too many stims.
 Followed by Ubu and Chen they crashed into the horde that pinned Lee. He lay still. They wouldn�t be able to beat the armored troopers, but they did give him some breathing room. He blinked his suit a command to hit him with a stim as well. His vision cleared. Control returned to his limbs.
 He stood. The troopers had tossed the survivors away and battled with Ubu and Chen. Plasma blades whirred as the marines carved through the troopers. He looked over and saw Dawes motionless.
 Just beyond, another group of ten stared him down.
 Another sonic boom filled the air. Probably another enemy fighter. The Commander was busy upstairs, possibly dead. Flaps was gone, there was no one left.
 The goons didn�t attack. They seemed unsure? The craft had come around. They stared at it.
 Lee squinted.
Star Runner
 ***
 Aaron fired the braking thrusters. The tactical board showed Lee, Ubu and Chen facing off with more than a dozen ORA troopers. The lieutenant and the marines had made them pay for every inch. Troopers littered the field�lifeless. Dawes was down too.
 Aaron was about to incinerate the rest of those ORA bastards.
 He turned control of the craft over to the computer. It kept station above Lee�s position. He slid down the ladder and into the cargo bay. It was in the far side weapons locker, where Lee had left it. He opened the locker and grabbed it.
 Aaron snatched the cargo harness used to load heavy equipment. It had a strong cable attached to the bulkhead. He strapped in.
 The cable would move to coincide with any weight pulling it. He ran to the cargo bay ramp and slammed the control.
 The ramp lowered, he moved onto it. At an acute angle, he stared down on the battlefield. He activated his external suit speakers and blasted his voice over the area.
 �Lee! I brought the pain!�
 Lee didn�t hesitate, shoved away the group he grappled with and jumped on Ubu and Chen.
 Aaron pulled the trigger and the pulse mini-gun blasted dozens of heavy pulse blasts into the troopers. They scampered, but with the targeting assist on the mini-gun, Aaron blasted them all to a smoldering ruin.
 He dropped the mini-gun and triggered a command on his handheld. Star Runner lowered to the surface.
 Aaron leapt off. Lee was at the base of the ramp.
 �Forty-five survivors, Commander.�
 �Get them in. I�ll get Dawes.�
 Ubu and Chen limped by ushering the survivors up the ramp. Aaron sloshed over to Dawes. The marine was on his stomach. He rolled him. He was alive.
 Barely.
 His face was smashed. His left cheekbone protruded. He hefted the marine and brought him to Star Runner. He laid him on the cargo deck and went back to the base of the ramp.
 One by one the survivors scuttled up the ramp. They looked like death. Aaron saw Endeavor�s executive officer, she was carrying Avery.
 He put a hand on her shoulder. �O�Brian?�
 �He�s in bad shape, Commander.�
 �Get aboard. The universe isn�t finished with Avery Alvarez yet.�
 He assisted her and they rested Vee on the deck. The others were in and most collapsed with fatigue. Lee lingered outside the ramp.
 �Lee, we�ve got to leave,� Aaron said. �That dreadnought is down and out for now, but there�s no telling when it�ll restore power. It isn�t finished with us yet.�
 �I couldn�t save him, Aaron.� Lee said.
 Aaron understood. The lieutenant no longer had his helmet. Without it, Lee couldn�t see Yuri�s beacon.
 Aaron grinned. �Lee . . . you feel how I�ve felt a thousand times over for Trident. Get aboard, let�s go get Flaps and get to the wormhole.�
 Lee looked at him wide-eyed but stood rigid.
 Aaron pulled the disbelieving Lee inside. �Yes, Flaps is alive.�
 Aaron scaled the ladder and flopped behind the helm and lifted off. Lee took the station next to him.
 Aaron piloted Star Runner to the downed pilot�s signal. As they got closer, the optical sensors tracked Flaps.
 The comm crackled. �Zane calling Rayne.� There was definite panic in his tone. �That dreadnought is slowly powering up, whatever we hit, they�ve fixed it. It seems they know you�ve won the battle on the planet. They�ve maneuvered into orbit and commenced firing.�
 Sure enough an alarm blared. Fireballs of plasma rained down. But Star Runner was quick.
 �Lee,� Aaron said. �I can give you a few seconds at most, we can�t land. If we�re going to do this, we have to do it your way!� He pointed at Lee�s grappler. �You�ll need this.� Aaron handed him a helmet.
 Lee bolted for the cargo deck.
 ***
Star Runner�s ramp was open. Hails of fire continued streaming from orbit as ordnance breached the atmosphere. Lee slipped on the helmet.
 On his HUD, Lee could see Flaps in the distance. Farther along he could see the smoldering remains of Hammerhead�s escape shell.
 He only had a few seconds to make the grab. Good thing Yuri was scrawny and near weightless. Lee gripped a rail on the bulkhead with his flesh arm and fired the grappler into the far side bulkhead with his bionic and tugged on it. It was solid. The craft shook violently from the sudden deceleration.
 This was it.
 He stepped off the ramp. Using his thumb, he controlled the speed of the descent.
 He hit the ground. Flaps was there.
 �Grab me tight, Yuri!�
 Flaps wrapped his feet and legs around Lee. Lee held Flaps around his back with his other arm. He triggered the grappler and they ascended. When they got below the lip of the ramp, Lee pushed Flaps up and over, and scrambled in. Star Runner accelerated again. O�Brian hit the control for the ramp.
 Lee gasped for breath nodding his thanks to O�Brian.
 �You see the trouble we go to for you, Flaps?�
 Flaps laughed. It sounded strained. He must be hurt.
 �That�s what big brothers are for.�
 Lee gave him a half smile. �You know, Flaps, you weigh so little, I�m sure if you jumped, you could have made it without my help.�
 Flaps dropped his head on the deck. �True, but then you wouldn�t get to tell another great story at my expense.�
 �There�s going to be plenty more opportunities for that in the future.�






Chapter 32 � They�re Ours Now

�They�re ours now, Commander� - Malcolm Lee

Star Runner
 The dreadnought cut off their egress for Phoenix. Fine with him. There was another ship near the orbital structure.
 Aaron landed Star Runner on Endeavor�s hangar deck.
 �Lee?�
 Lee slipped on the helmet again. �Forty heat signatures have arrived on the deck. From the positions they�ve taken up, I�m guessing military. They�re armed with pulse weapons, pulse grenades. Wearing heavy armor too. That�s it, rest of the ship is clear.�
 Aaron sighed. Not the kind of choices he liked making. But he couldn�t risk a prolonged fight with the ORA defenders. It would jeopardize everything�not to mention if they somehow lost.
 He took out his handheld and input some commands. He watched the result on the optic feeds.
 The hangar doors opened again depressurizing the deck. The ORA troopers probably felt smug having activated their mag-lock boots. Other than discomfort from the exploding atmosphere, once it was past, they would still be there. He input some more commands and demagnetized the deck. The troopers were gone with the wind. He triggered the doors shut and re-pressurized the bay.
 Lee shrugged. �That worked well.�
 They disembarked Star Runner. O�Brian and Lee accompanied him to the bridge. Endeavor�s crew was spent. They remained lying on the courier�s cargo deck. Dawes and the marines were taking care of them.
 On the bridge, Aaron assessed the ship�s status. The auto repair systems had sealed the hull breaches and repaired the worst of the damage Endeavor sustained in her battle with the ORA. Enough to make the ship operational. They had sixty percent of full power. It would be enough.
 They were on the far side now. Away from the dreadnought�s scanners. The micro-jump drive had a full charge. And this ship had a full complement of ordnance.
 Aaron slid in behind the helm. Lee took tactical. O�Brian was there in spirit but she wasn�t in much condition to help, she dropped into the command chair.
 �Lee?�
 �Powering weapons systems now, Commander. Sixty havoc heavy missiles. Railgun magazines full. Polarizing the armor plating.�
 �I�m making the jump now,� Aaron said. �Based on the last known location, speed and vector of the dreadnought, we should be anywhere between fifty to a hundred thousand kilometers off its stern.� He looked back at the lieutenant. �Don�t wait for the order, Lee. Weapons free.�
 Lee nodded.
Endeavor jumped.
 Ayres had kept Phoenix away from the dreadnought�not bad, considering she only had the self-professed combat amateur Zane, to help her.
 �Firing,� Lee said.
 Aaron adjusted course to give Lee maximum effective firing solutions from all the railguns. Just when the ORA captain figured he�d caught a break, Aaron was there again to remind both he and the ORA they�d fu�
 �Get some!�
 Aaron smirked at the sudden outburst from Lee. Only becoming aware the tactical officer had fired havocs, when explosions rippled along the dreadnought. Lee spared nothing.
 Aaron rolled the ship and exposed the ventral missile batteries while the others reloaded. More explosions ripped at the dreadnought�s super structure. He angled Endeavor around in a wide arc around the behemoth.
 �They�re ours now, Commander.�
 Aaron didn�t know what Lee meant. He focused on the helm. No time to absorb the tactical read out. He didn�t want to get cocky and get in too close. A dying beast was most dangerous when cornered.
 �He�s got heavy structural damage here.� Lee swiped his readings to Aaron�s station.
 Aaron glanced at them. The structure of the dreadnought was severely compromised from the beating he�d given it before, and the beating they�d just given it again. Amidships was ready to crack. It wouldn�t hold.
 Everything was reloaded, Aaron continued his course. The railguns thundered, the havocs launched. All targeted amidships the dreadnought.
 Explosion rippled along the dreadnought�s superstructure, tungsten rounds ripped through and through. The ship peeled apart in the center. Slowly at first, then the first half drifted away from the second half. The drive sections on the rear half propelled it into the forward half.
 �I�m setting a course for the heliopause. We�re out of here.�
 He signaled Ayres to follow. They would sort out who was where later. Now it was time to head for the hills.
 ***
Phoenix
 The next three days they focused on caring for Endeavor�s crew and repairing both ships best they could. The repair drones and nanites had done an admirable job on both ships.
Endeavor was in decent shape. While the ship sat in orbit with ORA techs aboard her baffled by the system lockouts, the ship seamlessly repaired its worst damage.
 It would need components and spare parts made by the fabricators to effect full repairs. But the ship wasn�t in the disabled state it had been when the antimatter mine struck.
 With regard to Phoenix, there wasn�t enough time to do anything about the lack of starboard point defense. But Garrett restored the starboard power matrix and full power was available.
 Only a few more hours to the wormhole. Finally, he had time. If he hadn�t wanted to finish it before, he certainly didn�t now. If it was written by anyone else, he might not have.
 Aaron began where he�d left off reading the letter.
 The answer to what we would do with forever was soon answered. Unable to find purpose after already lived multiple lifetimes, the Society began to militarize. Seeds of propaganda and dissent were spread. The people of the Outer Rim were indoctrinated. Current generations . . . future generations. The message? Earth was evil.
 A movement within our secret Society took full control of the Outer Rim. They spun a tale of how Earth banished all of us who dwelled there. We were the losers in some great war, and we must re-take our home.
 Everything was done with one purpose. Build. Equip. Revenge. The worlds of the Outer Rim evolved into three castes. The Administrative�they created the propaganda, fueled the hate. The social engineering of hate.
 The Military Caste. From the age of six, all were trained in the ways of war. The Engineering and Research Caste�they built the Outer Rim�s technology and weapons of war and the Outer Rim Alliance was born. Unknown to its original inhabitants, they were led by Immortals.
 Lazarus and I and many others from the Old Ones as we are called, grew disenfranchised. This new Society was about one goal: Earth.
 Even Lazarus� influence declined. Soon he was ousted by a popular leader among us: Rylar Kane. They had the transfer tech. Lazarus was no longer needed. A private war erupted among the Immortals, those who still wished to follow Lazarus and those who wanted revenge like Kane.
 Some of the Old Ones decided to leave. We�d seen life as a so-called Immortal. We wanted the thrill of living again. Of not having enough time. The euphoria of danger.
 We don�t know who prevailed among the Immortals, whether the Old Ones or Ryler Kane. We left the society in 2441. You, my son, were born a year later. I do not expect you to understand our choices. We made them when even by your standards we were young and giddy.
 We . . . like millions others were thrilled at the idea of ever-lasting life. We were young pups.
 We still believe we made the right decision to leave the Society and live one final life. Perhaps people should have the freedom to choose for themselves. Perhaps it wasn�t anyone else�s right to determine that the Lazarus Society couldn�t choose the path they did. But they did and thus the Existential War.
 The war had only one positive outcome. It united Earth. History has shown us they still had great struggles, and all wasn�t fixed overnight.
 But from that unification, the United Star Systems was born.
 The comm buzzed. �Commander, Zane here. Remember that little side project I�ve been working on? I have something I think you�ll want to see.�
 ***
 Aaron stepped onto the bridge to find Zane hunched over his console. The scientist looked up. �Commander, take a look.�
 Aaron saw the console displaying a swirling image of the wormhole and some other graphs he couldn�t make sense of.
 �I did it, Commander.�
 Aaron gave him a puzzled look.
 �I�ve found a way to transmit a secure comm burst on the gravity waves through the wormhole. It�s open and it�s stable now. I can�t take all the credit�� He shrugged sheepishly. �I had some help from Avery these past two days.�
 �I can�t tell you, Zane. You�ve just saved us. Shepherd has no idea what to expect from this side. And I have a feeling we�re going to need some help getting through. This is . . . you might have just saved us all.�
 Zane was smiling ear to ear. If he�d felt unappreciated during his time aboard, he was sure to feel like the hero now.
 �Herman, I want you to send this message immediately.� Aaron flipped it to the scientist�s console from his handheld.
 As Aaron walked away, he was sure his message puzzled the scientist.
Sir, we�ll be there soon. Bring the pain.
 ***
 Lee made his way to the medbay. Sergeant Dawes had taken a nasty blow to the face from an ORA rifle-wielding goon. When last he saw him, the sergeant�s cheekbones protruded.
 Doctor Tanner was leaning over Dawes.
 �Not giving you any trouble is he, Doctor?�
 Tanner looked around.
 �Not at all,� he said. �I even asked him if he wanted to keep the bone-sticking-out-look, you know how you soldiering folks like your scars.�
 Dawes laughed.
 �Your Maxy boy here has quite the wit, Lieutenant,� he said. �He must be a marine doctor.�
 �Indeed,� Lee said.
 Lee leaned in to see the wound. The bone had been repaired. The doctor was just sealing the flesh around it now.
 �You�re lucky,� Doctor Tanner said. �This would have left you looking uglier than the Commander. Fortunately for you, modern medicine can fix that.�
 Lee shook his head. �I wonder if the Commander�s ears itch frequently when it comes to you, Doctor Tanner.�
 The doctor looked up and grinned. A menacing tooth-baring grin.
 �If his ears really itched when people spoke about him, he�d have scratched them off by now.�
 Dawes interjected. �When can I get back to my duties, Maxy-boy?�
 �Soon. Even if just because I can�t stand you calling me that all the time. What are you in a hurry to do, anyway? Stick your little gun out a ship window and shoot it at the enemy? It�s the space ship boy�s show from here.�
 The marine looked thrilled. �There�re windows I can stick my gun out of?�
 Lee stifled a laugh. He had to admit. Dawes had really grown on him. A kindred spirit.
 Doctor Tanner fixed Dawes with a stone-cold glare. �Still waiting to hear what you need to get on duty to do.�
 �Well,� Dawes said. �I think the Commander likes having me on the bridge, standing there looking all royal and all. I�m moral support.�
 The doctor laughed. �The ship already has a mascot. Me. I�m the useless crewman on the bridge in times of battle. There�s only room for me.�
 Dawes leaned back looking thoughtful. �You know, once I had a cat named Maxy-boy. You remind me of him�miserable wretch that little feline.�
 The irate physician rolled his eyes. �A cat . . . I remind you of a cat. What happened to this cat?�
 �Disappeared one day, never came back.�
 The doctor dropped his medscanner. �Hmmph,� he said. �I can�t imagine why��






Chapter 33 � Wounds

�You can�t take on the ORA yourself� � Avery Alvarez

Phoenix

 Aaron walked Vee down to the hangar deck. Auxiliary craft from Endeavor made several round trips to deliver tungsten rounds for the railguns and some havoc missiles while both ships� fabricators worked double time to produce more.
 The last craft was unloading and would take Vee back to Endeavor.
Endeavor�s crew had suffered psychologically more than anything else. Their ORA captors had supplied them with enough water and sustenance to keep them alive, and nothing more.
 During the three days warping back to the wormhole, they stopped periodically to conduct logistics and transfer Endeavor�s crew aboard Phoenix, where they rested the entire time under Max�s care. He�d let Max do his thing and care for them. Garrett spent most of his time assisting Endeavor�s engineers. Some of Endeavor�s crew were cleared for duty and returned to operate their starship before they reached the wormhole.
 So far, he�d only discussed the contents of his mother�s letter with Vee.
 �So is it safe,� Aaron asked, �to assume Ben James and this other character are so-called Immortals? It fits for James since he seems to be everywhere. Seems he�s taken his immortal status a little too far. He�s just throwing around copies of himself everywhere. What about this other one? You said you recognized his voice from the ORA ship which attacked beyond the wormhole on our side.�
 Vee visibly shivered at the mention of the unknown man. �It sounded like him. He might just be another one like James, another clone. Except this one was . . . well he was evil. You could see it in his eyes. The contempt. The hatred. I mean . . . even the Baridian Empire wanted to subjugate us, not annihilate us. These ORA, or these Immortals you mentioned have their minds set on exterminating Earth�s descendants.�
 Aaron looked over the sealed containers carrying the railgun munitions. �They aren�t annihilating anyone or anything.�
 Vee regarded him a long moment. As though a memory triggered him.
 �You didn�t see him, Aaron. I�d take a thousand Ben James over the man any day. Ben more wants to convert people to his beliefs. The other one just wants us gone. Two competing ideologies within�if that helps.�
 �It might be something we can exploit later. From what you�ve mentioned of his interest in Phoenix and our dark matter technology, they weren�t prepared for such resistance. Shepherd did good keeping it off the books until the Battle of Atlas Prime. Ben James and none of his copies got wind of it before then.�
 Avery nodded. �But how do we defeat an ideology, especially if it�s held by an entire people and not just a dissident minority?�
 �You create a different one for them to believe in,� Aaron said.
 Vee gave him a disbelieving look. �That really doesn�t make any sense.�
 Aaron clapped him on the shoulder. �Maybe, but it felt like the right thing to say.�
 �I see that gleam in your eye,� Vee said. �You�re planning something.�
 �Me? I�m taking a leaf out of the marines� book. Not planning�improvising.�
 �It�s probably dangerous, unsanctioned and borders on reckless.�
 Aaron counted his fingers as Vee ranted.
 �You missed one,� he said.
 �Really . . . which one?�
 �Typical. You missed typical.�
 �I�m serious, Aaron. You can�t take on the ORA yourself.�
 �I won�t be by myself. I�ve got the ship, and the crew.�
 Vee sighed. �Don�t give me that good ship and crew speech.�
 Whatever they�d done to him, Vee was truly afraid. He wouldn�t talk about it. When Aaron asked Lee for details on how he�d found Endeavor�s crew, the Lieutenant clammed up. Aaron didn�t press the rest of Endeavor�s crew on it either. Max said they were just withdrawn. Give them time.
 He could understand needing time. If anyone could . . . it was him.
 �Let�s just focus on getting back where we belong. We�ll discuss the fate of the ORA later. If it�s truly full blown Immortals guiding them, we�ll just have to nuke them all.�
 Vee regarded him as though he was joking. He certainly wasn�t. If the ORA intended to wage a war of extermination�he�d just have to ensure the ORA lost.
 It was just Aaron�s kind of luck for a person like Ben James to unlock the secrets to immortality. The universe mocked him.
 It had immortalized an asshole.






Chapter 34 � And Onward To Great Glory

�Couldn�t have said it better myself, Ensign� � Aaron Rayne

Main Bridge
Phoenix
 Aaron stood at the command chair. Everything was as it should be. Vee was aboard Endeavor with his crew, Lee�s head down at tactical, Flaps at the helm, and the marines stood at the back of the bridge. Herman took ops and Max had to be content with the secondary tactical seat since Ayres was where Max had liked to sit�the XO�s chair.
 Only Rachael and Reyes were missing.
 �Endeavor signaling, Commander. They�re ready.�
Phoenix and Endeavor cruised a thousand kilometers apart. Two machines of war upon a tide of madness.
 The wormhole was surrounded by more ORA ships and multiple overlapping interdiction zones.
 No matter.
 It wasn�t located inside a star system. They could warp in, destroy the interdiction drones on the perimeter, warp out and continue. The ORA fleet couldn�t effectively blockade the wormhole with the ships they had. They�d have to reposition closer to it.
 And the closer towards the event horizon they positioned, the closer Phoenix and Endeavor could get.
 Aaron didn�t like the idea of Rachael and Reyes staying on this side. But their role was critical to the survival of the United Star Systems. Phoenix would get field repairs as quickly as humanly possible, and nothing would stop him returning for his crew.
 �Prepare the dragon to fight, XO.�
 Ayres nodded. �Helm, transition from warp. Lieutenant Lee, deploy railgun and missile batteries. Mr. Zane, be ready with the kinetic barrier. Sparingly please, our gravitic charges are low. All hands, this is the XO, brace for impending combat maneuvers, we�re going in.�
 �Just one thing I forgot, Commander,� Flaps said, rising from the helm.
 �Ensign?�
 Flaps reached down, picked up a small object, and moved quickly to attach it to the bulkhead.
 The ship�s plaque. Aaron squinted at the inscription on the bottom. He smiled as he read it. And onward to great glory.
 Flaps returned to the helm.
 �Helm answering, transition from warp, three-two-one, Phoenix arriving.�
 �Railguns and missile batteries deployed,� Lee reported. �Magazines full, we�ve got six reloads, and it looks like we�ve stirred a hornet�s nest.�
 On the tactical board, the ORA ships reacted to the sudden appearance of the two United Systems starships. They�d slowed their speed to avoid detection up to several light minutes. The ORA never saw them coming.
 �I�ve got a visual hail from the lead ORA ship,� Ayres said.
 Aaron nodded to her.
 The holo-viewer came alive with none other than Ben James.
 �Ah, Commander Rayne, here we are again, on opposite sides. Now that I know who you really are, it�s no doubt stubbornness runs in the family. Reminus and his woman were always idealists.�
 What the hell was he on about now? He always seemed to be spewing some nonsense this one.
 �I�m going to find every last one of your copies and end them, Ben James.�
 �No, Rayne. Even now we are poised to strike at the heart of your beloved United Systems. We can be anywhere�anytime. None of you can stop it.�
 Flaps jerked upright in his seat.
 �You�re about to get an ass-kicking!�
 Silence settled over the bridge, everyone paused to stare at Flaps.
 Aaron snickered. �Couldn�t have said it better myself, Ensign. Ben James. I�d warn you to get out the way, but I prefer you to stay and hold still. We�re going to rip you a new one.� He turned to Ayres. �Cut comms.�
 She complied.
 �Helm,� Aaron ordered. �Full burn for the first target, decelerate to combat speeds as we bare for the first pass.�
 The first interdiction drone loomed.
 �Target locked,� Lee said.
 �Weapons free on the drones, Lieutenant. Only fire on ships which pose an immediate threat to us or Endeavor.�
 A small burst of railgun fire destroyed the first drone.
 �Transitioning to warp,� Flaps said.
Phoenix and Endeavor separated now. Each had their own designated interdiction drones to target.
 �Two ORA ships have accelerated towards our current target,� Zane said.
 �Havocs authorized, Lee.�
Phoenix fired a volley of havocs, and the ORA ships backed off.
 �Mr. Zane. Send another message. Inform the Supreme Commander, we�re preparing to maneuver through, and we�re going to need help.�
 Shepherd�s task force should be standing by. There was no way Shepherd could know the extent of the threat they faced. Phoenix had to make it through. Hopefully, the Supreme Commander had gathered more ships than just a small task force.
 They would soon make a dash for the wormhole. Together, Endeavor and Phoenix finished the remaining interdiction drones on the outer perimeter, clearing the way for a burn to the wormhole, forcing the ORA ships to tighten the blockade.
 The wormhole effects prevented warp out to a million kilometers, so they couldn�t warp in and go through. They had to peel back the layers of protection.
 �I don�t like this, Commander,� Ayres said.
 Aaron kept his eyes locked to his tactical read out. �A little more resistance was expected.�
 �It�s a large area to be certain,� she said. �And defending it from warp capable ships outside a system is difficult with even sixty ships, but still, it�s almost as if they�ve given up. And that doesn�t sit right.�
 �If �the man� taught me anything,� Lee said. �It�s that these people are determined. And I don�t believe for one minute they�d give up this easily, Commander.� Lee said.
 �Nor do I, Lieutenant,� Aaron said. �But their determination is born of a bitter hate. Our determination is born of love. That�s why we will always prevail.� He looked at Ayres and caught her stare. She quickly looked away.
 �Well if they created this wormhole outside Terran Union territory, what�s stopping them from creating another one?� Max asked.
 Everyone looked at the doctor at once.
 �You think they�ve somehow stabilized this wormhole themselves?� Flaps asked.
 Zane answered. �We know it�s possible. But the amount of exotic matter it would take is extraordinary. And they�d have to have developed technology to contain it. Or it would have no effect. It would be like digging a tunnel without reinforcing the sides�it would cave in.�
 �If they can create a wormhole to anywhere . . . that gives them tactical options we simply can�t defend against.� Ayres said.
 Aaron smiled inwardly. �Didn�t know you were such a pessimist, XO. We�ll have to purge it from you.�
 She raised a single eyebrow but said nothing.
 �And how much farther can they create these things?� Dawes asked.
 �Hopefully,� Aaron said. �Lieutenant Commander Delaine can answer these questions for us soon. All the more reason we have to find her.�
 �If it was an easy process,� Zane said. �I�m sure they would have opened more than one by now.�
 Aaron rubbed his forehead. �Still, we can�t discount they might have the ability. Even if it�s time consuming.�
 �If,� Ayres said, �an enemy fleet could suddenly appear behind early detection systems, there�d be no distinct focal point to an interstellar war, they could be anywhere any time.�
 �How could we defend against that?� Flaps asked.
 �A preemptive strike. We find them and we destroy them.�
 It was Corporal Ubu.
 Aaron smiled. �Indeed. That�s as good a plan as any I�ve ever heard, Corporal.�
 �And you know we love to improvise,� Ubu said.
 Early warning gravity wave detectors could always spot any approaching fleet from thousands of light years away. With warp drive, you could attempt to �go around� an opposing fleet, but interception fleets backed by early warning interdiction grids meant you�d be intercepted long before your destination. Creating a line in space where fleets would usually meet�a front line.
 Even if one ship sneaked around, it wasn�t much one ship could do against planetary defenses or space stations, or a colony�s orbital defense platforms. An orbital gun the size of a ship, would impale any fleet�s largest battleship.
 �We can�t stay here forever and wonder about it,� Aaron said. �We have to go through.�
 He opened a comm to Endeavor.
 Alvarez appeared on the holo-viewer. �Commander?�
 �Commander,� Aaron smiled. �Form up on our starboard bow. We still haven�t got PDC coverage there. We�re going to micro-jump as close as possible now we�ve cleared the outer drones. Then max burn for the hole. We�ll use thrusters to nudge us around to dodge incoming fire.�
 �We�re with you.�
 �Let�s get home then.�
 �Commander,� Zane said. �I have an incoming wave. Lieutenant Delaine�s code.�
 Delaine? His chest thumped. The message might be a day old, depending on how far Delaine had gone. �Send it to my handheld.�
 �Aaron, I don�t have much time. We�ve run into a bit of a situation here. We�re being pursued by several ORA frigates. I think we found what we were looking for. That wormhole is part of something larger. We�ve discovered an invasion fleet. At least a thousand ships in our current sector. They have a massive array. It seems it can open a wormhole to anywhere. We�re going to get as much as we can and��
 The message cut off. She never finished it. It�s likely her pursuers found her and jammed the signal. She was in trouble.
 The wormhole loomed. The ORA ships closed in front, cutting off their final approach.
 �They haven�t learned,� Lee said. �If they sit still, we�ll obliterate them.�
 Zane had bad news. �Massive surge detected direct astern�one million klicks.�
 Several small wormholes opened behind Endeavor and Phoenix. More ORA ships poured out.
 �Missiles in the black!� Lee shouted.
 �Helm, hard to starboard,� Aaron said. �Zane, signal Commander Alvarez to match our maneuvers, he has to protect our starboard.�
 Missiles loomed from their new pursuers and the original ships ahead.
 PDCs and battle computers on both ships coordinated fire to take out the missiles with unified point defense, but with so many firing from flanking positions, it would be a losing battle.
 �Commander, another surge,� Zane reported.
 It was a useless effort to think things couldn�t get worse. They always did. Aaron should think things couldn�t get better and maybe they�d get better. �Source?� he asked.
 �Localizing . . . it�s the wormhole!�
 On the screen the United Star Systems ship Excalibur came through.
 Lee called them out. �Battleships Excalibur, Arthur and Imperial Flagship Phalanx leading the formation. Ten escorting Hemiolia-class destroyers. One Valkyrie-class ship, two Endeavor-class, ten Independence-class and two squadrons of Arrow-class front-line frigates.� He turned to Aaron. �They brought the pain, Commander.�
 �That they did, Lieutenant.�
 �Incoming signal from Phalanx,� Zane said.
 Aaron grinned.
 Lord Commander Quintus Scipio�s voice boomed across the deck. �CommanderAaron Rayne . . . I had to hear from a third party you had awoken. How typical of you. I thought it would be inappropriate for you to die before I got the chance to admonish you for your rudeness, so I�ve personally come to ensure this does not occur.�
 �Blame Shepherd, Quintus. It really is his fault. We�ll talk soon.�
 �Please do not get hurt in the hellfire I am about to unleash on the ORA. Phalanx, out.�
 The combined volley of missiles fired point-blank by the arriving allied fleet decimated the ORA ships blockading the wormhole. The remaining chunks of those ships now floated away as debris.
 The front-line frigates broke off and encircled Phoenix and Endeavor linking their point defense fire, intercepting the missiles threatening them.
 The ORA ships closer to the melee, decided to change course abruptly, they were fleeing. The ones still inside the interdiction zone created by their own drones didn�t make it.
 �Havoc missiles, Lieutenant. Target those retreating ships and fire.�
 It was a cardinal rule in space engagements, especially when this close, that you didn�t expose your drive section to the enemy. The moment of panic must have clouded their reasoning and the havoc missiles made it worse for them. Heavy damage crippled most of them as their sub-light drives were smashed.
 The remaining ORA ships had scattered like ants.
 If Aaron was going to venture deeper into ORA territory to find Rachael, he would need more munitions now. The tungsten wasn�t a problem, but there was one thing they couldn�t produce�havocs.
 When the area was cleared of hostiles. Phoenix docked with Arthur and they transferred a full load of missiles, spares and raw materials. Shepherd, didn�t have a clue what Aaron had planned.
 An hour later Shepherd�s voice boomed. The fleet was ready to return to the other side.
 �Break off and get in formation, Rayne. It�s time to go.�
 �We�re not coming with you, sir.�
 �What do you mean not coming?�
 �Rachael and Reyes are out there, sir. I can�t leave them. Not after everything I�ve learned and seen of these people. And I think we have to stop them here�now. Not later.�
 �Sometimes you have to make the hard decisions, Aaron. You can�t save everyone.�
 �Maybe not, but I can try.�
 �I don�t suppose ordering you would help?�
 �No, sir. It would give you something else to put on my file if you did. Disobeyed orders on��
 �Fine. Go. If I don�t hear from you in fourteen days, we will come looking.�
 �Understood.�
 Aaron turned to face the bridge.
 �We�re going to find out just what the ORA has planned out there. I have the feeling time is short. We have to find Lieutenant Delaine soon.�
 He walked to the ship plaque.
 �I told you . . . all a captain needs is a good ship and a good crew. You�re that crew and this is that ship. Ensign, set course for the source of Delaine�s last known communication. XO, prepare us for maximum warp.�
 �All weapons are retracted, munitions are loaded and secure,� Ayres said. �Warp available on your command.�
 Aaron nodded as he took the command chair.
 �Punch it, Ensign.�
 �Aye, sir. Three-two-one, Phoenix warping.�
 Aaron looked at the ship�s plaque again and smiled.
And onward to great glory.






Epilogue
Phoenix
Deep Space
 Only two days after beginning the search for Rachael, did Aaron feel like he finally had time to collect his thoughts. Garrett was fabricating the point defense batteries now and once complete, they could stop anytime to have the mk-82 drones complete the repairs. The repair nanites had already completed the hull repairs on the starboard side.
 Afterwards, they�d finish replenishing the ammo for the railguns and perform diagnostics to ensure the ship was battle ready.
 Aaron rested on the soft bed in his quarters. He�d only slept in the recliner in his ready-room since they�d left Earth. He�d waited until the repairs reached this stage of completion to ensure he�d have no further interruptions.
 He opened the letter from his mother.
 Everything I�ve told you was to help you better understand what I�ve done and why I did it. I hope you understand that I made this choice out of love, but also selfishness. I wasn�t ready to give up my baby boy to this universe so soon. Patrick and I still had the Society�s secrets.
 You�ve not been given immortality. We�ve given you a second chance. It took three months to grow your new body.
 Your friend Doctor Tanner agreed to help on one condition, that we destroy the lab after we finished. And we did.
 You will now explore your own existential crisis. Are you Aaron Tyler Rayne? Are you some cheap copy? You�ll have to figure these things out for yourself.
I know�that you are my son. DNA for DNA. I know you have every single engram of his memory. I know you will make the same decisions in the future he would have made.
 Despite what conclusion you come to, you are my son.
 You are Aaron Rayne.


 From the author
 Thank you for reading United Star Systems Book Two: Beyond the Frontier. Would you like to see the book continue as a series? Consider leaving a review, and share with your friends who like these types of adventures. It�s the best way to support an indie author like myself. You can also follow my blog on Amazon if you wish, or go to my website and join the mailing list to be notified of upcoming releases and discount deals.
 Coming soon in book three�Unite the Frontier. Aaron and crew must rescue Lieutenant Delaine and learn the full truth about the ORA before they unleash an unstoppable fleet against the heart of the United Star Systems: Earth.
 On the other side of the sector, the Emperor is dying. Lord Commander Quintus Scipio will need an old friend�s help to avert a civil war.
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