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Part One –
The Alien War






Final Duty


Twenty years after the
death of her father during the Battle of Altair, Lieutenant Amy
Palmer returns to the system as an officer aboard the
reconnaissance ship Mirage.  Almost immediately disaster
strikes and Amy, along with the crew of the Mirage, must face the
possibility of performing their final duties.  Final Duty is a
novella set in the same universe as the other two stories in this
anthology.

I wrote most of it while
serving on the U.S.S. Missouri (BB-63) during the Gulf War. 
I’m certain writing this story while living in the confined
grayness of a navy ship during battle gave it an added sense of
realism.  While writing it I tried to take current military
procedures and imagine them in a future spacefaring navy.  At
nearly 16,000 words, Final Duty is the longest story in this
collection.

 


Thrown from her bunk,
Lieutenant Amy Palmer awoke as she hit the deck and rolled across
the small compartment.  Coming to a sudden stop against the
bulkhead she tried to understand what happened. 
An explosion? 

With a single emergency light to guide
her, she jumped up only to hear the gravity alarm sound.

A computer voice announced, “Gravity
failure all decks.”

Amy shot towards the overhead with
barely time to put her arms out and break her upward flight. 
Many of her belongings, now weightless, danced in the air, the
pillow from the bunk, pens, papers, and a framed picture of her
father from the nightstand.

Are we under
attack?  Her heart raced. 
Why hasn’t general quarters been
called?

Releasing her grip on the overhead
conduit she gently pushed off, grabbed her pants and shoes as they
drifted by and, spinning like an ice skater, dressed in
midair. 

She pulled the flashlight from her
belt and floated out the cabin door into a passageway, illuminated
only by emergency lights.  Bracing her feet against the
bulkhead she pulled her cabin door shut to trap her floating
personal effects inside.  Pushing away, like a swimmer off the
side of a pool she glided along the corridor.

“Lieutenant, do you know
what happened?” a crewman asked.

“No, but go to your battle
station,” she ordered as she slid past in midair.

Other crewmembers floated into the
area.

“Go to your battle
stations,” she commanded.

Reaching the main passageway, she
turned, her long auburn hair streaming in front of her eyes and,
she was sure, in all other directions.  Brushing it back with
her hands, she shoved off again with her legs.  As she raced
down the passageway like a bullet, the alarm sounded
again.

“Gravity is being restored
on all decks,” the computer advised.

As a safety precaution, gravity was
restored slowly.  She arched her back up, stalled and touched
down on the deck.  Weighing mere grams, she was careful not to
leap off the deck as she hurried down the passageway her weight
increased with each step.

“General quarters, general
quarters!  All hands man your battle stations!”

It was almost a relief to hear the
expected announcement and the klaxon.

As she stepped onto the bridge, she
heard a technician inform the Captain, “Gravity has been restored
to normal.”

Captain Harris nodded.

Amy paused a second to scan the
holographic projection at the far end of the bridge.  It
showed the Altair star and several planets in the system but no
enemy ships. Moving to the side, she passed the unmanned
engineering station and took up her position as environmental
systems officer. 

Normally the intelligence
officer, Lieutenant Marcus Ralston, would be alongside her, but she
didn’t see him.  Only after ensuring all her systems were
functioning and her people were alive and on station did she again
look around the bridge.  She found Marcus bent over data
screens with the sensor tech, his uniform dripping wet, his brown
hair a mess.  What happened to
him?

“Brad!  What’s the
situation down there?” the Captain called over the commlink to the
executive officer.

The image of a compartment lit only by
emergency lights appeared on various vid screens.  “I’m in
power relay room one, sir.  Are we under attack?”

“No,” Captain Harris said,
but then turned to Marcus.

Marcus shook his head. “It was a
mine.”

“No.  We don’t see any
Hex ships in the area.  How much damage did we
suffer?”

“Explosive decompression
destroyed the fusion control room.  Commander Chou and Connors
are dead, along with the techs.  

Amy shook her head slowly in
disbelief.  Both engineering officers, along with the
technicians in the control—all of them, sucked out of the ship by
the explosion.  They died quickly in the vacuum of space, but
it would have been in agony. 

The Executive Officer continued. 
“The reactor appears to have done a controlled
shutdown.”

“Yes, we’re on
batteries.  Can you get out of there?”  The captain
asked.

“No sir, the airtight doors
are sealed.  But I can hear the damage control team working on
the other side of the bulkhead.”

Moments later everyone on the bridge
watched over the video link as the damage control team opened the
airtight door, entered and sealed it behind them.  Brad
quickly advised them the compartment was venting atmosphere and
they went to find the leak.

“Can you get into the
fusion control room?”  Captain Harris asked over the
commlink.  “The Bias drive is down and we may be in a
minefield.”

“No sir, the hole is way
too big for the automatic sealing system but,” he said walking over
to the hatch, “I can see into there through the portal. 
Captain,” he paused, there isn’t much left of the control…” 
The video went black.  Over the commlink came a short
electronic whining sound, then silence.

“Captain, power relay room
one has suffered explosive decompression,” the damage control
officer reported solemnly.  “They’re gone.”

Amy shuddered.  The executive
officer was dead and everyone on the damage control team.  All
of them hurtled into the vacuum of space.

“Understood,” the captain
said closing his eyes.  Slowly he said, “Secure that part of
the ship.”

“Yes sir,” the damage
control officer replied.  Pressing his commlink he dispatched
a new team to the stricken portion of the ship.

As Amy scanned the now somber bridge,
she noticed Marcus wipe his brow with his still moist sleeve. 
Looking back over her systems, she concluded all were still
functioning normally, but the ship could only remain on battery
power for an hour.

“Two mines on approach
vectors.” Marcus called out.

“Damn,” Captain Harris
cursed softly.  “Rig for stealth.”

“Aye sir.” Over the
commlink, the Petty Officer of the Watch announced, “Rig for
Stealth.”

Amy pressed her commlink and told
technicians to retract the radiators dissipating heat from the ship
into space.  She adjusted cooling systems so some heat would
radiate into unoccupied compartments but gradually the ship would
become sweltering.

“Engineering,” the Captain
called over the commlink, “I need the backup reactor
online!”

“Both mines have weapons
lock and are accelerating on approach vectors,” Marcus called
out.

“We’re bringing power up
now,” the engineering chief replied.

“Evasive maneuvers—maximum
thrust,” the captain ordered.  “Can we get a lock on them
yet?”

“Yes sir, we’re
attempting…”

“Do it and
fire!”

“Brace for impact,” Marcus
announced.

“Lock,” The fire control
officer shouted.  “And firing.”

Two fireballs lit up the holo
projection on the bridge.

As the light faded everyone seemed to
breathe in unison. The immediate threat was gone.  Amy watched
as Marcus worked with his sensor tech to locate any other threats
in the area.

After several minutes he stood and
said, “There are no mines in our immediate vicinity, but stealth
mines are hard to detect at….”

“At distances greater than
a few hundred kilometers.” Captain Harris nodded and looked at the
clock on the bridge. 

It was nearly an hour before the
captain said, “Secure from general quarters.  Set condition
three.”  He picked up his pad and walked from the bridge
leaving the duty officer in charge.

Thankful they had returned to the
normal wartime cruising conditions, Amy reset the cooling systems
to dissipate heat into space.  She then turned over her duties
to the petty officer on watch.

Looking around the bridge she noticed
several people, including Marcus, had already left.  She
briefed the duty technician and went to the wardroom one deck
below.  At one end of the compartment were two coffee pots one
always hot.  The captain was pouring himself a cup while
reading from his pad.  When he finished he turned, and still
reading, walked towards Amy.

Amy would normally greet the captain
in such situations, but today she didn’t know what to say.  It
hadn’t been a good morning; eleven people had died, the ship was
badly damaged and they were all stuck in the Altair
system.

He looked up.  His smile seemed
tense and forced.  She tried to smile back as they
passed.

*              
*              
*

Captain Harris left the wardroom
alone, but around him were nearly two hundred people who would soon
learn they were on a dying ship.

After returning to his cabin, he sat
at his desk and tried to read the various reports.  He reached
up and turned down the volume on each of the monitors installed in
the bulkhead above his desk.  They allowed him to observe the
main workspaces of the ship, but at times like this, he found them
to be a distraction.

He looked at the report from the
engineering chief.  The fusion control room was beyond repair
and there wasn’t enough power without it to activate the Bias
Drive.    

He rubbed his eyes, set the
papers aside and casually picked up the book, The Philosophy of War, a textbook
from his days at the academy, half buried under the papers on his
desk.  He opened to his bookmark and began to read.
 Almost immediately he came to a passage where the author
quoted Sun Tzu, the ancient Chinese military theorist, “He who is
prudent and lies in wait for an enemy who is not, will be
victorious.”  Pondering the passage a plan began to form in
his mind.

*  
            *              
*

Amy got a cup of coffee and
sat alone in a corner of the wardroom.  People entered and
left but she hardly noticed while the cup slowly cooled between her
hands.  Dad died in this system and
now eleven crewmates have died here.  I hate the Altair
system.

“Penny.”

Startled Amy looked up from the
table.  Marcus, in a clean, dry uniform and combed hair stood
a meter away.  “What?  I’m sorry Marcus, I was
thinking.  What did you say?”

“That’s okay.  I said
‘penny’ it’s an old Earth expression.  It means I’m wondering
what you’re thinking about?”

“What does an old form of
currency have to do with what I am thinking?”

“I have absolutely no
idea,” he said with a laugh.  He sat across from her, “But you
did look like you needed company.”

“I guess I need someone to
get my mind on something else.”

 “Were you thinking
about our situation?”

“Yes, and my father. 
He fought here on the Chameleon.”

“Wasn’t that the prototype
for our ship?”

“Yeah, the Mirage is very
similar,” she replied.

“Did he….”

Amy smiled gently.  “Officially
he’s missing in action.  During the last battle of the
campaign two missiles hit the ship, and evidently my father ordered
the crew to abandoned ship.” 

“Evidently?”  Marcus
asked.

“Most of the survivors
couldn’t remember who gave the order but several were convinced it
came from my father.  He may have been the ranking surviving
officer.”

“Most of the crew did
survive,” Marcus stated.

“Right,” she said pleased
for some reason that he knew the history, “all the lifepods were
recovered and most of the crew, but none of the senior officers,
including my father, were ever found.”

“I’ve studied the Altair
battles but I never knew your father fought here.”

“Fought and died.” 
Amy sighed.  “When the captain said we were coming here I
hoped we might get a chance to find him and maybe learn more about
what happened to him.”  She smiled weakly.  “I didn’t
think I would spend the rest of my life here.”

Marcus frowned and said, “I guess it
wasn’t in any of our plans.”

“You came over to cheer me
up and now I’ve made you depressed.  Let’s start
over.”

Marcus smiled, “Agreed.”

“Why were you so wet and
disheveled on the bridge earlier?”  Amy asked.

Marcus looked sheepish.  “I had
just poured a cup of coffee when the explosion occurred.  The
pot started to fall and I tried to stop it but it spilled on the
deck in front of me.”

“Oh,” she said with a
smile.

“Then gravity failed and I
ended up floating in a cloud of coffee.”

Amy’s hands covered her mouth as she
tried not to laugh.

Over the commlink came the
announcement, “All officers to power relay room one for a
briefing.”

Amy shuddered as she thought of the
people who died in the compartment where they had been told to
report.  “I thought it decompressed,” Amy said.

“Let’s hope the Damage
Control team fixed that problem,” Marcus said with a
grin.

They descended two decks and headed
aft along the main passage but soon ran into a crowd of enlisted
personnel carrying duffle bags.  Marcus stopped and looked
intently down the nearly blocked passage.

“Excuse me,” a crewman said
as he slid by carrying a duffel bag.

Amy got out of the way by stepping
behind Marcus.

“What’s going on?” he
asked.

“They’re doubling and
tripling us up in berthing spaces,” a crewman answered.

“Why?” Marcus
asked.

“They say the fission
reactor can’t handle the load.”

Amy nodded.  The fission reactor
was an emergency backup; only the fusion reactor could run all ship
systems.

With slow deliberate steps, they
walked aft along the busy and cluttered passageway.  As they
headed aft the corridors became less cluttered with people and
things but more gray and austere.  Finally they came to the
junction of four passageways, just forward of the main engineering
space.

“I don’t often get down
this way, but I think we’re there,” Marcus said.

Amy smiled, “Yes it’s right up
ahead.”

The hatch to the relay room was open
as they approached.  “No briefing in a vacuum today,” Marcus
said.

Amy surveyed the room; they had
arrived ahead of the captain.  People took turns looking
through the portal at the still decompressed fusion control
room.  Amy walked over to the hatch and looked in. 
Twisted metal still attached to the bulkheads and the deck marked
where the control panels had once been.  Wires and cables lay
in confused and twisted jumbles on the deck.  Turning her
head, Amy saw the ragged breech in the hull left by the
explosion.  A bright light shined in through the hole and a
mechanical arm alternated quickly in and out.  The RT-715, or
Mumbai as the crew had christened it, after the city where it was
made, was welding the hull.  Amy turned away and saw Marcus in
the corner, smiled, and made her way back towards him.  From
the corner, she scrutinized her fellow officers.  Most of the
people in the room leaned against the bulkhead or sat on the few
chairs available.  Marcus, on the other hand, stood almost at
attention beside her.  She smiled at him and, as if sensing
her gaze, he turned and looked at her.  Embarrassed, she
quickly turned away.

“Attention on
deck!”

“At ease,” Captain Harris
said as he entered.  Chief Zengal, the senior enlisted
engineer, followed him.  They both moved quickly to one end of
the compartment.  The Captain scanned the assembled men and
women with a particular look that Amy always found
intimidating.  She had no idea if he intended it so, or if
others felt as she did, but all remained standing and
silent.

“As you know,” he began,
“four hours ago a Hex mine exploded near us.  Good people
died, but it could have been much worse.  The mine was a
fission mine that malfunctioned.  All that hit us was the
primary chemical explosion.  Most of the damage was from the
decompression, not the explosion.  Lieutenant Ralston,” the
captain said referring to Marcus, “tells me we are not in a mine
field but…well, come forward and brief us on it.”

“Ah, yes sir,” Marcus said
as he moved to the front.  “The class of mines we encountered
were designed by the Hex to work in threes.  The first blew
the hole in the control room,” he said gesturing toward the next
compartment, “the other two we destroyed with missiles.  Those
mines appear to have been left over from the Altair Campaign. 
There may be other groups but passive sensors show no coordinated
field.”

Around the compartment, there was a
collective sigh of relief.

“That’s the good news,”
Captain Harris said.  “The bad is the fusion reactor control
room.”  He turned and looked at Chief Zengal, “brief us on the
situation.”

Isaac Zengal, frowned deeply as he
began.  “I think most of you have already looked through the
portal.  The damage you see is the non-technical version of
this briefing.”  The Chief then provided a not so brief
technical briefing.  Amy smiled as he finally concluded. 
She understood what he had said as she had an engineering degree.
Everything could have been summarized as, without the control room,
it was impossible to start the fusion reactor, without the fusion
reactor, it was impossible to start the Bias Drive, and without the
Bias Drive, it was impossible to travel faster than light. 
They would all die of old age before they ever saw home
again.

“Did we get a message out
before…?” A junior officer asked still standing alongside the
captain.

“We didn’t have any
warning.”  The communications officer replied.

Amy nodded, no Bias Drive, no faster
than light communication.

“I don’t think they’ll come
looking for us.”  Marcus said to the Captain, “Command still
considers Altair to be behind enemy lines.  We’ll just be
listed as missing-in-action.”

The Captain nodded.  “You’re
probably right; however, it is also true that as long as we’re
alive there is the possibility of getting home.  We have
plenty of water, sufficient power for environmental systems and, if
we ration, 45 days of food.  Another United Planets ship could
come within range.”

“Our orders were to map and
survey the system and report on any enemy activity and,” he paused,
looked at the assembled officers and continued with even more
conviction, “We will fulfill our mission.”  He paused again
and his tone lighted just a touch, “While we’re doing that I need
all of you to remain upbeat.  Stop the idle scuttlebutt on the
ship and” he said firmly, “We need to put off any talk of dying as
long as we can.  Do you all understand what you must
do?”

“Yes sir,” came the reply
almost in unison.

“Can we replicate the
parts?”  Amy asked.

Everyone looked from Amy to Chief
Zengal.

“I’ve already had someone
run the energy, mass and time figures.  The system we have is
designed for creating small critical parts,” Zengal said
carefully.

“I don’t care what it’s
designed for, Isaac.  What can we make it do?” the captain
stated.  “Could we replicate the minimal controls we would
need?”

“No, we would all be dead
and cold before we could replicate the controls.”

“Okay.”  Captain
Harris said flatly.  “I have one last item before I let you
all go back to work.  The Captain looked directly at
Amy.  “Lieutenant Palmer, would you come forward?”

Amy suppressed the urge to say,
“Me?”  As she neared the Captain he gestured for her to stand
by his side.

“Lieutenant Palmer, I wish
this came under better circumstances but you are now the
engineering officer.”

“Oh?  Yes
sir.”

“And as the next senior
officer you are now the acting executive officer.”

Amy’s mind raced.  She knew she
was the senior lieutenant, but she now realized that with the death
of Commander Brad Abrams, Commander Chou and Lieutenant Commander
Connors she was the next senior after the captain.  “Yes sir,”
she said trying to sound confident.

“And I still need you as
environmental officer.”

I’m not going to die of
boredom.  “Yes sir,” she said
again.

The Captain looked out over his
assembled officers.  “Okay people let’s get back to
work.  XO dismiss the crew.”

Amy, feeling a bit
self-conscious, called the group to attention and dismissed
them.  As she
turned to leave, Chief Zengal stepped closer.  “I look forward
to working with you in engineering and speaking of work we need a
new watch bill.  Shall I take….”

Amy sighed. 
Here it comes—the workload from
hell.  “I’ll take care of it
Chief.”

 The Captain now stood
at her side.  “Lieutenant, Chief, would you both stay for a
moment.”  He paused as the crew departed and watched as the
last one out secured the hatch, leaving the three alone in the
compartment.  “Since Mirage can’t run from the Hex ships or
mines,” the Captain said, “I want us to hide.  Can we get the
ship into the Altair Kuiper Belt?”

“We’re still near the edge
of the system,” Amy said with a nod.

“Yes,” Chief Zengal said,
“if we divert power to the Bias Drive from all but critical
systems, I can get you a second or two at near light speed and the
thrusters still work.  It would be slow, but we can get
there.”

“Good. We can hide there
until…” The captain’s voice trailed off.  “Thank you Chief,
that will be all.”

“Yes sir,” the Chief
replied and walked away.

When they were alone the captain
sighed.  “Amy, what I’m about to discuss with you must stay in
this room.”

She nodded

“Do you remember your
studies of World War II at the academy?”

“Some.  It’s a
required subject.”

“Do you remember the
Kamikazes of Japan during the war?

“History was never my
strong subject.”

Captain Harris frowned.  “Because
Japan was losing the war they needed to make every plane, bomb and
drop of fuel count.  The bombs back then were simple devices,
they fell on a target and exploded on impact.  They trained
young pilots just enough to fly out to the American fleet and dive
the plane, bomb and all, into the ship.”

“Sir, why are you telling
me this?”

“Because Lieutenant, if
nothing changes, if we can’t leave the Altair system, I’m still
going to try and make every gram of this ship count for the war
effort.”

“You’re going to ram a Hex
ship?”

“I’m sure they still patrol
this system on a regular basis.  When we spot an enemy ship
we’ll do the best attack we can but, the last missile, we’ll ram up
their ass and light it off.”

Amy hoped her surprise did not show on
her face.

“With the anti-matter we
have onboard I’m sure it would destroy them and any nearby enemy
ships.”

“Along with us,” Amy said
looking at the Captain.  “I guess that would be better than
slow starvation.”

“I think so,” Captain
Harris replied.  “Still, I want you to keep an engineering
team constantly working on the fusion control room.  It will
give the crew hope and, who knows, we might still find a way
home.”

“Yes sir.”

“I’m also going to have the
sensor techs survey this system and have the rest of the crew run a
series of battle drills.”

“For our final Kamikaze
attack?”

“Yes and I don’t want
anyone to have time to think about our situation.”

As she left the Captain’s cabin, she
wondered, do the Hex have an ass?

*              
*              
*

The ships bell rang twice
signaling to all on the bridge the start of the hour.  Amy
turned in the command chair and looked at the clock.  It was
0100.  A technician nearby yawned and, involuntarily, she
followed.  I hate
mid-watches.  She sat a stack of
reports and memos on the table beside the command chair, stood and
arched her back.  I’ll never get all
this paperwork done.  One good thing
about being the executive officer was that this would be her last
watch as an Officer of the Deck.

Amy knew she would fall asleep if she
read one more report, so she walked slowly around the bridge. 
As she moved about the compartment, she glanced at the various
workstations.  One display showed that power output from the
fission reactor was adequate for current usage.  Another
showed thrusters were on automatic, but none were firing.  The
ship coasted in the Kuiper belt.

The holo of the Altair system
displayed several asteroids in the area, but none in orbits that
were a hazard to the ship.  Again, she searched the display
for the five planets on this side of the Altair star.  It
helped focus her tired mind, but it was a useless exercise. 
Still staring at the screen, she smiled, something new, a comet was
now within sensor range.  Turning to the sensor tech she
asked, “When do you think we’ll be done with mapping the
system?”

He rubbed his face and said, “Oh,
we’ve done about thirty percent over the last few days
so…”

“What was that?” the
communications tech exclaimed.

Amy turned toward the tech.

The technician pressed a hand against
his earpiece and stared at the screen in front of him.

“What?”  Amy asked as
she walked towards him.

“It’s a distress
beacon.”

“Really?” It was a mixture
of question and query.  No other humans were supposed to be in
the system and the Hex didn’t seem to use distress
signals.

“It’s a standard United
Planets beacon,” he said and turned to the sensor tech. 
“Ramon, I’ll need your help to get a fix on the signal.  It’s
very weak on 500 kilohertz.”

“I hear it!”  Ramon’s
fingers flew across his sensor control panel as he triangulated the
distress beacon.  In less than a minute, he had a fix on the
location of the signal.  “It’s coming from very near a large
asteroid about 40,000 kilometers from here.

Amy walked back to the command
chair.  “Helm plot the course.”  Then she pressed the
commlink pad and said, “Captain your presence is requested on the
bridge.”

Captain Harris entered the compartment
in less than two minutes.  Even though it was the middle of
the night he was dressed in a clean, well pressed,
uniform.

Amy briefed him as he
entered.

Walking up to the technicians the
captain asked, “Any more news about what you two have
found?”

“The signal is automated
and repeating,” the communications tech advised.

“It’s coming from an
unidentified object very near a large asteroid.  Both the
asteroid and the signal source are in an elliptical orbit around
the Altair star.”  Ramon added.

The Captain peered over his
shoulder.  “It has to be a vessel of some type.  What can
you tell me about it?”

“Not much sir.  So far
we have only used passive sensors on the target,” Ramon
replied.  “The signal source is trailing the asteroid by less
than ten kilometers and is somewhat hidden by it.  No infrared
or electromagnetic emissions have been detected.   We’ve
only been able to determine some rough dimensions by noting the
blocking of background starlight and radiation as it passes by
various points on its orbit.  Do you want us to use active
sensors?”

The Captain rubbed his
chin.

Amy tensed and waited for his
decision.  Active sensors would reveal much more information
but, if this were a Hex trap, the sensors would also reveal the
location of the Mirage.

 “No,” the captain
replied.  Turning to Amy he said, “Thank you Lieutenant, I
think I’ll take it from here.

“Yes sir,” she said and
assumed her normal bridge post at environmental systems.

In an almost conversational voice the
captain said, “General quarters.”

The Petty Officer of the Watch
announced general quarters to the ship and sounded the
klaxon.

“Rig for stealth,” the
captain said in the same conversational tone, “and helm I need an
intercept course to the beacon.”

“Aye sir.  Course has
already been plotted.”  The helmsman said with a note of
pride.

“Good job,” the captain
replied.

“What’s going on?” Marcus
asked Amy as he entered and assumed his post.

“We’re receiving a UP
distress beacon,” Amy replied.

 “Really,” he said as
his eyes widened.  He turned and walked over to
Ramon.

Moments later the Petty Officer of the
Watch announced, “General Quarters and Stealth are set throughout
the ship.”

“Good,” the captain
replied.  “Proceed with a one ‘G’ thrust.  Increase
velocity to 30,000 KPH.”

As Mirage moved closer, the Captain
ordered the ship to slow.  At 1,000 kilometers from the source
of the distress signal, Ramon said he was certain it was a ship,
but he couldn’t be sure of much more.

“Assume a parallel course
keeping 1,000 kilometers from the source,” the captain
ordered.

“Aye sir.  Speed of
the object is 31,824 KPH in an elliptical orbit.  Adjusting
velocity to match,” the helmsman responded.  As the Mirage
achieved a parallel course, the signal died.

The captain’s face was instantly
tense; his gaze fixed on the holo display which showed almost
nothing.  “Begin active sensor sweeps,” he ordered.  “I
want to know if anything moves towards us.  Engineering
prepare to go to maximum thrust.”

Within moments Marcus announced, “Sir,
there are no objects on an approach vector.  The ship is a
recon ship, Chameleon class.  There’s major damage to the
bridge and bow, a blast hole where the docking port should be and
some damage just forward of engineering.  There are no
infrared or electromagnetic signatures.”

The lack of emissions from the vessel
told Amy there was no heat radiating or equipment functioning on
the ship.  The ship was as dead and cold as space.  “As
far as I know we’ve lost only one recon ship in this system and
that was the prototype, the Chameleon,” she said.

“I think you’re right,”
Captain Harris said looking at her intently.

The captain’s gaze remained fixed on
Amy for a moment, long enough for her to wonder why.

Turning away he said, “Set restricted
maneuvering and close to one kilometer.”

Both the helmsman and the Petty
Officer of the Watch responded, “Aye sir.”  The Petty Officer
of the Watch announced to the ship, “Set restricted maneuvering
procedures,” and sounded the alarm.

“And get Mumbai ready,” the
captain said.  “We’ll have it check out the ship.”

Thirty minutes later the RT unit,
exited Mirage using a thruster pack secured to its back and
traveled to the derelict ship.   The robotic humanoid
pulled a cargo sled along with power packs and tools.

“Show me the view from
Mumbai,” the captain said.

The robotic unit had artificial
intelligence and required only minimum control, but a technician
did monitor his work on a video screen.  That tech directed
the video from RT into the holographic projection on the
bridge.  The powerful light built into its head like forehead
illuminated the derelict ship as Mumbai glided over it.

“Sir, how do you want RT
unit to enter the ship?” he asked.  “There is a gaping hole
where the bridge should be and most of the bow is gone.  There
is also a smaller blast hole a few frames forward of
engineering.”

“First do a complete survey
of the outside.  Then bring Mumbai in through the docking
port.  I don’t want to take the chance of getting it tangled
in debris at one of the blast points.  Once you have the unit
onboard the Chameleon have it survey engineering and the auxiliary
control room.”

“Aye, sir.”

Completing the exterior survey and
finding no Hex traps the petty officer told Mumbai to plug a power
pack into the docking bay and enter the ship.  The interior of
the vessel was as black as deep space and as cold.  Mumbai’s
light provided the only illumination.

“Instruments read a
temperature of 2.7 Kelvin,” Ramon said.

Leaving the docking port Mumbai
entered a portion of the ship that had not decompressed and
proceeded toward engineering.

Amy shuddered as she looked
at what had been the ship’s atmosphere now covering all surfaces as
ice.  It’s colder than minus two
hundred degrees over there.

“What’s that?” One of the
crew asked.

The petty officer controlling the
robot saw it also.  “Mumbai stop and turn left.”

As the unit turned and
illuminated the spot Amy said, “It’s a body.”  She had seen
corpses like this before.  Exposed to the vacuum of space, the
body was quickly mummified.  Her stomach churned and twisted
in a knot.  Father?
She shook her head.  
No, he wouldn’t have been here at the
end.  She repeated it several times
trying to convince herself.

Captain Harris looked at Amy but said
nothing.

It appeared the engineering spaces had
decompressed during the battle but were largely intact.  Both
the fusion and fission reactors were offline but intact.

“If both reactors are shut
down and every battery is as cold as space, how did we get the
distress call?” Marcus asked no one in particular.

 “That’s a good
question,” the Captain replied.  “Have Mumbai check out the
auxiliary control room and do a complete survey of the ship’s
interior.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Secure from general
quarters,” the captain said.  “Lieutenant Ralston, you have
the bridge.  XO, please come with me.”

Amy turned to Marcus in
surprise.  It was still her watch.

Marcus shrugged and said, “Yes
sir.”

Amy followed the Captain to the tiny
ready room just off the bridge.  The Captain turned on the
monitors above the cramped corner desk and then sat on the
bunk.  He motioned for Amy to sit in the only
chair.

“If it turns out the
Chameleon is not booby trapped I’m wondering if we can we use the
fusion controls from it to repair our ship?”

Amy smiled.  “I was thinking the
same thing.  The fusion reactor on the Chameleon is an earlier
type.  The controls are very different.”

The Captain frowned, “But?”

“I’ll make it
work.”  I’m not sure how yet but I’ll
find a way.

“Good.  I’m sure you
can do it.  We have to—or die trying.”

“No pressure,” Amy said
with a sardonic grin.

With a twinkle in his eye he said,
“None at all.”  He stood.  “Work up a plan of action with
Chief Zengal, but not a word to anyone else about this until we
know more.  As soon as the survey of the Chameleon is
complete, report back to me with your proposal.”

“Yes sir.”

Amy stepped back on the bridge. 
“I’m sorry Marcus but the Captain has a project he wants me to
do.  Could you…”  She stopped herself.  “I need you
to take the watch.”

He frowned then grinned.  “No
problem.  Sleep is for the weak.”

Amy yawned.  “I would love to be
weak right now.”  She pressed the commlink and said, “Chief
Zengal, meet me in engineering.”

*              
*              
*

Amy stood and stretched.  She
should have been asleep hours ago.  “How long have we been
working on this plan Chief?”

“Three hours, more or
less.”

Amy moaned.

“But I think we’ve got a
plan,” he said looking over the diagrams and notes.  “I think
we can do this.”

Amy agreed and the chief went to get a
pad.  After he left, Amy sat down and put her head on the
table.

“XO?”

Amy’s head shot up from the
table.  “Oh, sorry Chief, I must have dozed off.”

“Yeah, about an hour
ago.”

“What!”

“Don’t launch,” he said
holding his hand up.  “The bridge just notified me the survey
of the Chameleon is complete.  Nothing unusual was
found.  Here’s what we talked about all nice and
pretty.”  He handed her a pad.

Amy scanned it.

“I’ve scheduled myself to
go over with the first team to Chameleon,” the Chief said.  “I
was asleep when this all began so I’ve got a lot more rest than
you.  You’ll relieve me in twelve hours.”

As she stood she said, “Thank you
Chief…”

“No problem XO.”

 “…but I should go
over first.”

The Chief rubbed his chin.  “We
need to talk.”

Standing before a mirror, she rubbed
her eyes and checked her uniform.  “I don’t really have
time…”

“It’ll just take a
moment.”  He didn’t wait for a reply.  “Look, I know the
Captain put you in charge of engineering and you still have
environmental systems and you’re the XO, but you can’t do all of it
alone.”

“What choice do I have
Chief?” She said turning to leave.

“I didn’t say you can’t do
it, I said you can’t do it—alone.”

She paused.  “What do you
mean?”

“Well, I’ve been working in
engineering departments for almost as long as you’ve been
alive.” 

“You’re a good engineer
Chief, but what has that got to do with my duties?”

He looked her in the eye.  “I can
do all the routine stuff, most personnel issues, the watch bill and
other paperwork, and give it to you for review and signature. 
I can do the same for your old department, Environmental Systems,
if you want.  Anything out of the ordinary happens, I’ll let
you know and,” he said firmly, “I can get an engineering crew
warming spaces and restoring power on the derelict.”

She sighed.  “I haven’t delegated
a thing have I?”

“No,” he smiled, “but
you’re not the first to make that mistake.”

“Okay Chief you go over
first and for the admin duties I’ll write a memo…”

“I’ll write it,” the Chief
said.  “You sign it.”

They both smiled.  She grabbed
the pad and read the Chief’s report as she walked to the ready
room.

*              
*              
*

“The survey is complete,
sir.  No problems or traps were found,” Amy reported. 
“However, Mumbai did find eight bodies and, uh, some
parts.”

Once again, the captain gazed at her
intently, but said nothing.  “Thank you XO.  Sit down,”
he gestured toward the chair and sat the report on the bunk. 
“I need us to get aboard the Chameleon and see if we can do this
quickly.  What is your plan?”

Amy briefed him.  The idea was to
bring the Mirage just 300 meters off the Chameleon in a parallel
orbit.  Mumbai would then manually open the doors to the small
cargo bay on the derelict ship.  Both vessels were too small
to have a shuttle but they did have escape pods and those pods had
small maneuvering thrusters.  In an emergency twenty people
could cram into a pod.  The plan was that crews of fourteen
would ferry back and forth between ship cargo bays in the
pods.

Power was the first priority. 
Five billion kilometers from the Altair star, sunlight did not
provide much power but, engineering teams would push and pull
Chameleon’s solar panels so they collected what little energy was
available.  When they had accomplished this, they would turn
their attention to the fission reactor and other critical
systems.

“Great,” the Captain said
standing and walking to the door of the ready room, “I notice
you’re not going over with the first crew.”

“Ah…”

“You were on the mid-watch
correct?”

“Yes sir.”

The Captain nodded.  “Good idea
to have the chief get things started.

“Ah, yes sir.  It was
his idea.”

“I’m glad you took his
suggestion. Implement the plan.”

Amy finished the mid-watch on an
adrenalin high wondering if one of the bodies they found was her
father and if his old ship might provide the parts needed to repair
their vessel.  When the first crew was safely onboard the
Chameleon she went to her cabin.

*              
*              
*

Amy rubbed the sleep from her eyes
trying to hold the memory of a dream about her father.  But,
as most dreams do, it slipped away.  Pulling the cover back
she dropped her feet to the cold deck.  She had never told the
captain about her father, she didn’t even know if his body had been
found, but she wanted to at least retrieve some of his personal
effects while she was onboard the Chameleon.

“Lieutenant Palmer to the
captain’s quarters,” the voice over the commlink
announced.

Amy’s stomach twisted in a
knot.  They’ve found his
body.

She dressed quickly then walked to the
captain’s cabin like a condemned prisoner headed to the
gallows.  Pausing at the door she sighed and accepted the news
she was about to receive.

“I know you’re scheduled to
relieve the Chief on the Chameleon in a couple of hours but I need
you to head another team.

“To recover the
bodies?”

“No,” he said. 
Looking her directly in the eye he paused, then said, “But I’ve
been waiting for you to talk about your father.”

“Sir?”

He gestured toward a chair. “Commander
Palmer was a good man.”

Sitting down she asked, “You knew
him?”

“Gary and I were classmates
at the academy.” He smiled at Amy.  “I even held his only
daughter just a couple of weeks after she was born.”

Her face
flushed.  Me?  You held me as a
baby and now I’m your XO.  This is embarrassing.

“I was sorry to hear he
didn’t come back from Altair and I plan on finding him, but I’m not
going to send his daughter to recover his body.  I’ve assigned
someone else to take care of that.”

“I can do it.  I even
want too,” she said surprised at her own statement.

“It’s not a question of
your ability,” he said shaking his head, “I wouldn’t send any son
or daughter to do that.  I need you over there as the
Environment Systems officer.”

Amy was confused.  The ship is a
frozen derelict.

“The work is going slower
than the Chief expected largely because the teams are working in
suits on frozen equipment in zero gravity.  We need to get the
equipment from the Chameleon as quickly as possible so, at least in
some parts of the ship, we’re going to need to warm it up, restore
gravity and atmosphere.”

 “Oh,” Amy said
overwhelmed at the thought of bringing the Chameleon’s
environmental systems back online after years of exposure to the
cold and vacuum of space.  Great,
more work, less sleep.  At least it gives me a reason to board
the ship and a chance to get some of Dad’s personal
effects.   “Yes sir.  I’ll
get right on it.”

“Thank you,” he said with a
smile.

She paused.  “Sir, who is going
to recover the bodies?”

“Corpsman Salazar is
already retrieving them.”

*              
*              
*

Corpsman Salazar checked
the list from the survey.  Mumbai was heading back to the
airlock with a cadaver.  That left one.  He headed
forward from engineering with a body bag and tools to recover
it.  Two engineering teams were now working in and around the
engineering spaces.  The area was well lit and they were
warming it but, he grumbled, I get the job
of retrieving corpses from every cold, black, airless crevice of
this ship.  Choose your rate, choose your fate.

There was no gravity on the
ship so he was careful to always keep at least one boot in magnetic
contact with the deck.  With each step, the clang echoed in
his suit.  Only the sound of his own breathing and footsteps
now kept him company.  Stopping at the junction of four
passageways, his light revealed a hatch set in the deck of an
alcove off the main passageway.  One bulkhead had blown out,
leaving conduit wires and other ruble strewn about. 
Probably due to decompression during the
battle.

Soft static came over his
suit radio as he looked over the debris.  Was there a voice in the static?  He adjusted the volume and the RF gain on the
radio.  There it is again.

“Any person on this net,
this is Corpsman Salazar.  Radio check.”  The weird
static was his only reply.  You have
an over active imagination.  Just get the last body and get
off this ship.  He switched his radio
to standby and looked around trying to remember which passageway to
take. 

Sadness seemed to well up
within him from nowhere.  How many
good people died on this ship?  He
could almost see the final moments of the crew as light and power
died, bulkheads strained and metal twisted under the force of
explosive decompression.  The air pressure dropped to zero and
ripped their last breath from their lungs.  They tried to
scream as their blood boiled and their skin turned to leather but,
without air, no sound escaped their lips.  It was agony, but
only for a moment.  The awareness of self in the cold,
unchanging darkness and the memories of a life now gone are what
brought deep, endless loneliness.  That was the real pain, the
pain that ate at the soul. 

Oh, the dreams cut off that
day, the love unrequited.  Don’t
leave me; bring me home.

Salazar felt a thud in his chest as
his boots lost contact with the deck.  Floating, he flailed
his arms in alarm.  Two arms thrust out of the darkness and
grabbed his breastplate.

The corpsman screamed.

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t
see you standing there.” Amy said smiling, “Did I scare
you?”

Salazar quickly checked his
radio.  He was thankful it was on standby and the crew had
been spared his moment of panic.  Switching to voice
activation he said breathlessly, “No, I was just distracted. 
You startled me at bit, that’s all.”  Planting his feet back
on the deck he asked, “What are you doing here?”

“Collecting things…from my
father’s cabin,” she replied.

“Oh, yes, the Captain
mentioned your father served on the Chameleon.  I…I’m
sorry.  I was heading back towards engineering,” he
lied.  “Is that where you are going?”

“Yes,” she
smiled.

“I’ll walk back with
you.”

“Okay.”

Over the radio Salazar called; “Mumbai
retrieve the last body and meet me back at the airlock.”  As
they walked towards engineering, he turned to Amy and said, “I
didn’t know you were working over here.”

“The captain wants me to
restore some life support but I can’t do anything until we warm up
the environmental plant.  My people are connecting the heaters
right now.”

“Oh,” he said, and then
after a pause he stated, “It must be hard… I’m sorry.  You
probably don’t want to talk about it.”

“No, it’s okay.  Being
here has stirred up a lot of memories.  That’s why I bumped
into you just now; I was thinking about my dad as I came down the
passageway and I wasn’t paying attention to where I was
going.”  She paused, bit her lip, then asked, “Have you found
him?”

“I can’t be sure
yet.”

*              
*              
*

Later in sickbay, corpsman Salazar
looked about as the robotic unit entered carrying the last
body.  He glanced about looking for a place to put it. 
Quickly he cleared the last open table and pointed. “Mumbai set the
body here.” Turning away, he resumed his count.  With this
last one, he had eight largely intact bodies and 23 assorted
parts.  He nodded approvingly, that was all that had been
discovered during the survey.  “Mumbai,” he said, “return to
your maintenance station.”

Mumbai nodded and left.

Salazar walked over to the commlink
and reported to the Captain, “Sir recovery of cadavers is
complete.”

“Thank you, corpsman,
Captain Harris paused.  “I need you to determine the identity
of these individuals.  I want to be able to tell Lieutenant
Palmer if we have recovered the body of her father.”

“Yes, sir.  The name
badges and other uniform items indicate we don’t have Commander
Palmer but I’ll scan the PICs and do DNA comparisons on all
remains.”   

“Good.  And either way
let me know first.”

Salazar collected his equipment and
positioned the first corpse for scanning.  As he began the
automatic door at the entrance to sickbay opened.

 “Hello Lieutenant,
ah, XO.  How can I help you?”  He asked as Amy
entered.

“I was wondering what you
might have found out.”  She said as she gazed at the body bags
from the far side of sickbay.

“Nothing yet, but, well, it
would be better if you waited somewhere else.”

“You’ll tell me when you
know?”

“The Captain wants to know
first, but yes, after that, of course.”

Amy nodded and left
sickbay.

Salazar scanned the first corpse
looking for the PIC implanted in the right thigh of every soldier,
sailor and marine upon induction into the military.  When he
found it, he began downloading the personal, medical and dental
information.  As he expected it was not Commander
Palmer.  Finishing the scan, he moved on to the next body,
bent over the table and adjusted the scanner.

The corpsman heard footsteps behind
him as he worked.  It was not unusual so he continued to work
even as they came up behind him.  He got the impression it was
Amy, the XO.  It seemed he could almost hear her slow even
breathing just behind him.

“XO, I really think it
would be better if you waited outside.”  He paused still bent
over the corpse.  The breathing stopped but no one spoke or
moved.  “XO…” he spun around, but no one was behind him. 
He was alone.  Heart pounding, he looked left and right and
back again.  He stood still and listened for any movement, but
all he heard was the fan of the nearby vent. 
It was my imagination…just my overactive
imagination.  Convinced he was alone;
he had no desire to be alone, and pressed the commlink. 
“Seaman Daniels, could I get you to help me in sickbay?”

*              
*              
*

After a twelve-hour shift, thawing,
repairing and troubleshooting a dozen environmental systems, Amy
wanted to relax and clear her mind before going to her bunk but as
she pulled herself through the hatch back onboard the Mirage a
petty officer waited for her.

“XO, the Captain would like
to see you.”

 She was sure she knew
why and again attempted to prepare herself for the news as she
walked to the captain’s cabin.

“Hello Amy,” he said as she
came in.  “I’m sorry to say your father is still missing in
action.”

She nodded.  “Corpsman Sal
identified all of them?”

“Yes.  DNA tests and
PICs confirmed that none are related to you.”

Is that good news or bad
news?  Should I be happy?  She
realized she was staring at the captain. “I…I
understand.”

“What can you tell me about
the environmental systems on the Chameleon?” 

“Most of the systems were
intact.  We’ll have gravity and a breathable atmosphere in the
critical areas of the ship within two days.”

“Good.  I hope to
retrieve the Chameleon’s log, get the parts we need, and be able to
leave this system soon.”

“How is the food supply
holding out, sir?”  Amy asked.

“We’ll be okay for a couple
of weeks but the cooks are already running out of menu
options.”  Captain Harris gave Amy a fatherly smile and said,
“Why don’t you get some food before the cook serves up the freeze
dried crap from the escape pods.”

“Yes, thank you sir,” she
said and departed.

*              
*              
*

Amy set the pad down and looked up at
the ship’s clock, uncertain what day of the week it was or how many
days she had been working on the Chameleon.  The entire crew
of the Mirage was now on twelve-hour shifts so every day was much
the same, cram twenty-four hours of work on two ships into one
twelve hour shift.  Eating and sleeping were on your own
time.

Rubbing her eyes, she continued
putting on her spacesuit in a warm and pressurized compartment next
to the Chameleon cargo bay.  Twelve hours from now, she knew
she would be back here for the return to the Mirage, eat supper and
sleep.  Reaching for her helmet, she saw Marcus walk in
carrying a large toolbox.

“Hi Marcus.  Are you
lost?” she said with a smile.

“Not yet, but which way is
the auxiliary control room?”

Amy smiled still putting on her suit,
“Through the airlock there,” she said pointing.  “I’m sorry
but we don’t have life support up in that part of the
ship.”

Marcus sighed and walked to one of the
lockers where suits were stored.

Amy said, “I’d wait and show you the
way, but the techs have reported a problem with some graviton
emitters.  I need to check them right away.”

“No problem.  If I get
lost I’ll leave bread crumbs.”

“Huh?”

“It’s from an old
children’s story,” he said with a forced grin.  “Go on and fix
your emitters.”

Minutes later, Amy walked
down the cold, airless, passageway forward from engineering. 
One bulkhead had buckled and someone had pushed debris out of the
way down one unused corridor.  Two emergency lights on either
end of the long corridor provided only modest
illumination.  Why didn’t I have
someone restore environmental systems to this
area?  Amy stopped at a junction of
four passageways.  A hatch was set in the deck of an alcove
off the main walkway.

Soft static came over her
suit radio.  Was someone
calling?  She adjusted the volume and
the RF gain on the radio.

“Last call this net. 
This is Lieutenant Palmer.  Please repeat your
call.”

Amy?

 Was that static or
did she hear her name.  She repeated her call over the radio
as thoughts of her father flowed through her mind. 
He walked this passageway and probably died near
here.  If he had lived, he might have been something like
Marcus, kind and happy.  Older but similar.  Dad might
have liked him.  Suddenly chilled, she
checked her suit temperature.  It was fine.  Goose bumps
formed on her arms.  She continued on, picking up her pace in
a desire to be back with people.

Over her suit radio came an alarm and
a voice, “Gravity failure, deck five.”

Unable to stop her forward momentum,
she shot upward hitting her helmet hard on the overhead. 
Projected in a corner of her helmet visor was a display of the
spacesuit system status.  Instantly every warning light came
on and faded to black as she floated aimlessly down a cold, dark
and airless passageway.

“Suit failure, deck five,
frame 192,” she called out.  She knew the suit radio was dead,
but she had to try.  The suit was well insulted against the
cold of space, but the temperature in it would soon rise as her
body heat warmed the limited and now uncirculated air.
Control your breathing.  She had only a few minutes of good air in the
suit.  Pushing off the overhead she clumsily brought her feet
into magnetic contact with the deck.  She wanted to run, but
she knew that would quickly consume her limited air supply. 
She forced herself to walk in a quick, but steady, pace back
towards her crewmates in engineering.  All suit visors were
treated so they would not fog up, but Amy was wondering when this
suit had last been treated as it began to fog right in front of her
nose and mouth.

“Amy?”

She swore she heard someone call out
as she entered the junction of four passageways.  Feeling the
switches on the side of the suit, she ensured the radio was on
voice activation as she called out “Suit failure, deck five, frame
170.”  But the radio was dead.

She cursed her
predicament.  Control your
breathing.  The middle of her visor
was now so fogged all that remained was peripheral vision. 
She stumbled, fell forward and lost magnetic contact with the
deck.  In near panic she flailed her arms in an attempt to
grab onto something.

Sadness welled up within
her.  How many people had died on
this ship?   She grabbed a panel
on the bulkhead and pushed her way along.  If she did not make
it back to engineering quickly she would slowly lose consciousness,
slip into a coma and then die.  That’s not how I want to go.  But, at least it would be
more peaceful then it was for Dad and the rest of them that didn’t
get off this ship. 

Sorrow seemed to seep into
her suit along with the chill of the ship.  It must have been awful for the crew as the light and
power failed, bulkheads straining and metal twisting with the
explosive decompression.  The air pressure dropping to zero in
a second would have ripped the last breath from their lungs. 
They would have tried to scream as their blood boiled and their
skin turned to leather but without air no sound would have escaped
their lips. 

Is that how you died,
Daddy?  Is that what you felt?  She shook her head. 
Focus.  Remember what you’re doing.

Her arms ached as she pulled herself
along the passageway.  Tired and suddenly sleepy she mumbled,
“Don’t leave me, Daddy.  Where are you?”

Here.

*              
*              
*

Amy gasped, coughed, tasted bile and
slowly opened her eyes.  She was lying on the deck with her
helmet off.  Corpsman Salazar leaned over her head.

“Stay with me Lieutenant,”
he said firmly.  “Breathe.”

She turned her head, gasped and then
breathed in deeply.  Seconds later, as her respiration became
normal, she surveyed her surroundings.  It looked like half
the crew was in a circle around her.  Marcus, still mostly in
his spacesuit, knelt beside her holding her
helmet. 

“Welcome back XO,” Corpsman
Salazar said as he checked Amy’s vital signs on a portable
monitor.  “How do you feel?”

“Awful,” she said
weakly.

“That’s great to hear,” the
medic replied with a broad grin.  “Let’s get you back to
sickbay.”

Marcus jumped up. “I’ll
help.”

*              
*              
*

“Reveille, reveille, all
hands heave out,” came the announcement over the commlink as the
lights shifted from dim to normal brightness.  Amy squinted as
she awoke in a bed at one end of sickbay.  Across, by the
door, she saw Corpsman Salazar working at his
desk. 

The plan of the day was still being
read over the commlink when Captain Harris walked into sickbay,
already clean-shaven and in an inspection ready uniform. 
Corpsman Salazar snapped to attention.

“At ease, corpsman. 
How’s your patient?”

“She’ll be fine, sir. 
If she gets some rest.”

Walking over to Amy the Captain said,
“We’re lucky Marcus found you.”

“He found me?”

“Yes.  He said he got
lost and found you floating down a passageway.”

Amy felt her face flush.  “I’d
really like to get out of here.”

“What do you say
corpsman?”

Salazar looked intently at Amy, “Well,
as long as you get some rest, XO.”

The Captain looked at both Amy and
Salazar.  “Okay.  How about 24 hours of no
duty?”

“Yes sir, that will be
plenty for me,” Amy smiled.

“Yes sir, that’ll be
enough,” the corpsman agreed.

“You heard the doc. 
Report to me tomorrow morning,” the Captain said, turned, and
walked away.

Amy had no plans to perform any
regular duties, but there was something she had to figure
out.  She made her way to the escape pods and took the next
one back over to the Chameleon.  Amy hoped to be back on the
Mirage before the Captain knew she was gone.

She was pleased to discover that after
her accident the Captain had ordered all spaces on the Chameleon
where members of the crew were working or passing through be
provided with a breathable atmosphere.  Avoiding the
passageway where she had the accident, Amy walked to the auxiliary
control room.  As she entered the one crewmember on duty
turned and nodded to her.

“Good to see you,
Lieutenant,” the crewmember said.  “Can I help you with
anything?”

“No, I’ve just got
something I need to figure out.”  Amy walked slowly and
silently around the control room mentally noting which systems
would have been still operational and critical in the last minutes
as the Chameleon’s crew launched escape pods.

“Attention on deck!” 
The crewmember announced.

Amy was startled but turned quickly
and snapped to attention.  “Hello sir.  What brings you
to the Chameleon?”

“I think I should be asking
you that.  Didn’t I give you 24 hours with no duty just an
hour ago?”

Amy hesitated to say, but
decided it was the only way to explain why she was here. 
“Well, yes sir but I’ve been thinking about my dad, uh, Commander
Palmer.  I’m convinced his body is on this ship.” 
I sound like some foolish child.

“Every compartment has been
searched.”

“I’ve been trying to figure
out exactly what he would have been doing at the end.”

“And what have you come up
with?”

“After the bridge was hit
and he realized he was the senior officer he would have gone
here.”

“I agree.”

“He would have then
maneuvered the ship out of harm’s way behind the line of our
ships.”

“I still agree and the
telemetry data we’ve recovered seems to show that someone did just
what you suggest.  So where is he?”

“Well, sir, the ship
couldn’t jump to hyperspace with the damage it had endured. 
When the battle turned against us he would have been the one to
order the crew to abandon ship.”

“Yes and when they were
gone he should have been on the last escape pod.”

Amy said, looking him straight in the
eye, “With all due respect sir, no.  He had one final duty to
perform.”

“Yes,” he said slowly,
“destroy the ship.”

Amy nodded.  “Yes,
sir.”

“That’s done either from
the bridge, which was destroyed, or main engineering.  But he
couldn’t get through the fire and debris just forward of
engineering.”

“But he would have tried to
find a way to do it,” Amy said.

“Yes, but how?”

“I don’t know, sir. 
I’m not all that familiar with these old ships.”

The captain’s eyes became distant as
he seemed to consider what she had said.  “They’re not that
old Lieutenant, I served on one.”  His eyes lit up and he
turned for the door.  “Come with me.”

The captain walked quickly down the
corridor, slid down a ladder and then another, finally coming to a
junction of four passageways.  A hatch was set in the deck of
an alcove off the main passageway.

A chill shot through Amy’s body as she
remembered both of the times she had been here.  Pointing to
the hatch in the alcove the captain said, “This maintenance shaft
goes directly into engineering.”  He bent down to spin the
wheel on the hatch, but it was jammed.  “When this area
decompressed it probably slammed shut and became misaligned.” 
The captain pulled a commlink from his pocket and tried to
call.  “Only static on this unit.  Try yours.”

She tried.  “Same thing. 
Only static.”

“We’ll get the hatch
opened.  I’ll go get help.  Do you want to wait
here?” 

Staring at the hatch, she nodded. As
he hurried aft towards engineering she found a long steel bar in
the nearby debris and wedged it in the wheel.  She pushed then
pulled on the bar, then thrust her feet against the bulkhead and
pushed again.  Abruptly the wheel turned and she plopped to
the deck.  After getting up she tried the wheel but found it
still stiff.  She stuck the bar into the wheel again and with
the added leverage turned it, releasing the hatch.  Lifting it
revealed a typical maintenance shaft with barely enough space to
allow a technician to crawl.

Retrieving the flashlight
from her belt, she cautiously looked down the narrow
passage.  Are you
here?  She saw nothing but the shaft
disappearing into darkness.  As she dropped down into the
tight space, she knew the logical choice was to wait for the
Captain and others to return, but logic was not in
control.  I’m going to do this. 
I’m going to find Dad.

The metal was cold to the
touch and after crawling a few meters she could see her own
breath.  A few meters farther debris blocked the crawl space
at a turn.  In the narrow confines she pulled on conduit,
insulation and cable, shoving it behind her.  Pulling away an
aluminum plate, she spotted a tattered sleeve. 
Is it you?  She
moved up as close as she could, dragging more wreckage away
revealing a mummified arm.  Is it you
dad?  She wanted to find him and bring
him home, but some corner of her mind didn’t want to find
him.  That tiny corner still held the childhood memories of a
living father.  Sweat flowed down her forehead into her eyes
as she carefully removed more wreckage revealing the
torso.

Dust and shards covered the
chest.  Using one hand in the tight space she tenderly brushed
the debris away until she saw it.  The nametag on the jacket
read, Commander Gary Palmer.

“Daddy,” she said as sorrow
swept over her, “I found you.”  Tears rolled down her
cheeks.  “Your duty is done.  You are
relieved.”

*              
*              
*

After Corpsman Salazar positively
identified the remains technicians setup holo projectors in the
Mirage cargo bay. 

Amy stared at the image of the
Chameleon that covered an entire wall of the compartment.  It
would all soon be over.

She faced the first man in her
division.  His uniform was neat and pressed, medals and
ribbons straight and in proper order.  Gig line good. 
She moved on to the next person.

What had the Captain said,
‘It’s just like a funeral and I want everyone to look their
best.’  It feels like a funeral.  Childhood memories of her father lingered heavily in her
mind.  Is this some sort of
grieving?  No, I’ve felt this way ever since we entered the Altair
system.  Standing in front of the next
person she forced herself to smile, briefly checked his dress blue
uniform, and then moved on to the next.  When the inspection
of her small division was complete, she marched to the center front
of the compartment and stood next to the projection of the
Chameleon, but looked towards the entrance to the compartment a few
meters away.

From her vantage point, she scanned
the assembled crew in their various department and division
formations.  Marcus stood at attention in front of
Intelligence Division.  Chief Zengal stood in front of the
large Engineering Department.

Marcus came forward, smiled weakly at
Amy, and then stood beside her.

The Captain had scheduled
the ceremony first thing in the morning so most of the crew could
be in the Mirage cargo bay.  As the final department completed
inspection she looked forward again, staring at the Chameleon
shrinking as the Mirage pulled away.  It does feel like a funeral.  I’ve seen many ships
destroyed.  Why do I care what happens to this
ship?

When she looked again to the entrance
the Captain stood just outside.  “Mirage, attention,” she
called when the Captain entered the compartment.  As Captain
Harris walked to the front Amy called out over the commlink, “All
hands, the image of the Chameleon is now being displayed by all
holo projectors and view screens.”

Captain Harris stood beside
her.

“This is the captain
speaking,” he said for crewmembers still on duty and listening
in.  He glanced along the formation before him and then
continued.  “The Chameleon fought well here some twenty years
ago and many paid the ultimate price.  We have the privilege
of bringing the last of her crew home.  The Chameleon has
provided us with all she can—all that we need to complete our
duties and return to those we love.  However, because of the
damage Chameleon has sustained we can’t bring her back. 
Therefore we have one final, solemn, duty to perform for the crew
of that brave ship.” 

Captain Harris did an about
face.  As he looked at the image of the Chameleon he brought
his right arm slowly to a salute.  As if he were speaking
directly to the battle-scarred ship and her crew he said, “From the
crew of the Mirage, well done and thank you.”  He paused for a
moment, still saluting, then said, “Farewell.”

Amy turned a key disabling magnetic
containment on the Chameleon.  Matter and anti-matter plasma
flowed together destroying both in a momentary star-like burst of
energy that consumed the Chameleon.

Still standing beside Amy, Marcus said
softly, “Fair winds and following seas.”

Tears welled in Amy’s
eyes.  I can’t
cry.  She turned away from the crew,
facing the fireball and wiped her face as casually as
possible.  I’ve accomplished
everything that I hoped to when we came here.  This may be
closure, but I’m not happy.  It’s like dad died just
yesterday, when I found him.

When the fireball was completely gone
the Captain did an about face and Amy quickly followed.

“Lieutenant Palmer, dismiss
the crew and carry out the plan of the day.”

“Yes sir.  All hands,
dismissed!”  Bells rang signaling the morning change of
watch.

The image changed from the now empty
space aft of the Mirage to the bow where the Bias Drive was forming
a wormhole.

Amy and the Captain walked from the
cargo bay.  “How soon can we send a message back to Command?”
the Captain asked.

“We’ve been working on the
systems all night.  We should be ready for the test jump in an
hour.  We could send the message after that.”

“Good.”

“But, sir, the fusion
controls are jury rigged.  I….”

“I’m aware of that. 
Get with the communications tech.  I want to notify Command of
the bias drive problems we’re having, our location and send all of
our intelligence reports.”

The Captain stopped and faced
Amy.  “If the Hex are still watching this system then
destroying the Chameleon may have attracted their attention. 
If not, creating a wormhole will.”

Continuing down the passageway Captain
Harris said, “Do the test jump to some point outside of this
system, send that message and, as quickly as possible, head for
home.”  The Captain stopped and rubbed his face.  “I’ll
be on the bridge in a half an hour to relieve you.”

*              
*              
*

After being relieved, Amy walked into
the wardroom and got a cup of coffee.  At a table on the far
side of the compartment, four officers played poker.

“Hey Amy, ah, XO, want to
lose some money?” Scott asked as he dealt.

“No thanks
guys.”

“She’s afraid of my awesome
poker skills,” Scott said to his companions.

“You discovered my secret,”
she said in mock surprise, then added, “Aren’t you guys
tired?”

“Never too tired to lose
money,” another said.  They all chuckled and continued to
play.

Amy sat down, sipped her coffee at a
table by the coffee pots.  Gradually she relaxed.  She
took another sip as the door to the wardroom opened and Marcus
entered.

“Hey Marcus,” Scott said.
“Deal you in next hand?”

“No, thanks,” he said as he
walked towards Amy.  Stopping at the coffee pots next to her
he poured himself a cup, spilling some on the counter.

Amy smiled and passed him a
napkin.

As he wiped up the spill he said, “I
hear you were working on the fusion reactor all night.”

“The fusion controls,
actually.”

Sitting across from her he said, “I’ve
got the OOD watch in thirty minutes.  Did everything go
well?”

“Yeah.  Things are
looking good.  The captain gave permission to start the fusion
reactor several hours ago.  Just before the ceremony he gave
the order to start the Bias Drive and, I think—hope, they’re both
still online.”

Marcus nodded and smiled at
her.

“The plan is to do a short
jump out of the system as a test and then head for
home.”

Over the commlink came an
announcement. “The ship will shift to emergency power in one minute
to facilitate final repairs.”

Moments later the overhead lights went
dark leaving a single emergency light shining on the far side of
the compartment opposite of Amy and Marcus.  Long shadows
arched along the bulkhead near where they sat.

Scott shuffled for the next
hand as Amy stared at her coffee cup.  Fatigue welled up in
her.  She wanted to drink some coffee and she wanted to
sleep.  She wasn’t sure if it was exhaustion or depression,
but sadness seemed to consume her. 
Dad is dead and so were the others we found on the ship.

Talking to the three crewmembers at
the table, Scott dealt the cards.

Amy sighed. 
It must have been awful for them as power failed,
bulkheads failing, metal twisting, and the air pressure
dropping.  Their last breath ripped from their lungs. 
The pain, the awful pain as their blood boiled and their skin
turned to leather.  Without air they couldn’t make a
sound.

Suddenly Scott stood stirring Amy from
her mental fog.

He walked across the compartment
toward Amy and Marcus.  Projected on the bulkhead were the
shadows of all the players.

“Something is wrong,” Scott
said as he moved toward a dark corner opposite of the two
lieutenants.

Amy’s head slid back against the
bulkhead.

Russell, one of the other players
looked up to see what was going on. 

Scott motioned for him to join
him.

The other two looked up from the cards
and Scott motioned for both of them to join him in the unlit
corner.  As they did, he pointed to the bulkhead above Marcus
and Amy.  Standing, as if between them, was the shadow of a
man.

“It’s an illusion.  It
must be.  Something in the wardroom is causing it.”  One
of them said.

“Oh it’s in the wardroom
all right, but what is it?”

“Amy,” Scott called
out.

“What?” she replied
irritably, her eyes half closed.

“Amy, look.”

“What?” she said rubbing
her eyes.

He pointed to the bulkhead behind
her.  As she turned, she saw Marcus staring at the
wall.

Over the commlink came the
announcement, “Normal power is being restored.” The lights flashed
back on eliminating all shadows.

“Did you see it?” Scott
asked Amy.

“See what?”

“Did you see it, Marcus?”
Scott asked.

“I’m…I’m not sure what I
saw.”

“Turn off the lights. 
Switch on the emergency light,” Scott commanded.  As they did,
the card players attempted to explain what they had seen. 
Marcus remained silent.  When only the emergency light again
illuminated the compartment, no phantom materialized.

As she marched out of the wardroom,
Amy said over her shoulder, “You guys need some sleep.”

Arriving at her cabin, she
collapsed on the bunk.  After several minutes, she reached
over to the nightstand, turned the framed picture of her father so
that it faced her, and clicked on a holo of assorted images of her
parents.  She watched the images materialize and dissolve with
her head on the pillow.  He’s coming
home with me.  Mom and I can finally put him to
rest.

She rose and walked to the
shower.  As the water rained down on her the tears that had
earlier come slowly, came in a torrent.  Fatigue overpowered
her as she toweled the moisture from her body and eyes.  She
crawled under the covers, and continued to stare at the holo as her
eyes slowly closed in sleep.

Amy smiled as she looked up at the
clear blue sky.  The sun felt warm on her face.  Her
right hand held his left at the level of her head.  It was
pleasant, but a part of her knew that all of it was wrong. 
“Where are we going, Daddy?”

“We’re going home,
Amy.  We’ll be there soon.”

Amy looked around. 
They were walking across a park she had played in as a child. 
She glanced back over her shoulder and, as she expected, saw her
primary school.  She looked forward.  Beyond those trees is our house.  At the edge of the park, between them and home stood a plain
door hung in its frame.

That’s odd.
 “Why is the door there, Daddy?” Amy asked as
she pointed.

“That’s the way home,
sweetheart,” he said picking up the pace a bit.  “Come
on.”

This was a dream, but she was content
to walk in it with her father.  Amy looked up at him towering
over her.  His face appeared sharp and vivid, unlike the vague
and shadowy images of dreams or old memories.

He looked down at her and smiled,
“I’ve missed your mommy.  Will she be there when we get
home?”

“Sure.  Why wouldn’t
she be there?”

“I’ve been away a long
time.”  He said with a frown.

They were alone in this dream world,
but the real world seemed to sneak in occasionally with an
indistinct sound or voice, like hearing bits of a conversation from
the other end of a long hallway.  Amy couldn’t understand most
of what was said but the voices sounded worried.  She looked
up at her father.  His face was drawn and tight.

“Daddy you’re squeezing my
hand.”

“Sorry honey.  We need
to hurry.”

Clouds in various shades of black and
gray billow with unnatural speed on the horizon.

Taking her eyes off the storm clouds
Amy looked for the doorway home, but couldn’t find it. 
“Daddy, where’s the door?”

“It’s gone,” he said as
thunder rolled across the park.  Concern etched his
face.

“Can we still go
home?”

“We may need to be brave
for a little while longer.”

“I can be brave,” she said
as thunder echoed about them.

“I know you can,” he smiled
as the first gusts of wind hit their faces.

Lightning struck nearby.  Amy
wrapped her arms around her father’s leg.

“They’re here,” he said
without emotion.

“Who?”

His face was stoic as he stared at the
dark clouds rolling towards them. “You need to go,” he said without
looking down at her.

“No, I don’t want to leave
you.”

“You’ve got to go. 
They’re here.”

“Who?  Who
Daddy?”  She followed his gaze to the far side of the park and
screamed.  Dozens of spider-like Hex searched the far end of
the park were the door had once been.  As they searched, they
moved towards them.  She could already hear their mandibles
clicking together as they talked amongst each other.  Amy
yanked on her father’s arm.  “Run,” she screamed.

He smiled at her, but it quickly
faded.  “No, you go.  I’ll stand watch till I know you’re
safe.”

“No!”

“Duty calls.  Now
go!”

Heart racing, Amy jerked
awake.  She stared up from her bunk covered in
sweat.  Had it all been some strange
dream?  She rubbed her eyes and eased
herself from bed.  Walking to the sink on the bulkhead, she
splashed water on her face.

Duty calls.

Her head jerked up to see her father
standing behind her in the mirror.  She spun around to see the
faintest hint of a shadow fade to nothing on the
bulkhead.

She dressed quickly.

Entering the bridge, she paused. 
Technicians darted about.  Instead of the holographic
projection, there was a blank gray bulkhead at the far end of the
compartment.  Red lights flashed at most workstations while
several monitors spelled out WARNING in blinking crimson
letters.  Seeing Marcus on his back under the navigation
console she hurried over to him.  “What happened?”

Without standing he said, “We had
power fluctuations when engineering tried to open the
wormhole.  Most stations crashed.  We’re rebooting and
doing manual re-starts.”

“Where’s the
Captain?”

Marcus shrugged.  “He was coming
back from engineering when it happened,” he said while working on
the console.  “The commlink is down.”

Amy checked the
environmental systems.  Temperatures on the ship were
steady.  The heat radiators still functioned but the
atmosphere plant had shutdown.  Damn.  She knew a technician was
on duty in the compartment.  They would be working to restore
the system.  She moved to the engineering console.  Data
was beginning to come in.  The fusion reactor was down and the
Bias Drive had shut down.  She looked around.  Sensor
displays were black.  Red lights flashed on the panels beside
them.

The Hex in the dream were
so vivid.  Were they out there even now?  We’re
so blind.  Taking a deep breath, she
tried to reassure herself that it had all been a dream.

Over her shoulder, she could see
people working on various sensors but none were on line.  She
wanted the sensors restored.  She needed to see what was out
there.  Sweat beaded on her forehead.  Ramon had the holo
projection up but, without sensors, it looked like the entrance to
a black tunnel.

Was the dream a
warning?  It all felt so real. 
She looked at her systems.  There was enough air for another
hour.  If it wasn’t a dream do we
have an hour?  Her shoulders and neck
ached.  Her every muscle was tense.  Dad was real.  I was awake when I saw him.

“Commlink restored,” A
technician announced.  “The Captain advises he is on his way
to the bridge.”

Amy turned to Ramon and asked, “Do you
need help?”

He nodded.

She left her post and walked over to
him.

“I’ll have the main array
online in a minute.  Could you synchronize the sensor inputs
with the holo projection?” Ramon asked.

“Sure.” She put the system
in standby.

Moments later Ramon said, “I’m sending
visible light data on channel one.”

“I see it here.” She stared
at the readouts.  She dedicated one of the projectors for
visual light display, switched it back online and sent data from
the output panel to the projector.  Amy looked at the display
as the image formed before her.  The
dream was a warning. Fighting to control
her panic and her voice she announced, “Sound general quarters and
rig for stealth”

As the klaxon sounded, Captain Harris
walked onto the bridge with an air of command. 

Amy reported to him as he entered,
“Three stealth AI mines currently conducting a search.”

“They converged on where we
attempted to open the wormhole,” Marcus added.  “Our sensors
are still coming back online but, I believe, they’re using only
passive sensors,”

“Good, then they don’t know
where we are.”

“We saw them just in time
to rig for stealth and stay out of their search pattern,” Amy
said.

“Excellent.”

“I think we’re dealing with
mines that are keyed to the energy released when a wormhole is
created,” Marcus stated.

“I agree,” the Captain
said.  “Maybe we can make them believe we jumped out of the
system.”  Turning to the helmsman he said, “I want a minimal
thrust course to  take us behind that rock.”  He pointed
to a large asteroid between them and the Hex mines.

“Aye sir, I’ll make it look
like we’re a rock drifting in that direction.”  Slowly the
Mirage moved towards the nearby asteroid.

“And get all the sensors
back online.”

“We’ve just restored the
last one,” Amy said and returned to the engineering and
environmental bridge stations.

Marcus looked up from the sensor
display.  “Their search pattern uses the wormhole event
horizon as the center point.  Two mines are moving generally
away from our position.  One mine is headed towards
us.”

All the airtight doors on the ship
were sealed.  Amy knew she could not go to the atmosphere
plant, but she now had to ensure it came back online.  She
tore herself from the drama of the mines and called over the
commlink, “AP plant, report.”

 A moment passed
before she heard the voice of the leading petty officer, “All plant
personnel are present.  We’ve restored the control system and
we’re working on the ventilation.”

“Keep me advised.” She
turned back to the holo and the approaching mine.

“We’ve matched course and
speed with the asteroid,” the helmsman advised the
captain.

“I’m getting a weak sensor
signal that seems to be curving around the asteroid,” Ramon
announced.

“The mines have switched to
active sensors,” Marcus said.

“Weapons ready?” 
Captain Harris asked.

“Yes sir.” The fire control
tech responded.

“Active sensors now
clearing the asteroid horizon,” Ramon called out.  “The mine
has locked on us and is on an intercept course,”

 “Fire!”  The
captain commanded.

A whoosh was immediately
heard.

“Helm, maximum
thrust.”

The Mirage shuddered as speed
increased.

“Helm, bring us around to
the far side of the asteroid.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Ramon, begin active sensor
sweeps.”

A white flash on the holo projection
confirmed destruction of one mine.

Mirage creaked, moaned and gradually
changed course.

As the ship came into view of the
enemy Ramon called out, “One of the mines has formed a
communications wormhole—they’re transmitting!”

“Take them both out. 
Fire,” the captain commanded.  Mirage shuddered as missiles
flew from their tubes.

As the projectiles hurtled towards the
mines Ramon announced, “Three Hex cruisers have dropped into normal
space off our port.”

The missiles hit and destroyed the
mines in a flash.

“The Hex cruisers have
weapons lock.”

The captain cursed under his breath
and turned to Amy.  “XO I need maximum thrust and then we’ve
got to jump.”

Amy checked her console.  “The
Bias Drive is still down.”  Pressing the commlink she said,
“Chief, I need the fusion reactor and Bias Drive,
now.”   

The Captain stared at her.  “The
Hex have a lock on us, either we jump or I go kamikaze.”

The Chief’s voice came over the
commlink, “Just a few minutes, that’s all I need.”

Turning his back on Amy and the
commlink the captain said, “Evasive maneuvers at maximum
thrust.  Do we have weapons lock?”

“Yes sir.”

“They’re firing,” Ramon
called out.

“Fire at will,” the captain
commanded.  “Helmsman, bring us as close to that large
asteroid as you can.  It may provide some cover.”

The ship shuddered as more missiles
flew from their tubes and debris from incoming missiles hit the
hull.

Amy steadied herself in the
chair.  The ship rumbled and shook.  She grabbed the
control panel in front of her to keep from falling as the Chief
worked with her to bring the reactor back online.

“Decompression on deck
four, frame 83,” the damage control officer advised.

“The lead ship sustained
damage to their port engine and is falling back, but continues to
fire,” Marcus said.  “The other two ships are closing and
flanking.”

“Sir, we’re down to our
last missile!”  The fire control tech called to the
Captain.

“Damn,” Captain Harris
exclaimed, “Hold your fire on the last missile.  Helm, plot an
intercept course to the nearest Hex ship.”

Silence reigned on the
bridge.

The helmsman and captain locked
eyes.  “Aye, sir,” he said slowly.

Amy turned her stare from
the captain to the image of enemy ships on fast approach.  It
had been all for naught.  We’re not
going to make it.  We’re not going home.

“Intercept course plotted
sir,” the helmsman advised.

“Engage at maximum
thrust.”

The ship creaked and then shuddered as
it turned to face the closest Hex ship.

Amy realized Marcus was standing
beside her.  Their eyes met.  He seemed to want to say
something.  What could someone say to another at such a
moment?  Goodbye?  His lips moved.

Over the commlink came Chief Zengal’s
voice, “We’re ready engage!”

Amy had programmed in
wormhole coordinates so with only a few adjustments she engaged the
Bias Drive.  Turning around Amy saw the wormhole created by
the bias drive.  The way
home.  However, as she watched it slid
from view as the Mirage turned to face the oncoming Hex ship. 
“We’re ready Captain,” she announced.

“I’m sorry Amy, we’re out
of time,” the Captain replied.

“It’s open.  The
portal is open!”  Amy declared. 

She looked toward the Captain as he
turned and stared at the holo.

With the most emotion he had displayed
during the battle he commanded, “Abort intercept!  Plot a
course to the wormhole.”

“Aye, sir.”

“And fire the missile at
the lead vessel,” the Captain ordered with a smile in his
voice.  Then turning to the helmsman he said, “Take us
in.”

Mirage shuddered as lasers destroyed
incoming missiles.

“Decompression on deck two,
frame 18,” the damage control officer advised.

Mirage accelerated across the event
horizon of the wormhole.  The black of space became a vortex
of colors.

“Switch to aft view,” the
Captain ordered.

Everyone watched as the event horizon
collapsed and disappeared.

Marcus stated what Amy knew but still
wanted to hear.  “The Altair event horizon has collapsed; no
Hex ships followed us in.”

Captain Harris broke out in a broad
grin.

Amy relaxed and sat back in her
chair.  An audible sigh swept the bridge followed by laughter
and a few cheers.

Still smiling, the Captain announced,
“Secure from general quarters and set condition three. 
Turning to Amy he said, “XO, you have the bridge.  I’ll need
damage reports in my cabin as soon as possible.”

“Yes sir,” she said as he
departed.

Amy turned away as several
conversations sprang up around the bridge.  They would be home
in a few hours.  Back with family and friends. 
Dad  stayed on watch until the last of his
crew was recovered, his crippled ship destroyed and I was
safe.  Somehow she knew she would
never sense his presence or hear the whisper of his voice
again.  He’s done his final
duty.

Amy was once again aware that Marcus
stood beside her.  She looked up.

“Is it proper to ask the XO
out to dinner?”

She smiled.  “I’m just the acting
XO.”

“Well then, how about
dinner at the officer’s club when we get home?

“That would be nice.” 
She paused and with a sly grin asked, “but will you be ordering
coffee?”


 


 



The Promise

 A young man will
soon leave the planet of his birth with his wife and child, but his
mother refuses to go until they visit an old war memorial. 
The visit stirs old memories and more.

The Promise includes a tale
told in flashback within the structure of the main story. 
Today, they tell writers to avoid flashbacks, but I didn’t know
that at the time and, regardless, I think it works.  This was
written before Final Duty, while I was on deployment with the USS
Sterett (CG-31) in the western Pacific and, I believe, it was also
helped by the fact that I was onboard a navy ship at the
time.  While it was my first venture into the military science
fiction genre there is also a bit of romance.  At just over
5,000 words, it is the shortest story in this anthology.

 


Do the souls of soldiers who die in
war linger on the battlefield or do they return home with their
bodies?  Do the spirits of the dead in space return home or
drift forever between worlds?  No one can say with certainty,
but I believe I now know the answer.

The pilot opened the shuttle
door.  The rocky hills covered only with moss and grass gave a
bleak and desolate look to the area that, compounded by the
grayness of the sky and the cold, drizzling, rain, chilled me to
the bone.

My son led the way out the door
followed by my mother.  Looking back over his shoulder the lad
said, “Grandma Mai, why did you want to come here?  This place
is empty!”

She didn't say a word, just hugged him
and slowly stepped from the craft.

Following my wife down the ramp, I
looked about.  Only a small building, the impact crater, and
the obelisk that rose from the still mangled ground, gave relief to
the stark surroundings.  As if by some decree of God, the
place was silent and somber as my family stepped onto the
runway.  My mind cringed at the thought, “quiet as the grave,”
but perhaps it was appropriate.

I would soon be leaving Methoni, the
world of my birth, with my wife and son.  I wanted my mother
to come with us and she said she would if we came here, to this
remote war memorial, first.  Somehow, I knew it was useless to
argue.

I told the shuttle pilot to return in
twenty-four hours, and then my wife, Lea, and I ran across the wet
runway to the small building that served as a shelter for the
occasional visitor.

As the shuttle lifted into the sky,
the contrast between its hot roaring engines and the cool solemn
stillness of this place was profound.

Within minutes of going inside a
rainbow appeared in the sky as the sun broke through the once solid
layer of dark rain clouds.  Gradually the rain slowed and
finally stopped.  Although the sun was soon shining the place
remained utterly still, a place where people only spoke in
whispers.  In those moments when my son was still you could
almost hear your own heartbeat.

Again, my son asked, “Why are we
here?”

My wife told him to be quiet, but
Grandma smiled, took him by the hand and said in the soft voice of
a grandmother, “We've come here to visit your
grandfather.”

“But he died in the
war!”  In space!”

“He's here,” she
replied.

I gave mother a questioning look, and
she gave me a ‘what do you know,’ look back.  I didn't want to
argue with her so I stepped outside.  It was warmer now though
the sun was low on the horizon, casting long dark shadows across
most of the somber valley.  As I walked toward the obelisk, I
shivered despite the temperature.

The theory was that a
matter-antimatter explosion would destroy everything in the blast
area.  But, that isn’t true. The evidence was the impact
crater and the stone and steel tower beside it.  I sat down on
cool stones that circled the base of the tower.  I sure would have liked a dad. Why did you have
die?

Lea came out and put her arm around
me.  “You've never told much about your father or how he
died.”

That was true enough.  Lea was
from Earth.  We had met and married there and she had not
lived here long.

I am proud of my father, but when
people tell these stories, as they often do, I think of my mother
and the heartbreak and loneliness she has endured. 
Nevertheless, Lea had a right to know so, with a sigh, I began the
story of the war from the perspective of Methoni, a small outpost
world, and the small part my father had played in it.

Still sitting on the stone wall, I
turned and faced her.  “They called this time the Phony War,
because the Hexapoda had not attacked in over a decade.  The
navy recalled my father, Marc, to active duty.  He was a
Tactical Action Officer assigned to carrier Liberty.

She sat beside me on the bench. “What
is a Tactical…what you said?”

Having grown up with these terms, I
smiled.  “Tactical Action Officer.  They use sensors and
other intelligence to monitor and predict hostile action.  If
the captain is not on the bridge they direct ship and even battle
group actions.”

She nodded, clearly
impressed.

I leaned back.  My hand pressed
against the obelisk.  Images and memories welled up from
somewhere deep inside of me.  “My ship was going out on
patrol.”

Lea looked hard at me.
“What?”

Shaking my head and dropping my hand I
said, “My father’s ship was going out on patrol.”

Again, she nodded.

I glanced at the stone beside
me.  It seemed to beckon me to rest against
it.    “They had been married less than a year and
Mom was three months pregnant.”  I leaned my shoulder against
it with a sigh. Again, what seemed like memories, but must have
been recollections of stories told during my youth, flooded my mind
with words, images and emotions.  “My father had been recalled
to duty and was scheduled to go on patrol along the border
region.  My mother’s eyes were sad that last day
together.  They seemed to want to cry, but they
didn’t.”

*              
*              
*

“I wish you didn’t have to
go,” Mai said.

Commander Marc Sumter hugged his
wife.  “I won’t be gone that long.  Three months at the
most,”

“I want you here, when the
baby comes.”

“I’ll be back from patrol
long before the baby is born.”

“I want you close to me
always.”

“I'm a sailor.  I
can't promise to always be close but I will write and I promise to
come home to you.”

“I'm going to hold you to
your promise, Marc.”

He kissed his bride and, taking his
duffle bag in hand, walked to the Captain’s shuttle that would take
him and some of the crew to their ship.  The Battle Group
commander, Commodore Tal, and the Captain of the Liberty, Captain
Ryan walked on board the shuttle moments later. 

“Take off when you’re ready
pilot,” the captain said.

“Yes sir.”

Captain Ryan looked towards the back
of the shuttle and smiled.  Commander Sumter, could I get you
to come up here?”

“Certainly Captain,” Marc
said as he moved to an empty seat beside him.

“Commander, things have
been a bit slow lately.”

“Yes sir, they have, but
I’m grateful,” Marc said with a smile.

“Well, normally I would be
too, but not today.”

Marc was confused.

“Command has assigned a
reporter to come along.  The last thing I want is him
bothering me.”

“Oh?” Marc said with
concern in his voice.

“I told the young reporter
that tagging along with our senior Tactical Action Officer would
give him a great look at how the ship works.”

Marc smiled an insincere grin, “Why,
thank you sir.”

“Keep him away from me,
okay?”

“I’ll do my
best.”

After docking with the Liberty,
Commodore Tal lead the way followed by the Captain and then
Commander Sumter stepped onto the Liberty

Over the commlink came the
announcement, “Commander Battle Group One arriving,” and then after
a pause, “Liberty arriving.”  The duty officer saluted the
Commodore and the Captain as the ship’s bell rang out their arrival
throughout the ship.

After the two senior officers departed
Marc came onboard, saluted the duty officer and without
announcement or fanfare went to his berth.

He dropped the duffle bag in the
middle of the compartment, sat on the bunk and began
unpacking.  Emptying the bag was easy.  Other than
clothes and a small compad there was little else and most of the
compartment was within reach while he sat on the bed.

He had just finished and was making
his way to the bridge when a whistle blew and over the commlink
Marc heard, “Underway shift colors.” 

On the aft of the ship a computer
generated United Planets Navy pennant would now appear and remain
displayed while they were underway, in the ancient tradition of the
navy.  The Excalibur took the point position 50,000 kilometers
ahead as the battle group left orbit.  The cruisers, Bolivar
and Patton, took positions forty-five degrees above and below and
about 20,000 kilometers behind Liberty, the ship Marc would call
home for the next few months.

Stepping through the hatch onto the
bridge, Marc immediately noticed Captain Ryan standing behind the
arcing control console.  Beside him was a man in civilian
clothes holding a compad.

The
reporter.  Marc sighed and moved
between the civilian and Ryan.  “Captain, could I show the
reporter around the ship?”  Since you
already told me to do so.

“Thank you, Commander
Sumter.  I think that is an excellent idea.”

Marc turned to the civilian and
introduced himself.  “What’s your name?”

“Curt Lewis.  Thanks
Commander.”

“No problem.”

Curt smiled and looked around the
small circular compartment.  “I thought it would be
bigger.”

“Most civilians do.  I
think the CIC is more impressive.”

“What is CIC?”

“Combat Information
Center.  Most civilians think battles are fought from a ship’s
bridge but, if there were a battle, it would be fought from there,
deep in the heart of the ship.”

“Can I see it?”

Marc grinned thinking such a tour
would keep him away from the captain. “Sure, but before we go let
me give you the bridge tour.  This is the underway navigation
and communication center of the ship.”

“Navigation?  No one
would tell me exactly where we were going before I boarded. 
Can you tell me now?”

Marc moved closer to a holographic
projection of all the space within sensor range of the ship and
traced a course with his finger.  “The battle group will take
about two standard days at sub-light speed to clear the Methoni
system.”  He tapped a control panel and the projection showed
multiple systems.  “Then we will use the bias drive on each
ship to jump to this uninhabited star system at the edge of human
controlled space.”

Curt nodded. “So, are you expecting
anything to happen?”

“No,” Marc
replied.

“What will you do when you
get there?”

“Patrol and
wait.”

“What are we waiting
for?”

“Something to
happen.”

Curt smiled.

Marc smiled back.  “Have you been
assigned quarters yet?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come on let’s get that
taken care of and find some food.”

Marc was surprised to
discover the reporter had been assigned to the compartment next to
his.  Captain Ryan planned this from
the very start.

“Cozy,” Curt said as they
entered the small room.

“It has everything you’ll
need, a bunk and chair, a shelf that functions as a desk, a space
to hang your cloths and even a small sink.”  Marc
smiled.  “What more would you want?”

“A couple more meters of
space.  A window maybe.”

“A window?  This isn’t
a luxury cruise.” Marc shook his head.  “Just drop off your
stuff for now. We can get some food.”

Curt set his bag on the shelf and the
two walked out in the direction of the officer’s mess.  They
were silent for several moments as they walked down the long gray
passageway.  The young reporter seemed to be trying to take
everything in as he looked down side corridors and at airtight
doors.  “I should mention I’m not from Methoni.”

“I know.”

“You read my
file?”

“No.  The vast
majority of people on Methoni are in the military or
reserves.  Those that aren’t still know the culture and jargon
of the military.”  Marc turned to the reporter.  “You
don’t know things that a Methoni school boy knows.”

“It’s that
obvious?”

Marc nodded.

“Less than one percent of
the people of Earth enlist.  My boss thought sending someone
with no military experience out on patrol would make a good
story.  I asked for this assignment.”

“Be careful what you ask
for.  This is a warship and our job is to fight.”

“Sure, but it has been over
a decade since the last battle.  It should be
safe.”

“Safe?”  Marc shook
his head.  “This job can be many things, but when you think it
is safe that is when you get hurt.” Marc pointed to a door up
ahead.  “There is the officer’s mess.”

The evening meal had already been
served and the compartment was almost empty, but coffee, sandwiches
and other simple foods were always available.  The two men
selected trays and food from the counter and sat in the
corner.

“People on Earth don’t even
think about the border regions, or the war.  The fighting
never came close to Earth and now it is just history.  Why do
so many Methonians serve in the military?  Why do you
serve?”

Marc took a sip of coffee as he
thought.  “Because, Methoni is our home and I…we, want it to
be safe.”

“For your
family?”

He took another sip. “Yes for my wife,
and unborn child, but more than that.  I want all the children
of Methoni to be safe.”  This was not a question he was often
asked, so he paused and thought for a moment.  “If we are to
be safe and free from the bullies of the universe then someone must
stand at the border and say to the Hex, ‘You will go no
farther.’”

They eat in silence for a minute and
then Curt spoke.  “The vast majority of people on Earth don’t
think in those terms, but I think I’d like to tell the story of
those who do.”

Marc smiled.  “I hope the only
story you get is of a very boring, very routine, patrol along the
border.

*              
*              
*

Ships travel blind in hyperspace and
as a tactical officer Marc hated that.  In the subdued light
of CIC he walked in a circle around the central holographic
projection, stopping for a moment at each station to ensure that
every sensor was active and all weapons were armed and ready. 
After viewing the last screen he gave a slight nod to no one and
allowed a hint of a smile to cross his face.  Then, he sat at
his command console and fastened the safety harness snug across his
chest.    

Curt, already pale in apparent
anticipation, was strapped in tight at an auxiliary
console.

Marc took a deep breath.

Alarms sounded and a voice came over
the comm “Crossing event horizon to normal space in 5, 4, 3,
2….”

He seemed to rocket forward
then fall in a tight spin out of control. Just as suddenly Marc was
once again sitting in his seat trying not to vomit. 
I hate FTL transits. He
took another deep breath and, though still queasy, glanced at his
command screens. Nothing in the
area.  Good.  “Point the main
sensor array on bearing 270.  That should give us a good view
of Hexapoda space.”

Curt stood and walked toward
Marc.  He was still as pale as death.  “We’ve been
leapfrogging along the border for days.  Is this really all
you do on border patrol?”  He walked up to the holographic
projection that filled the center of CIC.  “There is nothing
out here.”

Marc walked up beside him and
pointed.  “We’re headed here, a binary star system that orbits
back and forth across the border.  Right now one star is on
our side of the line and the other is in Hex territory.  This
system allows us to hide while we peek onto their side of the
border.”

Captain Ryan joined them at the
display.  “But it has been quiet, almost too
quiet.” 

Marc smiled.  “I like it that
way.”

“I’m going to the
bridge.  Let me know if anything moves.”

Marc nodded and returned to his
seat.

Curt pointed to a gas giant planet
with several large moons. “Are we headed there?”

“Near there,” Marc said
with a nod.  “We can hide in the shadow of the large planet
and watch Hex space.”

Curt nodded.  “At least we won’t
be doing any FTL jumps for a while.”

Six hours later Marc was more than
ready for his relief to show up when a technician called out,
“Sensor contacts on bearing 255, closing at 56,000 kilometers per
second.”

“I confirm multiple
objects,” another tech said, “but they are not on an intercept
course.”

Marc put the sensor data on his
command display.  “What is the distance?”

“Approximately eight
million kilometers.  I’ll have a more exact figure in a
moment.”

“How did it get so
close?”

Another technician spoke, “The objects
are mostly small, no telemetry or other EM signals and it is not
radiating internal heat.”

“What is it?”

There was silence for a long
moment.  “Debris.  It’s wreckage from a
vessel.” 

“Use active scans and put
the image on the central display at maximum magnification.” 
Within moments a holographic picture formed.  The compartment
was silent as Marc stepped forward to get a better view.  He
moved from side to side with his eyes locked on the sight before
him. “Call for the captain.  It was a Confederated Planets
ship.”

Moments later Captain Ryan’s image
appeared on Marc’s command console.  “What have you got
commander?”

Marc quickly briefed him.

“Is the wreckage from a
navy ship?” 

“No captain.  From the
materials and configuration I would guess it was a merchant
ship.  They probably thought they could cut a few days transit
time by cutting through this no man’s zone.”

“That sounds reasonable,”
Captain Ryan agreed.  “Can you estimate when the attack
occurred?”

 “From the velocity of
the debris and the pattern I would say the ship was attacked not
more than 48 hours ago.”

“The attackers could be
anywhere by now.  I suggest we transmit a report back to fleet
headquarters,” the intelligence officer stated.

“No, I don’t want to break
communications silence at this time,” Commodore Tal replied. 
“The Hex probably patrol this system just as we are.  It is
entirely possible, even likely, that they saw a target of
opportunity on their side of the zone and destroyed it.  I
don’t want to let the Hex know that we are here just
yet.”

Marc frowned.  “Knowing that they
might be near makes me nervous, sir.  I suggest we set
condition one throughout the battle group.”

The captain nodded.  “I agree
Marc and I want you in CIC on the mid-watches until we figure out
what the Hexapoda are doing.”

Marc smiled. “Yes
sir.”  He understood why the captain wanted him on duty for
mid-watches.  Captain Ryan would keep an eye on the situation
during normal working hours while Marc would watch at night. 
He sighed. One reason you make rank is so
you don’t have to stand mid-watches.

“That reporter may see some
action yet,” Captain Ryan said with a grin.

Marc nodded.

“I’ll get the XO there to
relieve you.  Get some sleep.”

“I’ll try sir.”

 After taps the ship
simulated nighttime by lower lights and maintaining quiet about
most of the ship.  It felt like the time to sleep and for most
of the crew it was.  During normal working hours people were
always moving about and making noise.  He always slept poorly
during day watch hours. 

*              
*              
*

Marc awoke to taps being played over
the comm.  The one light on in the compartment shifted from
white to red.  He would soon need to be back on duty.  He
turned on the light above his rack and used his personal comm to
write a letter to Mai.

When he had finished and sent it he
laid flat on his bunk and tried to sleep.  This was perhaps
the quietest time on a ship, but there were always sounds.  He
could hear the breeze blow across the vent by the door and even
here, ten decks above and three hundred meters forward of the
engine room, he could still hear the whine of the ship's powerful
engines.   Slowly, almost reluctantly, he fell back
asleep.

Again Marc awoke, but
continued to lie in his rack trying to figure out what had awakened
him.  The hum of the ship’s engines,
it’s a higher pitched than usual.  The
ship was increasing speed rapidly.  Abruptly the red
compartment lights blinked out and were replaced by the normal
white lights.  Marc squinted in pain.  Sensing that
something was very wrong he stood and grabbed his neatly folded
uniform from the end of his rack.  Something is very wrong.  I need to get to CIC.
 He quickly dressed.  As he finished the
klaxon sounded general quarters and his stomach
tightened.

Over the comm came the announcement,
“General quarters, general quarters.  All hands man your
battle stations.”

Marc hurried out the door.

Curt stumbled into the passageway
wearing only his underwear and latched onto Marc’s arm. 
“What’s going on?”

“You get to see action,” he
said as others hurried past.

“I’ll get
dressed.”

“Grab your clothes and
follow me.  Dress as we go.”

Airtight doors clanged shut as Marc
hurried down the passageway with Curt hopping along behind trying
to pull his pants on.

As the two entered CIC, Marc could see
both the Commodore and Captain on the screen of the command
console.

The XO motioned for Marc to join him
at the holographic display.  “Twelve Hexapoda ships came out
of hyperspace 20 million kilometers from our position, but well
inside confederation space.” He pointed to their position. 
“They appear to be grouping for another jump.”

“Have they seen us yet?”
Marc asked.

“I don’t believe so, we saw
them immediately when they crossed back to normal space and we
moved behind the planet.  We’re using a stealth satellite at
the terminator point to monitor them.”

“They will probably jump to
Methoni and take out the fleet facilities.”

“We need to stop them if at
all possible. Get us in as close as you can,” Commodore Tal said
from the view screen.

The XO departed for the bridge leaving
Marc in command of CIC.  The battle group jumped and returned
to normal space a mere 60 thousand kilometers from the Hexapoda
fleet and raced towards the enemy at just under light
speed.

Captain Ryan appeared on screen in
CIC, “Marc, we are sending a transmission to the Hex fleet ordering
them out of Confederation space.  We will be in attack range
in less than four minutes.  What can you tell me?”

“We’re already being swept
by Hex sensors and their fleet is turning to face us.”

The captain sighed.  Turning to
someone off screen he said, “At 10,000 kilometers launch three of
our fighter squadrons.”

Three minutes crept slowly by and then
Marc heard the whoosh as fighters were hurled down launch
tubes.

Alarms sounded in CIC.  “Captain
HEX sensors have locked onto us.”

“Five enemy missiles, no
six, have been fired,” A CIC tech called out.

The Liberty turned, providing only the
most slender profile to the oncoming Hex weapons, as more whooshing
sounds were heard, but this time it was the launch of interceptor
missiles from Liberty.  Tactical nukes from the Excalibur and
Patton streaked toward the Hex fleet passing the fighters as they
went.

Only two missiles made it through the
Hex defenses, but they were enough to destroy two ships in a flash
of light and fire.  A third ship was damaged in the explosions
and finished off by Confederation fighters.

A small cheer went up in
CIC.

“Knock it off.  Stay
sharp,” Marc ordered.  This battle is
a long way from over.

A white flash came from the
holographic display.

“The Patton,” a technician
said with wavering voice, “it’s…it’s just gone.”

“They did to us what we did
to them.  We mourn later.” Marc commanded.  “Right now I
need to know every shot fired at us as soon as it is
launched.”

For the next two minutes as the
opposing fleets closed on each other the Confederation ships,
although outnumbered, had speed and maneuverability on their
side.

“The Hex fleet is launching
darts, sir.”

“How many,” Marc
asked.

“They have five
carriers.  I estimate 120 darts.”

Marc sighed. 
They probably wanted to save them for the attack
on Methoni.

“Darts? What are Darts?”
Curt asked.

A young sensor tech near him said,
“They’re small, like our fighters, but when they run out of ammo
they slam into the target. 

Curt’s eyes went wide. “Kamikaze
fighters?”

The tech nodded.

“We’re going to die,” Curt
said loud enough for all to hear.  “We’ve got to get out of
here.”

Marc walked up to the reporter and
spoke softly so only he could hear him.  “Perhaps we will die
today, but we’re staying and fighting and if you say anything about
leaving I’ll make sure you go right out the nearest airlock. 
Do you understand me?”

Curt, as pale as if he were already
dead, nodded.

Marc turned to his men.  “We are
the guardians of Methoni and the Confederation.  We are the
tip of the sword.  Think of your family, those you love, and
what will happen if we fail.  We will stay and we will
fight.”

Several men nodded.

Another Hex ship was
venting atmosphere, but as he watched it slid behind the wall of
Hex darts and screening ships.  We’re
hitting them hard, but they have more ships, missiles and
darts.

A trembling voice called across CIC,
“Enemy darts have breached our fighter screen.”

“Captain,” Marc asked into
his comm mic, “do we have any fighters left to launch?”

The Captain image appeared on his
command screen.  His voice was calm and steady as he shook his
head.  “All our fighters have launched and are
engaged.”

“Understood sir.”
We don’t have long now.

Marc watched as scores of Hex darts
circled Excalibur, the closest vessel to the enemy.

Someone called out, “Excalibur is
accelerating.  It’s closing on the lead Hex warship. 
They’re exchanging fire.”

White light again flashed across
CIC.  The Hex warship was gone, but the elation was
momentary.

“The Excalibur is
drifting,” someone said.

“There are no life signs
coming from the ship,” another man reported. “It could be a comm
failure.”

Perhaps, but it doesn’t
matter.  The darts will ignore it now and move on to the
Bolivar and us.

“Darts on approach
vectors.”

“Get those positions to the
railgunners,” Marc said with as much confidence as he could
muster.

The crackle of railguns firing
confirmed the young man had done his duty and that the darts were
closing fast.

“The Bolivar has been
hit!  The keel is breaking.”

 Like sharks driven to
frenzy by the scent of blood, the Hex darts now swarmed around
Excalibur pounding it with every weapon remaining.

Perhaps today is a good
day to die. Marc tapped his comm mic,
“Captain….”

*              
*  
            *

I slumped forward, away from the
obelisk.  Dazed and breathless, I struggled to focus my
thoughts.

Lea’s eyes were wide with
excitement.  “I never knew you were such a good
storyteller.  How did you know all those details?  Well,
come on, tell me what happened next?”

I looked at her and tried to collect
my thoughts.  “Ah…well…what was I saying?”

“The Liberty was surrounded
by darts.”

“Oh…yes…well…” I wiped my
forehead with a hand, confused at the thoughts and emotions the
night had stirred within me.  “What happened next has been
debated for years.  The facts will probably never be
known.  What we do know is that suddenly the Liberty increased
velocity and disappeared into hyperspace.  A moment later she
dropped back into normal space next to the Hex fleet command
ship.  The Liberty fired every weapon it had at the vessel and
then turned to ram it.

“The Hex fleet converged on
Liberty just as the deep space sensors went blank.  If you had
been within two million kilometers of the Hexapoda fleet an awesome
flash of white light would have blinded you.  The
electromagnetic pulse disrupted sensors and communication for
several minutes.  When the sensor screens cleared, Liberty was
gone.  Everything was gone, the battle group, the Hexapoda
fleet, everything.  Only the emptiness of space
remained.  Engineers later determined only the engines of the
Liberty could have caused a matter-antimatter explosion of that
magnitude.”

“Did they do it on purpose
or was it an accident?”

“Most historians seem to
think it was some terrible accident caused by damage to the Bias
drive.”

“What do you
think?”

“Everyone from Methoni
knows the answer.  Historians can go to hell.”

She smiled.  “Your father was a
very brave man.

I looked up at the stone and steel
tower.  “Seven years after the battle a meteor shower hit
Methoni.  Scientists discovered the meteors were pieces of the
ships in the battle.  The largest piece, part of Liberty, hit
here.  The obelisk was made from the metal.  This is my
father’s tomb.”

It was dark and cold as Lea and I
returned to the shelter.  My mother was sitting by the heater
in the main room telling war stories to her
grandson. 

“Come on son,” I said,
“it’s time to go to bed.”

“Just a few more minutes
Dad, I’m not tired.”

“But I am.”

He looked puzzled, but went to
bed.

I was indeed tired, but it was several
hours before I slept.  This place seemed to conjure up old
stories, memories and forgotten feelings.  Perhaps I finally
fell asleep, but what I experienced didn’t feel like a dream. 
I was standing a few meters from the obelisk.  It was night,
but I could see clearly, as if the world glowed with some unearthly
inner light.  I heard my mother's voice say, “I'm going to
stay with your father.”

“I know,” I said,
immediately amazed at my own words.  Then I saw him, my
father.  I knew his image from holograms at home, but this was
no picture, this was my dad.  He looked at me with loving eyes
and smiled.  Turning to my mother he said, “I kept my
promise.”  They met, embraced, kissed and faded into the
mist.

I awoke at dawn and looked around the
room.  Lea was still asleep.  The first beams of golden
sunlight were coming in the window.  I checked my son and he
too was fast asleep. 

I knocked gently on my mother’s door
and, when there was no answer, cautiously entered.  Quietly I
went over and took her hand.  She would not awaken
again.  Dad had come home and Mom had gone to be with
him.

 



 


 


Infinite
Darkness

 A young man wakes up and
discovers he is the new guy in an army unit on an alien
world.

This story is also solidly
in the military science fiction genre and in the same universe as
the first two stories.  While the previous tales were naval,
this story uses a loop literary technique to examine one day in the
life of a soldier caught in combat on an alien world.  I
quizzed my youngest son, an Army veteran, for procedural details
while writing it.  This story is just over 6,000
words.

 


Infinite darkness encompassed
him.  No conscious thought or sense of time passing intruded
upon this universe, just the black endless void of a mind without
awareness.  Perhaps years passed or perhaps it was merely
moments.

Slowly, out of the timeless night, a
vague awareness of self emerged, but not consciousness. 
Blissfully the unchanging place of rest continued without beginning
or end.

Without warning, the nothingness was
shattered as light pierced the void.  His eyes snapped shut in
pain.  He gasped for breath as the new and awful sensation of
suffocation flooded his now conscious mind.  Cold swept over
him.  A slap across the face caused a reflex gasp for
breath.

Still gulping air, he opened his eyes
only to discover he lay naked on a metal table.  A bright
light shined on him, but beyond that only darkness.  He
squinted to focus his eyes as movement at his feet caught his
attention.

“So, your name is Denton
Alexander,” a man in a white lab coat said reading the information
off a plastic tag attached to his toe. 

“My name is John, John
Denton Alexander,” he gasped, sat up and pulled his feet away, but
as he did the room seemed to spin around him and he flopped to the
floor with a thud.

“We’ll call you
Denton.  Here’s a towel,” he said and dropped it on him. 
He then walked over to the shelf pointed and said, “Here’s a helmet
and uniform.  Wipe yourself down and get dressed
soldier.”

“Where am I?  Who are
you?”

“We don’t have time to go
through the integration protocol right now.  I know the
personality procedures were completed.  The Hex will be here
any minute—so get moving!”

The sound of an explosion nearby
convinced Denton he should get dressed and do as the man in the lab
coat ordered, at least for now.  As he began putting on the
uniform, another soldier entered the room wearing the chevrons of a
sergeant.  The sergeant kept most of his attention focused out
the door and his Mark-52 assault rifle at the ready position. 
His helmet was equipped with small night vision goggles that were
currently up, revealing piercing blue eyes.

“Is he okay doc?”  The
sergeant asked.

“Yeah, he’ll be
fine.”

“What’s his
name?”

“Denton Alexander,” the
doctor replied.

“It’s John Denton,” he
corrected and then put on his shirt.  The sergeant and the
doctor smiled at each other but said nothing.

 From the doorway, the
sergeant kept a lookout while urging Denton and the doctor to
hurry. 

Denton had finished putting on his
pants when the sergeant commanded, “Move it.”  Stumbling, to
put on his boots he followed the other out of the room.

The dimly lit room where Denton awoke
gave way to well-lit corridors.  Denton blinked, then squinted
under the harsh white light that seemed to stab at his eyes. 
The sergeant turned the lights off and proceeded down the dark
corridor.  Around the corner rubble covered the floor from a
shattered wall and ceiling.  Smoke in the air told him a fire
was still burning out of sight.  Crunching under his feet
caused him to look down.  Shattered glass and jelly-like goop
covered the floor around him.  In the shadows at the far end
of the room were bodies, dozen of them, naked and dead from obvious
wounds.

“There are dead people over
there,” Denton exclaimed.

“Brilliant soldier, now
shut up,” the doctor ordered through his teeth.

“What is this place? 
Where are we?  Who are you guys?”  Denton
asked.

In a hushed tone the doctor commanded,
“Shut up!  Do you want to get us killed?”

“I’ll tell you
everything—Later.” the sergeant replied with more
patience.

It was night and the only light in the lobby
of the building came from a few emergency lights and the burning
building across the street.  Together they kept low and in the
shadows as they left the building.  The light from several
burning buildings made Denton nervous.  He sensed, more than
thought, that they had to move away from the light.  The
sergeant turned down a dark alley and the shadows engulfed
them.

“Where are we? Who are
you?”

“We’re on Tau Ceti 3. 
The doctor said with a sarcastic tone and then added, “Did that
help?” 

“Huh?”

“We don’t have time to
answer your questions now,” the sergeant said.  “Trust
me.  I’m trying to keep us all alive.”  Then after a
pause he said, “My name is Ross, Sergeant Ross.”

He had heard of Tau Ceti before, it
was one of the worlds humans had settled before the war, but he had
no way of knowing if this really was Tau Ceti.

“Now come on,” Ross
commanded.

Keeping low and in the shadows the
three of them moved on with the Ross leading the way.  As they
left the burning buildings, they came to an area of brush and then
forest.  Shortly they came to the edge of a clearing and the
sergeant paused.  Denton froze as the Ross threw up his fist
to head level.  The doctor bumped into the soldier and fell
with a thud.

“Damn it!” The doctor said
in a whisper.

The sergeant drew his right hand palm
down across his neck in a throat-cutting motion and Denton
nodded.  Ross had told Denton to freeze because of danger in
the area.

After a few moments the sergeant
signaled to proceed. 

Denton walked less than five meters
when he pushed the leaves of a bush away from his head and stepped
on the something smooth.  Looking down he saw the leg of a
Hexapod.  He jumped back, knocking the doctor to the
ground.

“Easy soldier, the sergeant
said calmly, “the battle here is over.”

Every child learned what the Hex look
like, but Denton had never actually seen one.  However, here
before him were the broken and burned bodies of dozens of the
spider-like Hex warriors.  Their soft vital organs now
exposed, burned, gashed or torn apart after weapons fire shattered
their heavy exoskeletons.  As he walked through the maze of
dead spiders, he was pleased there were no human bodies.

Ross climbed the ridge on the far side
of the battlefield and Denton hurried to keep pace.  Reaching
the top Denton looked around.   Rocks and brush had been
heaped up to provide cover.  A canteen, several empty juice
containers, expended shells and a helmet were scattered about the
area.

“This was an ambush,”
Denton stated.

The sergeant smiled and nodded. 
“Yes, and it looks like it went well for us.”

Just then the doctor climbed to the
top of the ridge and plopped himself down on the ground. 
Haltingly he declared, “I need to catch my breath.”

The sergeant looked around. 
“This is a strong position, high ground, good cover, we can stay
here for a minute.”

A soft glow caught Denton’s eye. 
He walked along the ridge, towards it, being careful not to expose
himself to possible enemy fire.  As he approached, he realized
it was a patch of moss-like plants.  Denton knelt beside it
and marveled at the intricate mat glowing soft blue before
him.

“It’s a weed,” the sergeant
said coming up behind him.  “It’s poisonous to some of the
local animals but it doesn’t harm us.  You can touch it if you
want.”

Amused and amazed, Denton brushed his
hand along the patch.  “This is another world.”

“Yeah, Tau Ceti 3.” 
He held out his hand and said, “I found these goggles back
there.  They’ll come in handy.”

“Thanks,” he said, placing
them on his helmet.  “Perhaps, this would be a good time to
answer some of my questions.”

“Can you wait until we join
up with the others,” The sergeant asked.

“How long?”

“We’ll be at camp by
morning.”

Denton nodded his agreement but his
eyes followed a dozen stars moving quickly across the night
sky.  The lights he knew from his school days were reflected
sunlight off either starships or stations in orbit.  But, as
he watched the objects move across the night sky he saw, red and
blue flashes mixed in among them.  What could it be, he
thought, he had never seen such colored lights in orbit above
Earth.

“The battle is being fought
in orbit also,” the sergeant said as they looked up into the
sky.  In mere moments, the orbit of the battle moved both
fleets out of his view beyond the horizon.  Once again the sky
contained only twinkling stars.  Denton had never been
interested in Astronomy so he could not tell if he was seeing the
stars of Earth’s sky or some alien world but he had never heard of
glowing moss.  How did I wake up on
an alien world?

“We need to get moving if
we’re going to reach my platoon before daybreak.  Can you keep
up the pace?”  The sergeant asked Denton.

Denton’s muscles ached, he was hungry
and had a bit of a headache, but he simply said, “I can keep
going.”

“I’m tired.” The doctor
stated as he walked up.  “Is it safe to rest here for awhile
longer?”

“No,” the sergeant said, as
he moved quickly ahead using every gully, rock, ridge and plant as
cover.  Denton kept as close to the sergeant as possible and
the doctor struggled to keep pace.

For several hours the three moved
slowly through the forest.  As darkness ebbed and morning
arrived the sergeant paused and taped the transceiver on his
helmet.

Speaking softly he said, “Echo one,
this is echo two over.”

“Echo two this is echo
three over,” came the reply.

Ross had a concerned look on his face
as he replied.  “Echo three, I am about 100 meters from your
position and coming in from the north, over.”

“Roger echo
two.”

“Over and out.”  They
inched forward until a sentry challenged them.  The sergeant
answered the challenge and walked out of the shadows.

“Hi Sarge.”

Ross returned the greeting and called
for Denton and the doctor to come out of the brush.

“Is this all you could
get?”  The sentry asked.  “One soldier and a lab
coat?”

“Yeah.”

“Rough night?” the sentry
asked.

 “Yeah, it was.” 
Ross took two paces turned and said, “Private Scott, good job
spotting and challenging us.”

“Thanks Sarge.”

The three of them walked briskly back
to where the platoon was camped. The doctor sat down by the fire
while Denton followed the Ross.

“Corporal Lott, where’s the
Captain.”  The sergeant asked as they walked into
camp.

“The Captain is dead
Sarge.  He got it not long after he sent you back to the
center.  Is this all you could get?”

“Yeah, what happened and
what’s the platoon status?”

“About an hour after you
left we encountered a Hex patrol.  They got the first shots
off, killing the Captain.  We think we got all of the spiders
during the fight but we suffered three wounded, Lopez, Conner and
Drake and, of course, the Captain.

“How are the
wounded?”  The sergeant asked.

“They’ll live but we should
get them back to a med station pretty soon.”  Lott paused,
then added, “It’s your platoon now Sarge.  What do you
want?”

The sergeant rubbed his face with one
hand and said, “We shouldn’t move during the day and I need food
and sleep and so does the new clone.  We’ll stay here today,
rest, move out tonight and try to join up with Able and Bravo
platoons.”

Clone?  Denton looked about wondering who they were talking
about.  “Can I get some food too?”

The doctor laughed and with an air of
expectation said, “Yeah and some for me also.”

The sergeant looked at Denton with a
mixture of bewilderment and sadness, “Yeah sure.  Both of
you.”

Denton was confused, worried and his
head ached, but he was also exhausted and hungry.  Even as he
finished his food he felt an overwhelming urge to sleep.  He
wanted answers to a thousand questions, but despite his wishes, his
eyes closed.

When Denton awoke, the sun was low and
the first stars were visible in the twilight of the evening
sky.  He set out to find food, the sergeant and some
answers.  The men of the platoon had piled up the dirt and
rocks in a circle around a natural depression near the center of
camp.  Here in this small area protected from the wind and
snipers they built a small fire to heat food, brew a pot of coffee
and keep warm.  Denton joined the other men of the platoon and
the doctor around the fire.

“Hi.  Private Scott,
right?”  Denton asked.

“Yeah.  You’ve got a
good memory.

“Thanks.  Can I get
some food?”

“Sure.  That’s Barker
over there.  Barker, bring the new guy his stuff.”

A few feet away a soldier got up with
a pack and weapon.  “This is yours now,” Scott said. 
“There’s a mess kit in the pack.”

Denton stood his weapon against a rock
and reached into the pack and pulled out the mess kit.”

“Scoop the slop out of the
pot,” Barker said with a smile.

“Thanks, Barker” Denton
said as he ladled the stew warming over the fire into his plate and
began to eat.

Pointing to a soldier resting against
the rocks Scott continued, “That’s Corporal Ward over there, the
platoon medic, the only woman in this motley crew.”

She turned and smiled.  Even in a
combat uniform and with her hair cut short she was
attractive.

“You can call me,
Ann.”

“You’ve already had the
pleasure of meeting the doctor,” Barker said with sarcasm. 
“Over there with the earbud and all the radio gear behind him is
Drew, our Radioman.”

“Communications specialist
to you guys,” Drew said jokingly.

“I noticed your helmet was
different from all the rest,” Denton said between mouthfuls of
food.”

“Yeah,” Drew replied, “I
can monitor most of the radio traffic from it.  But I also
have back up equipment,” he said as he turned to show the gear
behind him, “in case the helmet is damaged.”

“Or you get blown up along
with the fancy electronics on your back,” Barker said with a wry
smile.

“Yeah, that too,” Drew
agreed.

“The rest of the guys are
out on the perimeter,” Scott continued.  “We’ll introduce you
to them as they get relieved,”

“Now who took the last cup
of coffee and didn’t make anymore?” Drew asked as he shook the
empty pot.  Several of the men laughed as he prepared a new
pot of coffee.

 “Can I get some
answers about what’s happened with me from you guys?”  Denton
asked with his mouth full.

“We don’t really know
anything about you, Denton,” Ann said.

“Oh, sure we do,” the
doctor replied, “you think your name is John Denton Alexander,
right?”

“I know that’s my name,”
Denton replied.

“Don’t do this,” Ann said
with anger in her voice as she walked up to the fire.

“Clones are called by the
middle name.  If the human you came from was John Denton
Alexander your name is Denton Alexander,” the doctor without
emotion.

“What?”

“You are the property of
the United Planets.  Any life you were entitled to is being or
has been lived by the DNA donor.  You’re a clone.  Get
over it.”

“What kind of doctor are
you?”  Ann asked.

“I have a doctorate in
engineering.”

“You work with
machines!  Doc, we’re not machines!”  She said with
exasperation. 

“He still had to
know.”

“Not that way,” Scott said
as he fingered his knife.

“What’s going on?” 
The sergeant asked as he walked up.  Scott placed his knife
back in the sheath, but said nothing.

“The doctor just informed
the new guy he’s a clone.”  Ann said with
anger. 

“I’m not a clone.” 
Denton said.

“Stay calm.  Do you
know what planet you’re on?”  The doctor asked.

“You said Tau Ceti
3.”

“That’s right, over twelve
light years from Earth, the doctor said.  Then pointing to the
night sky he said.  “See that triangle of stars?  The
lower left star is Sol, Earth’s star.  You’ve never been
there.”

“That’s enough doc,” The
sergeant said firmly.  Turning to Denton the sergeant said
with a hint of compassion in his voice, “We’re all clones, except
him,” he said motioning towards the doctor.  “We came out of
cloning centers on this planet just like you did.  The
so-called doctor was the only technician still alive when I got
there.  He helped me revive you.

“As I said all of us
soldiers are clones.  The only advantage we had was someone
there at the center trained to explain it all to us and give us
time to adjust.”

“No, that can’t be
right.  I’m not a clone,” Denton said near panic.

“No, what happened to you
wasn’t right,” Ann said with a calming voice.  “Before you
awoke….”

“Or hatched,” the doctor
added.

Ann and the sergeant both gave the
doctor angry looks and then she began again, “Before you awoke the
Hex attacked the planet.”

“Yeah, it was only a matter
of time,” the sergeant added.  “United Planets Defense Command
was producing 10,000 clones a month in over a hundred centers on
the planet.  The navy used an orbiting base for operations in
this sector.  The Hex destroyed it and landed a large force on
the planet’s surface.”

“We’re losing?” 
Denton asked.

The sergeant shrugged.  “I don’t
know.  It’s going to be a fight.”

 “Damn it.”  The
doctor exclaimed as it began to rain again.

Scott, scooping up the moist ground
said, “Plenty of rain.  Good soil, back on Earth this would be
prime real estate.”

“Shut up,” the doctor
moaned as he pulled on a poncho.

While this had been going on Denton
had sought the solitude and cover of nearby boulders that shielded
him somewhat from the drizzle of rain.  Turning back to the
men he shouted, “You don’t understand, I’m not a clone!  I
must have been kidnapped or something but I am John Denton
Alexander.  I remember everything about my life!”

Only the doctor looked annoyed as the
soldiers around the campfire looked at each other with sad,
reflective, faces.

Finally Scott said, “You’re the
sergeant, it should come from you.”

Ann, the medic, said, “I’ll
help.”

“You’re the ass that told
him doc.  I should have you talk to him, but you would
probably drive him over to the Hex!”  The others chuckled or
laughed.

“I did talk to him,” the
doctor said with condescension.

The now quiet soldiers stared at the
doctor as the Sarge and Ann walked over to Denton.

“It’s not all bad being a
clone.  I’m one,” the sergeant said.

“I’m not a
clone.”

“Think back before you woke
up in the center.  “What do you remember of the week before
you woke up?”

Denton searched his mind, and then
shouted, “No, it’s some kind of a trick.”  He turned away
clutching his head in his hands.

“Let me tell you what I
think you remember.  It’s basically what we all
remember.”  The sergeant paused for a moment, sighed and
continued.  “You always kept yourself in good physical
shape.  People said you were smart, honest and an honorable
guy.  You probably thought of yourself as brave.

“Then a week ago, in your
mind, you were drafted and went to the induction center for the
physical exam.  In the afternoon when you were done with the
exam, they told you to go home and close out your affairs. 
You would be notified to report for induction in about a week and
would, most likely, be sent off world at that time.  But the
next day, you got a call.  A representative of the Army wanted
to come by and talk with you, and your family, about an opportunity
they thought might be of interest to you.  They made it quite
clear they wanted all of your family to hear about this
opportunity.”

Denton felt faint as the sergeant
described their last week on Earth. “I remember,” Denton
admitted.  “They said it would be better for my family, for
Earth and the war effort if I allowed myself to be
cloned.”

“Yeah, they do a good job
of selling the idea.  In return for some DNA samples and brain
scans you get preferential duty near your home world.”

“Laura, my girlfriend, said
she didn’t want me to leave.  She said being cloned would be
like having a brother out there somewhere.”

“More like a thousand
brothers,” Ann said grimly.

“I never thought it would
be like this.”

“No one does.”

Denton gave a cynical laugh, “I agreed
with her and even said it really didn’t matter what happened with
the DNA samples and the brain scans because we would be together
and,” he paused and sat down, “I guess they are
together.”

The sergeant and the medic sat down on
either side of Denton.

“I’m sorry you had to
awaken this way,” the sarge said,  but I’m glad you’re
here.  We need men like you.”

“Why, why do I have to
remember?  I’d rather have been born yesterday with no
memory.”

“In the very early days,
when they first started the clone program, that was how it was
done,” the sergeant started in a soft voice, “clones didn’t have
the memories of the original person, but because of that they
needed to be taught.  It’s really hard to teach loyalty, honor
and devotion to duty.  But, the science guys found a way to
map the brain and lay it all out perfect in us clones.  So
today those science guys just scan the natural born draftees for
the right combination of intelligence, physical ability, and traits
like loyalty and honor and get them to give up some DNA and get
their brain scanned.”

“… And then clone them,”
Denton said softy.  “Am I a man or a clone?”

“Both,” Ward replied. 
“We bleed.  We die.  We’re as human as
anyone.”

“If we’re human why do they
use us like this?”

The sergeant sighed and then, still in
a soft voice said, “We don’t know how many of us die each year, but
it’s in the hundreds of thousands.  Cloning allows the United
Planets to fight the war without reporting massive
casualties.  Most of the natural humans sent to the frontlines
don’t have families or careers.  Some are criminals trying to
earn their way out of jail.  But, normally only a clone goes
to the front, only a clone dies.  No parent, son or daughter
is missing from the dinner table.  There are no graves for the
grieving family to tend.  When our bodies are recovered,
they’re quickly cremated.  We were never born therefore we die
in silence.”

Denton fought back tears.

“Hold on to the facts that
even though you are a clone you are also human and this war will
not last forever.”  After a pause he continued.  “Look
Denton, we all have the same emotional baggage, but you’ve got to
get past it if you’re going to live.”

Denton threw up his hands. “Who am
I?  Who is Denton Alexander?”

The sergeant chuckled.  “It takes
time, but that’s what we all have to figure out for
ourselves.”

“How long ago did they take
the DNA sample from John Alexander?”

“There’s no way for me to
tell, but I’ve never seen you before so I suspect you’re fairly
recent.”

Denton stepped from the cover of the
rocks into the rain as tears welled up in his eyes.  He looked
up into the cloudy sky for several moments then returned to the
protection of the rocks.  The rain on his face covered the
depth of his sorrow.

“Come on, sit down beside
me,” Ward said.”

Denton realized the medic was trying
to help so he did as she asked.  “How long have you been,
ah…?”

 “Awake? Just over
five years.”

Denton turned to sergeant, “How long
has it been for you?”

“Six years, five months and
thirteen days.  That’s why I’m here.  I was training you
new guys.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, the deal is five
years in a combat unit then they rotate you to the rear.  This
planet was just for clone production, boot camp and other
training.  Cushy duty.”

“This is cushy
duty?”

“Well it was,” the sergeant
said with a laugh, “until the Hex decided to launch a major
offensive right through here.”

“Hey Sarge,” Drew called
out as he trotted up to the sergeant and Denton. 

“What’ve you
got?”

“A recon air patrol just
signaled that the Hex have moved east of our
position.” 

The sergeant pulled a paper map from
his pocket and unfolded it as the private handed him map
coordinates.  Corporal Lott walked over and joined the
sergeant, Drew and Denton, but the rest of the men continued on
with other activities.  Denton was not sure what he should do,
but when no one told him to leave, he simply stayed and
listened.

“The Hex have cut us off
from the other units, the sergeant grumbled.

“Did anyone break radio
silence?”  Corporal Lott asked.

“No the patrol craft just
sent the information in the blind to anyone who might be listening”
Drew replied.

“Did you say there was an
aircraft in the vicinity? The doctor jumped to his feet. 
“Good, now maybe I can get out of here.  Call them and have
them get me,” he commanded the radioman.

“Negative,” the sergeant
ordered.

“What?  Why
not?”  The doctor asked in disbelief.

“The Hex may have cut us
off but they don’t know our location.  However, if we break
radio silence they’ll know.”

“We can call for a pick
up,” the doctor said thrusting his arms in disbelief.

“We’re okay right now and
I’m not breaking radio silence before I know more about the current
field situation.”

It was clear the doctor did not agree,
but he stopped arguing and sat down by the fire.  After they
completed their review of the tactical situation, Sarge, Lott and
Drew joined the others around the fire and Denton
followed.

“When it gets good and dark
we’ll move out and try to stay away from the Hex until we can join
up with other units,” Sarge said casually.

“Who took the last cup of
coffee and didn’t make anymore?  That’s twice today guys,”
Drew stated as he held up the empty pot.

“I’ll make some new,” the
doctor said.

Drew looked surprised, but handed the
coffee pot to the doctor.  The conversation continued in a
casual manner for several minutes when the doctor said, “I think
the coffee is ready and poured himself and Drew a cup and then sat
down beside the radioman.

The sun dropped below the ridge and
the stars began to appear.  Several men went out on guard duty
while others came back from the perimeter, eat and crawled into
their sleeping bags.

“I’m going to try and get
some sleep,” the doctor said as he smiled at Denton and the others
around the fire.  “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight,” Ward replied
as others nodded or ignored the doctor.

After he was out of hearing distance
Scott said, “Strange guy, the doctor,” and everyone nodded in
agreement.

The conversation continued until one
of them said almost in a hush, “Do you hear that?”  Everyone
froze.  It was the soft, almost imperceptible sound of a
stealth aircraft.

“Douse the fire and take
cover.  Where’s the sarge?” Corporal Lott asked.

“Here,” the sergeant
replied as he trotted up.  “Everyone head for the grove of
trees,” he commanded.  Under the cover of a group of trees,
the sergeant pulled the goggles on his helmet down over his
eyes.  After several moments he said, “It’s a three man
reconnaissance craft, one of ours.”

“It seems to be circling
us,” Denton said using the goggles he had picked up at the ambush
site.

“It sure does,” the
sergeant agreed.  “I think it’s safe to return to the camp
area.  Drew, check and see if they’re
transmitting.”

He ran down to his to the radio gear
with the others not far behind.

As Denton came up to the camp he saw
Drew’s face turn white.  Denton watched as he quickly dropped
to his knees, threw the backup microphone to one side and reset
switches on the radio.  His face still ashen, Drew turned to
the sergeant and said, “We were transmitting.”

“How!”

“I don’t know.  It’s
the backup gear.  It was…someone turned it on and the gear was
setting on the push-to-talk button.”

“Well now we know why the
recon craft is circling overhead.  Go ahead and see if they’re
transmitting,” the sergeant said with resignation.

After a moment Drew said, “Yeah, he is
Sarge.  He’s asking us to identify ourselves and do we need
assistance.”

“Damn,” the sergeant said
with a mixture of frustration and anger in his voice.  “Let me
talk to them.”

The sergeant moved out of hearing so
he could exchange call signs with the aircraft.  Moments later
he walked back towards the men and said, “Drew, there’s no reason
to maintain radio silence now.  Go ahead and request a
pickup.”

“Sure, Sarge.”

The reconnaissance craft circled the
area once and, with barely a whisper from the engines, landed in a
meadow adjacent to the platoon’s position.  Those men not on
guard duty followed the sergeant to the landing zone.

A ramp lowered from the rear of the
flying wing and a single crewman walked down the ramp.  After
greeting each other and shaking hands with the sergeant the crewman
said, “This position has been compromised by your
transmission.”

“Yeah, and I think I know
who did it.  What’s the current situation?”  The sergeant
asked.

“The Hex were on a drive
towards Earth.  They bypassed several major bases in order to
keep moving forward, but we launched a counterattack here that they
had to deal with.”

“I’m not much of a
strategic guy.  What’s the tactical situation?  How are
we doing on this planet?”

“Command is organizing
divisions to mop up the Hex ground units that were left
behind.”

“Oh?”

“What’s left of their fleet
is falling back,” the crewman said with a smile.

“That’s the best news I’ve
heard in days.”

“Yeah, the good news is
we’re winning, the bad news is when you broke radio silence the Hex
heard you also.  They have units coming toward this position
from the north.”

“After we realized we were
transmitting I had the radioman request a pickup.”

“I don’t think they’ll be
here in time.  Sorry.”

“Yeah, I kind of figured
that,” the sergeant said.

“Look, if I dump some gear
we can maybe take four of your men.” The crewman
offered.

Ross scanned the platoon as Denton
followed his gaze.  Suddenly Denton realized the sergeant was
looking at him.  It seemed to Denton that the sergeant, who
always looked serious, now looked older.  His face more deeply
lined.

“Ward,” the sergeant said,
calling to the medic but still looking at Denton, “do you need to
go with the wounded?”

“They’ll be fine for the
trip back.”

“Then get them loaded on
the aircraft on the double.”

“Right, Sarge,” she
replied.

“I’ll help,” Denton said,
smiling at Ward.

“Thanks,” she
replied.  “Barker, Gomez, come help us.”

“That leaves a seat,” The
doctor said his eyes wide with interest.

“Sarge, it’s great that the
wounded are taken care of but as for the rest of us, if we all
can’t go then none of us should go,” Corporal Lott said
firmly.

“I’m not staying
here!  I’m not military; you can’t order me to stay!” 
The doctor nearly screamed.

The sergeant put his pistol up against
the doctor’s temple and growled, “If the aircraft leaves without
you I will personally kill you.”

The doctor turned pale and ran for the
aircraft.  Stumbling as he started up the ramp, he quickly
crawled the rest of the way in.

The crewman smiled at the sight of the
doctor crawling into his craft.  Turning to the sergeant he
said, “Good luck.”

The sergeant sighed and said,
“Thanks.”

The aircraft crew dumped unessential
gear on the ground and the wounded were quickly loaded onto the
craft.  At the foot of the ramp, the crewman turned back
towards the platoon, snapped to attention, and saluted.  He
boarded the craft and moments later it silently disappeared into
the night sky.

The sergeant deployed most of the men
to the north.  “Denton, since this will be your first action,
stay close to me.”

“Sure Sarge,” he said a bit
relieved that he would have the Ross nearby.

Suddenly the helmet radios crackled
with, “Hex!  North ridge!” 

Denton turned towards the north and
saw a few enemy soldiers as they advanced over the rocky ridge.
 Nearly two meters in height, the Hex moved quickly like the
Earthly spiders they vaguely resembled.  Within moments, the
ground seemed to flow like waves hitting the beach as hundreds of
eight-legged enemy came in column like formation over the far
ridge. 

Taking cover about twenty feet from
the sergeant, Denton fired with deadly precision on the lead Hex
warriors.  As more came over the ridge his rate of fire
increased.  The accuracy of his fire prevented any spider
advance within his field of fire.

During a lull in the
fighting, he realized he had never shot a rifle before, but he was
an expert with this one. This is a
Mark-52.   It was built to function in any atmosphere,
under water or in space.  If I’ve never handled a rifle why do
I know so much about this one. 
Denton’s helmet radio cracked with “Medic!  Barker’s been
hit!”  Then he heard the sergeant from three meters away say,
“Here comes the next assault!”

He spotted another Hex and coolly
aimed for its’ critical organs.  Denton knew spider anatomy
well.  The round was right on target and the warrior instantly
dropped and slid to a stop in the soft ground along the
gully.  When he emptied his ammo clip, he quickly reloaded and
fired again as the Hex continued to press the
assault. 

Later, as the attack waned
Denton realized he had both the memories of John Denton Alexander
and the military knowledge of an academy graduate. 
I am a clone.  I’ve just got to live long
enough to get off this world and begin a real life.

Unexpectedly the helmet radios
crackled with, “Spiders!  South gully! 
Thousands!” 

Denton turned to see Hex warriors
already breaking the perimeter.  Weapons fire was coming from
all around their position now.  He saw the flashes of pulse
weapons and heard the zing of bullets as they hit the rocks and
dirt near him.  The sergeant’s body flew backwards toward
Denton and landed face up two meters away.  In the flashes of
pulse rounds, he could see the dark red blood flowing from a large
wound.

“Medic,” he shouted into
his helmet microphone, “Sarge has been hit!”  Denton held off
the Hex advance on that portion of the perimeter.  Carefully
he moved closer to the sergeant so he could better cover him. 
Seeing Ann crawling towards Ross on her belly he provided cover
fire, but when he glanced again, she was not moving.  Blood
flowed downhill from her motionless body.

Denton screamed in grief, then in pain
as he flew backwards, landing with a dull thud against the rocky
bank.  Instinctively he covered the wound in his side with
both hands and gasped for breath. Gulping air, he reluctantly
opened his eyes and looked down at the gaping wound in his side and
the steady stream of blood around his fingers.  He smelled his
own burnt flesh. 

Gently he slid down to one side away
from the line of fire.  He rested his head out of the rain in
the cleft of a rock.  Torn and burnt flesh screamed for
relief, but he was too weak to move.  Each breath came
slow.  He knew he was going into shock.  He wanted to
yell for help, but his body refused to respond.

Just rest.  Close your
eyes and rest.

The clouds broke and he saw
a faint yellow star in the night sky.  It was Sol. Circling
around that star was Earth.  He realized he had never actually
seen Earth; his one day of life had been on this planet.  John
Denton Alexander lived and loved on Earth. 
Did he still love Laura?  Did they
marry?  Were they happy?  John will
live, but I’m
going to die here.  I’m so tired.

Hex warriors ignored him as they raced
past.  He was too weak to move.  His breathing was now
shallow and labored.  His eyes slowly closed.  A tear
rolled down his cheek and joined the rain and mud of the planet as
infinite darkness encompassed him.
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Part Two – Other Short Stories







Doppelganger Smile

On a boat ride with her
boyfriend, Lisa is suddenly thrown in the ocean when a squall sends
a wave slamming into the boat. Sinking ever deeper she knows death
is certain.

I jotted the idea for this
story in my notebook several years ago. Other, more pressing
projects, kept me from writing it until recently. I think this
story has a Twilight Zone quality to it.






The blue, gold and silver light
shimmering on the surface of the water seemed so far away. She
kicked hard but sank ever deeper. Lisa struggled to reach the
surface even as every stitch of clothing acted like a weight
dragging her down into darkness and death.

Why had she let her boyfriend talk her
into a boat ride on that cloudy gray day?

Holding tight on the wheel Ron had
looked out over the dark churning waters. “We’ll make it back to
Key West, but…where’s my life vest?”

Only then did Lisa realize she didn’t
have one and went aft looking for them.

The sun peeked through a break in the
clouds just as she found the vests near the stern. She held them up
and shouted, “Here they are.” Then she saw it, a monstrous wave
crashing toward the starboard side of the boat. Shouting a warning,
she struggled with the straps of her life preserver as the freak
wave slammed into the side of the vessel. Lisa flew from the boat
and splashed into the choppy sea.

Flailing in the water, she frantically
searched for her vest as another huge wave rolled over her.
Slipping ever deeper into the water her lungs ached for air. The
instinctual urge to breathe grew. Within moments reflexes would
force her to drink in the waters of death.

White light flashed around
her and for a moment Lisa thought she had somehow reached the
surface. As the bright flash faded she exhaled. Bubbles tickled her
face confirming she was still under water. Someone floated just in
front of her. Was it Ron? No, it was a woman. As the eyes of the
women fluttered open, Lisa realized she was looking into her own
face. Am I already dead? Am I
mad?

The moment came when Lisa could resist
no longer. Against all reason she breathed in. Water filled her
lungs.

The doppelganger smiled, but it was a
sad smile, and then, using Lisa’s body, kicked away and rose toward
the surface.

Struggling madly, Lisa sank ever
deeper.

White light flashed around
her.

Lisa’s eyes shot open and she gasped
for air. Her arms thrashed and her legs kicked, but quickly she
realized that she was not in water. She was laying on something
soft, but solid. Sitting up, she sucked in a large draft of air.
Gradually, Lisa regained control of her breathing and her
wits.

From a gap in the curtains, a narrow
beam of sunlight illuminated the otherwise darkened room. Soft,
white linen sheets were at her waist. A plush pink comforter
covered the large bed. Turning to the side she dropped her feet to
the large woven rug. She no longer wore the blue jeans and shirt
from the boat trip; she was in a pink summer dress.

Lisa stood and slipped her
feet into nearby pink slippers. She smiled. I’m alive, but where am I and how did I get here?

After stepping to the window, she
pulled open the drapes. Bright sunlight poured into the room. It
took several moments for her eyes to adjust to the brightness of a
cloudless day. She was on the third or fourth floor of a building
that looked out over a sandy shore. Gentle waves rolled up on an
empty beach dotted with palm trees.

A young woman’s voice with a strange
accent filled the air, “A visitor is at the door. Shall I allow
them entry?”

“Huh? Yeah, I guess so,”
Lisa said as she looked about the room.

The door opened and a tall man, with
olive skin and slender build entered.

She looked him up and down. His black
business suit and narrow tie seemed to be out of the 1950s. His
dark hair was combed back from a wrinkle-free face, but there was
an air about him that was beyond his youthful
appearance.

As he stepped to the center of the
room, she peppered him with questions. “Who are you? Where am I?
Who brought me here and,” she looked down at her new clothes, “and
changed my clothes.”

“My Christian name is John.
You’re in a hotel on a small island north of where you were
boating. I work at a research facility near the hotel. I was part
of the group that found you and brought you safely here. Oh, and
two of the hotel chambermaids changed you out of your wet
clothes.”

“Lisa relaxed a bit. “And
Ron, my boyfriend, is he okay?”

“His boat did not sink and
he made it safely back to port.”

An audible sigh came as she slumped
into a nearby chair. “My family, do they know I’m
alive?”

“I assure you, they are no
longer worried about you.”

Looking about the room she spotted an
old style rotary phone. “I should call my family and tell them
where I am and….”

“I’m sorry, but there are
no telephone lines off the island, but it works if you need room
service or wish to call me about anything.”

She was disappointed, but there didn’t
appear to be anything she could do. “When can I head home? I…I’m
grateful, but I want to see my family.”

“Of course you do.
Arranging your return will take a few days. We don’t have an
airport. All of us come and go by boat. Until preparations can be
made, we would be pleased to enjoy your company and you are free to
enjoy all the facilities of this hotel.

“I guess spending a few
days at a resort hotel is better than drowning in the
ocean.”

“Yes, of course it is. I
will endeavor to make your stay as pleasant as possible. Are your
clothes satisfactory?”

Lisa looked down at the pink clothes
and the pink blanket sprawled across the bed. “Yes, but I think
someone has a bit of a pink fetish.”

“Is not pink the color for
females?”

“Well, yes, I suppose, but
there are other colors that look nice…”

John looked at her
expectantly.

“…like
lavender.”

“Lavender it shall be. Are
you hungry?”

“Yes, famished
actually.”

He clapped his hands.

The door opened and an older man with
silver hair and bronze skin entered. He was dressed as a butler and
pushed a food cart. Behind him was a fair-skinned black
chambermaid.

John motioned for Lisa to sit as the
butler quickly set breakfast before her on the table.

John sat across from her, but no food
was set for him. “Go ahead and eat.”

She smiled at the butler, said thank
you to both, and picked up a fork.

“You were wearing pants
when we found you. Do women in America often wear
pants?”

“Yeah, they’re common.” She
looked down at eggs, pancakes and bacon. What century are you from? “Pants are
comfortable.”

“Do women often wear
dresses?”

“Dresses and skirts are
fine for more formal occasions, but not usually for a boating
trip.” Lisa gulped down the first few mouthfuls, but the food was
bland. She smiled at John, not wishing to offend, as she took
smaller bites.

The maid changed and made the bed,
folded the pink comforter and departed with it, but returned a
moment later with a lavender lace-trimmed comforter. As the maid
departed Lisa said, “Thank you.”

“You are polite with the
Negro servants. Is that common in the United States?”

She nearly choked on her mouthful of
food. “Negros? I haven’t heard that term except in old movies and
documentaries. Where are you from?”

John raised an eyebrow. “So what would
you call people from Africa?”

“Well, people or
African-American if they lived in America.”

He rubbed his chin. “But in the
speeches of Martin Luther King he calls his people
Negros.”

“That was a long time
ago.”

John nodded thoughtfully. “Is the food
satisfactory?”

Taking another bite she said, “It’s
very…interesting.”

“It is actual a vegetarian
dish. Are the various food tastes appropriate?”

She nodded. Then after swallowing the
next bite she asked, “You work at a research facility? Did you make
this?”

“No,” he said with a wide
smile. “We are sociocultural anthropologist…we study
cultures.”

“Oh, that’s fascinating.”
She wondered why he knew so little about American
culture.

After talking for another minute John
stood. “With your permission, I’ll leave you now.”

“Will I see you again
before I leave?”

“Yes, I merely wish to give
you time to eat and do any morning routine you wish. Then, if you
agree, I would be pleased to show you this part of the island and
talk some more with you.”

“Sure.”

“Here, allow me to give you
my card. Call when you are ready for me to return.”

She took another mouthful of the
flavorless food and looked at the card. “Your name is Smith…John
Smith. I don’t think I’ve ever met someone with that
name.”

Surprise registered on his face. “John
and Smith are both common names.”

“Yes, they are, but I’ve
never known parents who would saddle a kid…”

John looked confused.

“Sorry, I shouldn’t have
said that.”

“No, I am not offended; I’m
intrigued by your use of the word ‘saddle’.”

“You know, like a horse?”
Lisa had never given the expression much thought, but the confused
look on John’s face now forced her to try and define it. “Saddle
it’s ah, what’s the word…idiom, I think, for a burden…you know,
like a common name could burden someone just like a
saddle.”

John nodded thoughtful. “The
expression is probably from the pre-industrial period. Also you
used the word, ‘kid.’”

“A child, that’s all it
means.”

“It is not a young
goat?”

“Well, I guess it means
that also.”

“Ah, an idiom and slang.”
He smiled like he’d made a great discovery.

Lisa looked again at the card. Under
his name was JE6-1096. “What is this?”

“My phone number. Is there
something wrong with it?”

Lisa shook her head. She had seen
phone numbers like that in old movies and thought she knew how to
dial it. “It’s fine.”

“Then, if you will excuse
me, I shall leave until you call for my return.”

As soon as the door was
shut Lisa shook her head. What a strange
man. I’ll bet he was the one who picked out all the pink
things.

After finishing her food,
she headed to the bathroom. The usual things were there, towels,
soap and shampoo, but no toothbrush or deodorant.
Hopefully there’s a store. Her shoulders slumped. I’ve got no
money. When she had done what she could
with what was available she walked to the phone. Despite what John
had said, she dialed home.

Her heart skipped a beat when a voice
came over the line, but it wasn’t a familiar one. “I am sorry
madam, but there are no lines off the island.”

“Thanks,” Lisa said and
thrust the receiver back on the base. What kind of place doesn’t
have phone service? She was glad to be alive, but suddenly very
lonely. Is there a radio in the room?
Maybe a clockradio? An old style clock with
hands hung on the wall, but no radio. A TV
maybe? She checked the cabinet, and then
opened every drawer looking for anything that might provide music
or a familiar voice, but there was none. In frustration, and to
leave nothing unchecked, she opened the closet, but it was
empty.

Sitting on the end of the
bed she looked about the silent room. What
kind of a hotel doesn’t have a radio or TV?

The room had seemed spacious to begin
with, but now it felt cramped. She wanted to go home, but for at
the moment that didn’t seem possible.

She dialed John.

Several minutes later the same young
woman’s voice filled her room. “John Smith is at the door. Shall I
allow him entry?”

This hotel has voice
activated doors, but doesn’t have TVs or radios?
“Yes, let him in.”

John entered immediately with a broad
smile. “Shall I give you a tour of the resort?”

Lisa stood and forced a grin to her
face. “Sure, but I don’t have any shoes.”

“I’m sure we put some in
the closet here.” He opened the door. “Yes. Here is a pair of
sandals that should fit you.”

Lisa wondered how she had not seen
them. “Where can I get a toothbrush, toothpaste and
deodorant.”

“I’ll see if they are in
our island store and have them delivered.”

They strolled down a grand staircase
to the main lobby without seeing another person. As they went John
peppered Lisa with questions. “What subjects do you study in
school? What do you do for entertainment? Do you ever go to a
vaudeville show?”

“Vaudeville? No, that died
out years ago. Why are you so interested in me?”

He blushed a bit. “We don’t often get
visitors…well, from….” He pointed off to the left. “Over here is
the fitness center. Do you like to exercise?”

Later that day as they walked along
the tree line Lisa asked, “What’s on the other side of the
island?”

“The government is doing demolition
work over there. It is not part of the resort and it would be best
to avoid that area. What sports do you enjoy?”

“I like to watch
football.” Well, I like to watch the guys
who play it.

“There seems to be two types of balls
for that game, a white round one and a brown prolate
spheroid.”

“Ah, what?”

This led to a long discussion of the
differences between soccer and football and why she preferred one
over the other. As she explained what she knew, they walked back
toward the beach. “I guess I like the rough and tumble action of
American Football.”

Lisa followed John to a table under a
palm tree. He pulled out a chair and she sat. A gentle breeze came
off the ocean just a few yards away. Only a few clouds dotted a
blue sky. Lisa wanted to relax and enjoy the idyllic setting, but
little things nagged at her. “Why is no one here?”

“You mean guests? This is the off
season and the hotel is between events.”

“Why is there no television or radio
in the hotel?”

“This is a place to get away from such
things.”

“Why can’t you telephone off the
island?”

“For the same reason.” John stood.
“Perhaps we should proceed to the restaurant for the evening
meal?”

After another bland meal Lisa excused
herself. “I nearly drowned today. I guess I’m tired.

“Of course I’ll see you
tomorrow.”

When she arrived at her room a
toothbrush and was waiting, but no toothpaste or
deodorant.

The sky was blue the next
morning with not a cloud in it. Lisa awoke while the sun was still
touching the ocean. She wanted to explore the island on her own
today. She dressed quickly, avoided the lobby, and exited by a side
door. No one was on the beach. She didn’t know where she wanted to
go, but after a few minutes of random walking she found herself at
the water’s edge and stopped. A wave of warm sea water rolled over
her feet and ankles. She turned around and took in the entire vista
of the beach, hotel, dunes and trees. This
is a lovely place, but it has a lonely, mysterious, feel to it. It
would be so much nicer with Ron, or even my parents.
She smiled. Then I
wouldn’t mind if there were no other guests.

At the horizon a dot appeared.
Thinking it was a plane she turned and continued along the beach.
When she glanced again the dot was larger. Clearly it was flying
toward the island. She sighed remembering there was no airport and
continued her walk.

A minute later she was cast in shadow
and looked up. A huge flying saucer-like object right out of a
science fiction movie moved slowly and silently above her. But
unlike the UFOs pictures she had seen this thing had what looked
like a large crane hanging down from the center. Needle-like poles,
perhaps antennas, jutted from the edge and she saw a windshield on
the lead part of the craft.

As it drew near she saw two people
looking out the window. She waved and they waved back. She watched
it pass over the beach and the hotel, then lost sight of it as it
flew over the trees beyond.

In an instant she turned and sprinted
past the hotel into the forest of palm trees, toward the part of
the island she was told to avoid. Occasionally she caught a glimpse
of the strange craft through the trees ahead.

After running about a quarter of a
mile she came to a stone wall. The barrier stood about ten feet
tall. She looked right and left, but the wall extended for as far
as she could see. The obstacle before her was smooth enough to make
it difficult to climb, but not impossible. She rolled a short log
to the wall and then stood it up. She placed a smaller one
horizontally on top. It wasn’t stable, but she hoped it would hold
until she could get her fingers on the top of the wall.

Lisa removed her shoes and held them
in one hand as she climbed her makeshift steps. Wobbling as she
stood on top, she stretched, placed her sandals on the ledge and
then worked to secure a finger hold. Using her toes to grip the
wall she pushed to the top.

Unstable on the thinner than expected,
she just managed to grab her shoes as she fell to the ground with a
graceless thud.

The sandy soil absorbed most of the
fall, but for several moments she laid there collecting her breath.
When she sat up, Lisa looked for the strange crane in the sky.
Glimpsing it through the trees she put on her shoes and ran on
until she came to a beach.

Spread out before her was a surreal
view of crumbling buildings rising from the sea. Every structure
she could see was encrusted with barnacles, mussels and coral at
the waterline. In some places the debris had formed islands
complete with trees and vines that snaked up nearby ruined
buildings.

Streets were waterways. She imagined
that this would be what Venice, Italy would look like if it were
abandoned and allowed to fall into ruin. But this wasn’t Venice;
the buildings looked modern with steel frames and large openings
where people had once looked out from glass windows. But the glass
was gone and the steel, exposed to the sea, was rusted, bent and
broken.

About a mile away the sky crane was
demolishing a building and stacking the steel on a platform that
followed behind on four long flexible legs. Farther in the distance
she saw another sky crane at work.

After nearly a minute she
shook her head. This city, the sky cranes,
the walking trucks…nothing like them exits. Where am I?
Her eyes fixed on the city, she walked to the
water’s edge and continued to stare.

After a while, Lisa looked
over her shoulder at the part of the island she had been on. Grass
and trees formed a line to her right and left. She had been kept on
a barrier island. Kept.
Her mind focused on the word. She was being kept
here. Why? To hide this from me? But what
is this? She had no answers. Still she had
the growing feeling she was some kind of lab rat in a cage.
Yes, that’s what this place is, a cage, a gilded
cage to be sure, but a cage nonetheless.

Returning her gaze to the ruins before
her, she watched the continued demolition.

“You need to come back with
me to the hotel.”

She whirled around, surprised by
John’s voice. Recovering her composure she locked angry eyes on
his. “It’s not a hotel is it?”

He looked confused.

“It’s a prison, or at least
a cage.”

“No.” He shook his head.
“It is a hotel for our guests.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t believe
you? Who are you?” She backed away

“You were not in a cage.
You were drowning, just moments from death, when we found you. The
time you have spent here is time we have given you, but if you want
answers you need to come with me.”

Lisa stared at him.

“We did hide some facts
from you, but I’ve never lied to you.”

Slowly she stepped forward.

John made no attempt to restrain or
hold her as they walked back to the wall.

“I wasn’t supposed to see
that flying thing, was I?”

“No, that was a
mistake.”

As they neared, the stones pulled back
and lifted creating an arch.

Lisa walked through, her eyes wide.
“Where am I?”

“It would be best if I
explain when we get back.”

They didn’t return to the hotel, but
walked to the research facility. As they entered the main lobby,
most of the hotel staff was present and another half-dozen people
she didn’t recognize.

Lisa looked at them. They seemed sad.
Some averted their eyes.

John led her through a non-descript
door and into a large room with subdued lighting. At the center was
a round pad. Ten feet above was a dome-shaped apparatus that looked
like a satellite disk pointed at the floor. The dish was held in
place by a long pole extending down from what appeared to be the
top floor of the building. Dynamo-like devices swung around the
pole. Their speed appeared to be increasing. Ten circular cabinets
were spaced evenly around the room. As she passed one she heard a
low hum.

“This looks like really
advance technology.”

“Yes, it is.”

“You said you were going to
explain things. Why did you bring me to this room?”

“It is best that I explain
everything while you are here.”

“What’s the name of that
ruined city out there?”

John sighed. “You would know at least
part of it as Miami.”

“Miami? I was there two
days ago. That is not Miami.”

“Yes, it is, or it was a
long time ago.”

She started to protest, but he held up
his hand. “Please be patient.” He looked down for a moment in
silence. “There was a terrible war a few years after…after your
boat trip. We call it the Global War.

“What…years after my trip?
I don’t…,”

“If you allow, I will
explain everything. As a result of the war virtually every great
city was destroyed or rendered uninhabitable. A billion people died
during the Global War. Several billion more died during the famine,
disease and nuclear winter that followed. We call the period after
that the Second Dark Age. It lasted hundreds of years. Gradually
new civilizations, cultures and languages formed. It took more than
three millennia of slow progress to reach the level we have now
achieved.

“For us the time before the
Global War is nearly prehistoric, because records of that time are
so rare and fragmentary.”

Lisa stood stunned.
A war. Billions dead. A new dark age?

“We have a few records of
the rich, famous and leadership, but little else. About ten years
ago scientists at another facility discovered a way to create small
temporary wormholes to the past. For the last several years we have
used people like you to help fill in those gaps in history,
especially about the life of common people. However, we do not wish
to disturb the timeline, so we select people who are isolated,
alone, and facing certain death.”

“Are you saying I can’t go
back? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad to be alive…even if it is a
strange new life.” She pondered her situation for several more
moments. “Or can I go back? Is that why I’m here?”

“Yes, we can send you back.
You see, unfortunately any information we might gain from you now
would be considered tainted because you know your
circumstances.”

She smiled. “So when can I go
home?”

With his arm, John gently positioned
her on the circular platform under the dish “Unfortunately we must
return you to the past right now…”

Warm white light bathed
Lisa.

“…to the exact time and
place from which we took you.”

She recalled the fear she had felt
when she sank deep beneath the waves. She shuddered remembering the
instinctive urge to breathe and the knowledge that she would inhale
only water and death. “No, send me back earlier that morning,
before I got on the boat.” She tried to step from the light, but
something invisible pushed back against her.

“I am sorry,” John said,
“we cannot alter the time of your return.” His fingers raced over
the displays before him.

Lisa tried to reach out with one hand,
but it was like she was wrapped in rubber bands. The further she
moved her arm away from her body the more difficult it
became.

“We only get one chance to
return you, so we strive for a perfect union of your past and
present self.” John looked up from the equipment. “The two of you
will merge into one somewhat confused being.”

Pushing with all her might against the
unseen barrier Lisa wondered what would happen if they missed and
didn’t return her to the exact time and place, but instead said,
“You took me from the water. I was drowning.”

“Yes, that was
so.”

The light grew more
intense.

“I’ll die.” It was both a
statement and a plea for mercy.

John sighed deeply. “You died long
ago. Your time with us has been merely a brief detour on the road
you have already traveled.”

His finger stretched out toward the
panel.

She wanted to scream in fear and
anger, but instead she breathed in as deeply as possible. White
light flashed. She felt herself spinning and then all was
darkness.

Cold water awoke her like a slap in
the face. Her eyes fluttered open and she saw the terrified women
drowning in the water before her. Lisa was looking into her own
terrified eyes. Bubbles escaped from the dying woman’s mouth as
sadness filled Lisa. There was no time or way to provide comfort.
She planted her feet on the shoulders of her dying self and kicked
for the surface with all her might.

I want to live. I’m going
to live and I’m going to change the future.
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Through Many
Fires




Through Many Fires, is the
first book in a planned three book post-apocalyptic series. It
starts when terrorists smuggle a nuclear bomb into Washington D.C.
and detonate it during the State of the Union Address. Army veteran
and congressional staffer Caden Westmore is in nearby Bethesda and
watches as a mushroom cloud grows over the capital. The next day,
as he drives away from the still burning city, he learns that
another city has been destroyed and then another. America is under
siege. Panic ensues and society starts to unravel.

 



Prologue

 


Those who were murdered
cry out for justice. Senator Stevens
scanned the pages of the terrorism legislation. They will soon have it. He was
pleased with the progress of the bill, but he could not let up now.
Sliding by a portly colleague, he maneuvered toward the senator
from Oregon, “Do I have your support, Dave?”

“Sure, you do.”

“Thanks.” Stevens stepped
away.

“What’s the
rush?”

“I need to bend the ears of
a few senior members before the president speaks.”

“Okay,” he grinned. “Always
on the job, eh?”

“Always,” he said with his
gaze fixed on the National Security Advisor. As Stevens neared he
gripped the man’s arm and asked, “Did he do it, Jake? Did the
president include my proposal in his final draft?”

“Yes but,” Jake lowered his
voice to a whisper, “how many will support the president this late
in his second term?”

“I know he’s a lame duck,
but we need to go on the offensive again. This bill provides a
comprehensive approach to terrorism.”

Jake shrugged. “You don’t need to sell
me. We need support from Congress.”

“Okay.” Stevens slapped the
man on the back. “Thanks for taking it to the president. I
will get the support you
need.” He scanned the House chamber for another colleague when
applause thundered. Turning toward the rostrum, he
sighed.

The president stood behind
the lectern, cleared his throat and smiled broadly. Stevens glanced
at his watch. Nine o’clock. I wish I had
more time. He waved to another senator,
moved quickly to his seat and leaned back as the president began to
speak. A departing aide casually opened a door to the house
chamber.

* * *

One thousand yards away a nondescript
van pulled into an alley and stopped. The driver leaned forward and
muttered a prayer.

White light, as intense as the surface
of the sun, seared the retinas of Senator Stevens. Before blindness
registered on his brain, superheated air scorched his lungs. The
chair splintered as scorching wind threw his body through the wood
and upholstery. His skin blistered, boiled and
dissolved.

 


 


 



Chapter one

Walking toward the door with his
co-workers, Caden Westmore sneaked a look at his watch. 8:55.
Feeling a hand rest on his shoulder he turned.

The Chief-of-Staff thrust his free
hand forward. “Well, how does it feel to be Chief Foreign Policy
Advisor?”

“I’m sure you knew Stevens
would promote me days ago,” Caden said as they shook hands, “but I
only found out a few hours ago.” He shrugged. “I’ve hardly had time
for it to sink in.”

They continued to talk as they stepped
outside. The January wind tingled against Caden’s face and the icy
air reached deep into his lungs. The winter sun had long since gone
down; he could see his breath in the glow of the restaurant
window.

Buttoning his suit jacket,
he said goodbye. A gentle snow fell, tickling his exposed hands and
face, as he ambled up the street towards his car. He glanced at his
watch. Two minutes till nine.
The dinner had ended at just the right time.
Congress would be assembled and waiting on the president. He turned
the corner and picked up his pace, eager to get to his car and
listen to the address on the radio.

Caden smiled as a woman
with flowing blond hair walked past. Images of Becky came to mind.
He wished she was with him in D.C. I
should call and tell her about my promotion. He retrieved his phone and tapped her name. At the sound of
her soft southern accent he smiled. “Hello beautiful.”

The night flashed as bright as a
desert noon. Light penetrated his suit and warmed his back like a
hot summer day. He squinted then closed his eyes tight. Even with
eyelids firmly shut, a blood red glow filled his vision. He flung
his arm across his face. The phone squealed. He jerked it away.
Then there was silence. Tentatively he opened his eyes as all the
world seemed to wait—but for what?

“Becky? Becky?” He glanced
down. The phone seemed to be off. He pushed the button, but it did
not turn on. He dropped it into his pocket. What happened?

The crackling of a rifle shot
ricocheted around him. But unlike a rifle shot the sound did not
fade, it grew and echoed. He turned left and right trying to see
where it came from when a boom like none he had ever heard
reverberated through him. He stumbled, regained his footing and
wiped his eyes only to have wind slap him several steps back. Dust
hung in the air. Car alarms and people screamed. Caden’s eyes
darted left and right. Dozens stood like him, confused statues.
Never-ending rolling thunder filled the night as debris, carried by
a strong wind, buffeted him.

Several feet away a woman screamed.
Caden followed her terrified gaze. His heart pounded. As if the
gates of hell had been thrown open, out from the very bowels a
satanic belch of fire and light raced towards the heavens.
Lightning crackled across the sky in a dozen directions as he
watched in disbelief. A boiling mushroom cloud formed in the
southern night sky.

A cacophony of horns sounded as the
normally quiet suburban street filled with panicked people all
going away from the cloud. Repeatedly jostled and shoved he
wondered where the crowd came from.

Screams grabbed his attention. At the
street corner the blond woman from moments ago was knocked to the
ground by the frightened crowd. Others trampled her in a panic. He
tried to help her, but the throng was like a riptide going in the
wrong direction. Caden struggled to stay on his feet as he was
shoved and spun around. The surge of the mob carried him away.
Looking back over his shoulder, he saw only the growing torrent of
people and cloud.

Caden thanked God the horde
moved towards his car. As the flow of people brought him near, he
pushed and shoved his way to the vehicle. He jumped into the
driver’s seat, slammed his foot on the gas pedal and turned the
key. The car sputtered and died. God, help
me! He realized he still had the gas pedal
to the floor. Calm down. Calm down.
He took his foot off the gas and turned the key.
The car coughed and shook, then started. Caden let out a sigh,
pulled away from the curb and joined the fleeing masses.

Traffic was already heavy
as a plan formed in his mind. He would go to his apartment and get
everything he could. And then what?
Just get away from the blast. But to where?
Becky! He would go to
Becky in Atlanta. Caden wondered if she was safe. Had Atlanta been
attacked? Would it be attacked? He tried his phone again. It turned
on, but when he tried Becky’s number nothing happened.
What about Mom and Dad, Peter or Lisa?
He was sure they were okay—for now. He speed
dialed his parents, then his brother, then his sister, but there
was only silence. Looking at the phone in frustration he noticed
there was still no signal. He threw the phone on the seat beside
him.

The roads were jammed. Every stoplight
and streetlight was out. Escape from the firestorm was
painstakingly slow. It was like some horrible nightmare where he
tried to run, but couldn’t. He could walk faster than his car
moved. Usually the drive from the restaurant to his apartment in
Bethesda was a mere ten minutes, but tonight, it was the longest
half-hour of his life. When he finally pulled up to his building he
was relieved that, at least on this night, there was plenty of
parking in front.

As he ran into the lobby the darkness
slowed him.

“Mr. Westmore, what
happened?” The woman shined a flashlight in his direction. “The
explosion. The power is out.”

The voice came out of a
fog, familiar but distant and detached. Yes, of course, the power is out. He
continued across the lobby.

She grabbed him by the arms. Even with
such feeble light he saw the terror that filled her eyes. “What
happened?”

He recognized her—the building
manager. “Nuclear explosion. Get away from here.” He raced across
the lobby and felt his way down the hall and up the
stairs.

In his apartment, he
snatched a flashlight, grabbed the camping gear from the closet and
threw it next to the door. Dragging a duffle bag from his army days
behind him, he hurried to the bedroom. There he yanked open drawers
and poured the contents into the sack. Anything that landed on the
floor stayed there. He pulled the drawer from the nightstand and
spilled it on the bed. Then he grabbed the cash, ten old silver
dollars and the .38. Both were gifts from his father when he moved
to the big city. Thanks Dad, I might need
the gun. His dad had always said keep a Bug
Out Bag prepared and handy, but Caden thought it was unnecessary
and a bit paranoid, so he never did. Now he was throwing one
together with a mushroom cloud growing in the distance.

He flung open the cabinet
doors in the kitchen and shook his head. What a miserable collection of food. He dropped a jar of cheese dip, a box of cereal, a can of
olives and several similar items into the bag.

The faucet only gurgled as
Caden twisted the knob to fill a canteen. He cursed. In the
refrigerator, he found a pitcher with water. He poured it into a
thermos. He emptied a liter soda bottle into the sink, then hurried
to the bathroom. He took the lid off the back of the toilet,
dropped it to the ground with a thud, and plunged the canteen and
then the soda bottle into the water tank. Becky would be horror-struck to see this, but the water is
clean. Becky! Twisting the caps on his
water supply, he trotted to the living room and grabbed the phone.
No dial tone. He tapped the receiver. Silence.

Clutching the duffle bag,
Caden headed for the door. Can
opener. He ran into the kitchen and grabbed
it and a random assortment of flatware.

Lugging his belongings, he abandoned
the apartment, thrust everything into his car and joined the slow
exodus.

Traffic was worse than rush
hour. Honks sounded and brakes screeched in a continuous assault on
the ears. Caden didn’t merge onto the beltway—he pushed; his car
acquiring dents and scrapes in the process. When finally in the
stream of traffic he saw several cars headed towards the
blast. Who would be so foolish? Who would
head into the city? He bit his lip.
People with family downtown. He sighed. God help
them.

A motorcycle cut in front
of him. Caden pressed his horn, but the rider, slicing between
cars, was already yards ahead. Another cyclist roared past so close
that he could have reached out and grabbed him. He checked his
speedometer, five miles per hour. At least
the bikers are getting away. Glancing at
his gas gauge he sighed with relief. Three
quarters full.

Caden looked left into the
storm. Flames licked the sky in a swirling, spinning, demonic
dance. Every cloud glowed with the reflected light of hell.
Even if the firemen can get to the inferno the
water mains are shattered, the pumps have no power. The city will
burn for days. Maybe weeks. He turned on
the radio. Mellow jazz filled the car from the satellite
receiver.

“Music?”
Where’s this broadcast from? He shook his head. Not Washington
D.C.

Cars swerved in front of him. Ahead, a
sign barely readable in the dark, announced the exit for highway
267. Accompanied by soft jazz he maneuvered to the exit.

Glancing in the review mirror, Caden
saw fire consuming the dying city.

Dying! How much radiation
have I been exposed to? Snow dotted his
windshield. Could it be fallout?
He wondered if his escape was short lived. Would
he soon die anyway? The blast seemed close but he had been in
Silver Springs. Surely the explosion must
have been over downtown, the Whitehouse or Congress.
Congress! Like a punch to his stomach he realized
Senator Stevens, his boss, was in the Capitol for the State of the
Union Address. Oh my God, if I’m right
they’re all dead, the president, every senator and every
representative. Memories of the people he
worked with flashed through his mind. Dead. Everyone was at the Capitol, the justices of the
Supreme Court, the Joint Chiefs of Staff. All dead.
Scott and Rachel had stayed behind at the
office. Dead.

Caden weaved his car from
one side of the road to the other like a drunk as he avoided
wrecks. One moment he sped up, the next he slammed on his
brakes. Are we at war? Who did this to
us? A driver cut in front of him.
Have other cities been hit? Brakes squealed. The car in front fishtailed. Caden swerved.
Behind him cars piled into one another.

With traffic stopped, he
leaned on the steering wheel, catching his breath. He looked down
at the radio. Maybe, just maybe I can get
something on it now. He switched his
receiver over to the AM band and pressed search. After several
moments it locked on a station.

A voice struggling to sound calm
filled the car. “…fighters from D.C. and surrounding cities are
attempting to get control of the firestorm as survivors flee the
metro area…” The signal faded.

Ahead he heard metal crunch and scrape
and looked up from where he had rested his head on the wheel. A tow
truck pulled the wreck to the side of the road. He wondered how the
truck had gotten to the scene. As soon as there was space, cars
began squeezing past. He followed.

“…fallout spreading
downwind towards…”

He cursed the radio as it fluctuated
between static and inaudible. He considered trying to find a more
reliable station, but was afraid he might lose his only source of
news.

“…blast centered over the
capital mall…”

His stomach churned. Cold
sweat ran down his forehead. “So it is true they’re all dead.” Bile
rose in his throat and he wondered if the churning, sweating and
nausea was radiation sickness. No, not
this soon. The symptoms were most likely
shock.

“…fires raging…loss of
power throughout the metro…”

Even if this radio station was fading
in and out there was hope of a good signal later.

“…life is in imminent
danger do not use the telephone or call 911…”

That thought brought him
back to his cell phone. He grabbed it and the display showed one
bar. Yes! He had a
signal. But no dial tone. Despite a momentary feeling of guilt, he
phoned anyway. Nothing happened. He tried again and again. Looking
at the car ahead he could see the driver with a phone to his ear
and realized that perhaps a million people were doing exactly what
he was doing. The whole system had been destroyed, damaged or was
hopelessly overloaded.

He thought of Mom and Dad, back in
Washington state. They must be worried sick about him. He tried
their number anyway and heard only silence.

He dropped the phone on the passenger
seat as a familiar sound cut through the static of the radio. He
had often heard the sine wave attention signal as he grew up, but
it had always been a test. This was no test. The Emergency Alert
System had been activated.

“The Secretary of the Army,
Benjamin Oates, has ordered the activation of the Emergency Alert
System to advise citizens in the nuclear disaster zone…”

“Secretary of the Army….”
The announcer continued but Caden did not hear. It took a
presidential order to activate the EAS. If
the secretary of the Army did it… His mind
recoiled from the truth. All of them—The
whole cabinet…they’re dead.

Caden drove on into the
night.

In the early morning
darkness, he passed a sign welcoming him to West Virginia and, only
as he went by, realized it was lit. Electricity! He looked at his
gas gauge. It danced on the “E”. Please
God, an open gas station.

A mile ahead, sitting at nothing more
than a wide spot in the road, was an all-night gas station and
market. Six of the eight pumps were busy even at this early hour.
Caden pulled into an empty spot and was pleasantly surprised that
his debit card worked. While the tank filled he retrieved the
five-gallon can from his trunk. He smiled remembering all the times
Dad had told him to always have jumper cables, basic tools and a
gas can in the car. After filling them both with every drop of gas
they could hold, he pulled up to the store to buy other
supplies.

As he entered, the clerk looked at him
with a wary eye then, apparently deciding he was okay, returned to
watching the television.

Caden desperately wanted to join the
clerk, but first he had to get provisions.

“…was detonated at ground
level and was small by modern standards, estimated at less than 20
kilotons. These factors also limited the electromagnetic pulse to
the immediate vicinity.”

Seeing cases of bottled
water on the shelf, he picked up a couple of bottles.
Water is more critical than food.
The words from his army training hung in his mind.
He grabbed a case.

“FEMA has set up a command center at
Andrews Air Force Base. Other relief and medical centers are being
established outside of the red zone.”

Sandwiches caught his eye. Three would
do.

“No reliable estimate of
casualties is available but all area hospitals have been inundated.
The most severely injured are being moved to hospitals up and down
the coast from Boston to Richmond and Atlanta.”

At the mention of Becky’s hometown,
Caden glanced at the television.

“Now we turn to Steve in
the weather center.”

He was surprised that they would give
a weather report at such a time. Who would want to know about the
temperature now? Within moments his eyes were fixed on the screen
with intense interest. They were showing wind direction from the
blast and fallout patterns. The breeze last night had been blowing
off shore, taking the radiation out to sea, almost directly away
from where he had been in Silver Springs and Bethesda. Caden felt a
huge burden lift from him. He would live.

The weatherman was still on camera,
but he just stood staring ahead. As Caden watched a look of horror
spread across his face. The image shifted to a man sitting behind a
desk, his face strangely tight.

“We are receiving reports
that there has been an attack on Los Angeles. I repeat. We have
unconfirmed reports of a nuclear blast, just moments ago, in the
Los Angeles metropolitan area.”
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Released in July 2012,
Titan Encounter, my debut novel, is a
classic space adventure, with a few philosophical and temporal
twists. It tells the story of Justin
Garrett. He starts one morning a respected businessman and ends the
day a fugitive wanted by every power in the known universe. Fleeing
with his 'sister' Mara and Naomi, a mysterious woman from Earth
Empire, their only hope of refuge is with the Titans, genetically
enhanced soldiers who rebelled, and murdered millions in the
Titanomachy War. Hunted, even as they hunt for the Titans, the
three companions slowly uncover the truth that will change the
future and rewrite history.

 


Justin awoke from the nightmare of
flashing red lights, whooshing air and voiceless screams only to
realize it was not some dark fantasy of his subconscious, it was
one of his earliest childhood memories.  Every year the
calendar forced the images from the black depths of his mind. 
Slowly he sat up and slid his feet from the edge of the bed to the
cold metal floor. His head pounded from too much drink, but his
mind would not release the memory.

His mother had shaken him awake on
that horrid morning long ago. Even at such a young age, the fear on
her face was obvious. Red lights flashed in the compartment. She
yanked him from his bed as an explosion rocked the ship. They were
under attack. The ship shuddered and with each impact, he
cried.

Someone placed him and Mara, in an
escape pod and told them to stay. Moments later, he heard a hissing
sound and his ears popped. He was only five, but he knew what to
do. With all his might, he pushed the hatch shut. Seconds later,
his mother appeared in the portal. She banged on the glass and
yelled. Together with little Mara, they fought to open the door,
pushing the lever and pulling the door, but it wouldn’t budge.
Tears flowed. The memory of his mother’s lifeless face sliding down
the portal still haunted him. She was dead because of
him.

Sometimes he dreamed that
his father was a wealthy merchant from Earth Empire or, if he was a
Dreg, that he was a great pirate or smuggler. In either case,
Justin imagined that somehow his father would find him and bring
him home. It was all just a dream. Mother was dead and Father never
came. He stood and his head throbbed in retribution. Stumbling to a
portal, he looked at the arid planet far below. The past is gone. As he thought the
words he meant them but, moments later, his broad shoulders sagged
with the memory of the mother he had failed.

He rubbed his aching head then
stumbled down the hall. Before he reached Mara’s room he knew his
sister was gone. Peeking around the half open door, the undisturbed
bed confirmed what he already knew. These last few years, when she
had the freedom to leave, she had always left him alone on this
day.  In earlier years, she had tried to console him, but it
was a fruitless, wasted effort and she seemed to know it. Clutching
his slate in his right hand, he ran fingers across the screen to
check his schedule for the day and with a sigh turned to face
it.


*              
*              
*

Justin watched a vessel inch toward
the docking bay one level below, then paused and jotted notes on
his slate.

A woman in coveralls approached.
Tentatively she asked, “Are you okay?”

He nodded.

“One of the guys said you
wanted to talk to me.”

Still facing the observation window,
he rubbed his pounding head. “Yeah. Mara, could you have someone
find these parts and…” He held out the slate, then rubbed his chin
with his other hand. “Baxter’s aft thermal radiator got shot up on
his last run. He’ll need a new one.” Justin thought for a moment.
“Does he pay regularly?” He glanced in her direction.

She nodded.

“Get someone to pull the
newest radiator we have from the back so he can see it when he
arrives.

“Sure thing.”

He turned and for the first time
really looked at her stained face and greasy overalls. “What have
you been up to?”

“Oh.” She grinned under the
grime and looked at her clothes and hands. “I helped the night crew
install the new decoupler unit in Galt’s yacht.”

“We hire people to do that,
sis.”

She pulled a knife from a pocket and
began to clean her nails. “Yeah I know.”

They discussed the progress of ship
repairs in the main bays then Justin asked, “How is the inventory
coming?”

“Ah… It’s progressing.” She
wiped her face with a rag, succeeding only in smearing the
oil.

Justin wasn’t quite sure if he was
more annoyed or amused. “We’ll discuss it later over dinner.”
Justin turned and ambled toward his office. “Thanks,
Mara.”

“Who’s cooking?” she called
after him.

He smiled, but otherwise ignored her
comment. Heading back toward the office, he detected movement off
to his right. “What do you need Ferren?”

A man of big proportions waddled into
view.  His face was covered with a scraggily beard and a
bulbous nose.  He grinned.  “I have something for
you.”

“You have something for
me?” Justin threw his arms to his heart in mock surprise. “Perhaps
you have the 20,000 credits you owe me?”

“No…”

“I didn’t think so,” he
said flatly and walked past him.

Ferren followed with effort. His fat
torso made him sway when he moved quickly and it was hard for him
to talk. With effort, he caught up, then reached out and touched
Justin’s arm. “But…I salvaged…a ship…”

Not wanting Ferren to have a heart
attack, at least not right then, Justin slowed his pace. “We’re all
business people here Ferren. You’re a pirate, not a
salvager.”

“Okay. We detected a
coasting ship, blew a few holes in their hull, and removed the
cargo.”

Justin smiled. “That’s nice. Sell the
cargo and pay me.”

“When I got back from the
run there was word of a man on Bristol paying well for smuggled
cargo leaving Earth Empire.”

“Yes, I’ve heard,” he said
with a growing smile. “So,” Justin placed a hand on the pirate’s
shoulder, “Go to Bristol, sell the cargo, come back and pay
me.”

“I need fuel
cells.”

The smile disappeared.
“No.”

“But remember, I have
something for you.”

Justin stared at Ferren.

“There was a girl on the
ship.”

“I don’t buy or sell
slaves. You know that.”

“You can free
her.”

Justin looked at Ferren
with a skeptical eye. “Why would I take her in partial payment and then set her
free?”

“Maybe you could ransom
her?”

“You ransom her and pay
me.” He turned and walked away.

Huffing and puffing, Ferren chased
after him. “I’ll make you a very special offer. I’ll give you the
girl and after selling the cargo I’ll pay the 20,000 credits I owe.
You keep the girl. Just give me the fuel cells.” Every inch of
Ferren’s face pleaded his case.

“I’m not a
slaver.”

“After I pay you, free her.
You’ll have the money and feel good—and maybe you’ll be feeling
good before I pay you.” Ferren thumped Justin’s chest.

“I don’t like little
girls.” Justin turned and walked away.

In pursuit Ferren said,
“She’s not a little girl,” Ferren said shaking his head, “she’s a woman.” Once
again he was grinning. “Young, but not too young.  About
Mara’s age, I would guess.” His grin grew, showing yellow teeth.
“Pretty, like Mara, too.”

Justin shuddered at the thought of any
woman in the hands of Ferren and his crew. “Leave my sister out of
this.” Justin stopped, sighed and stared at floor. “Where is this
woman from?”

Ferren shrugged. “How would I know?”
He stroked his beard. “She’s not a Dreg, she has a strange
accent.

Justin rubbed his still aching
head.

“The ship was coasting at
high velocity and was cloaked. I think it was a
smuggler.”

Justin’s eyes widened. “If it was a
smuggler, it was probably someone you knew.”

A broad grin spread across Ferren’s
face. “Raiding is what pirates do.”

“Sounds like trouble to
me.”

Ferren waved his hand dismissively,
“Smugglers don’t complain when they get caught and besides I have
friends in high places.”

You have scum for
friends.

 “If you don’t want
her I’ll sell her for what I can, but I’m willing to
give her to you, my
friend.”

 We’re not
friends.  Memories of his own arrival
in this armpit of a system surged into his mind. The smell of the
slave market was nauseating, but that was easy to cope with. 
Mara’s tears had been the hardest to deal with.  The images
still tore at him.  He pushed hard against the memories,
forcing them back into the dark depths. “28,000.”

“What?”

“If I agree,” he wagged his
finger for emphasis, “you give me the girl and, immediately after
you sell the cargo, I get the 20,000 credits you already owe me and
8,000 for the fuel cells.”

“They’re not worth
8,000!”

“Well, get them from Rumon.
Oh…” Justin paused and looked serious, “don’t you owe him even more
than you owe me?” He rubbed his chin. “Hmmm, what about Rasnic? No.
No, didn’t he threaten to kill you?”

Ferren stared into his eyes. “You’re a
hard man.”

Justin shrugged. “I sell junk parts to
pirates. What do you expect?”

“I’ll bring the
girl.”
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If you like what you’ve
read




I am an independent writer and so I
don’t have an advertising budget. This is my advertising. If you
read one of my books and found it entertaining, please tell your
friends. Also, books that have reviews sell more than those that do
not so, if you liked this, or any other book of mine, please
consider writing a review on the site where you downloaded it. If
you don’t like the story tell me why.

If you would like to be
informed about upcoming books, author events and such, sign up for
my email newsletter. If you just
want to know when my next book comes out send me an
email
with the subject, “Upcoming Books” and you will
receive a brief synopsis email prior to the release of future
books. You can sign up for both the newsletter and the upcoming
book announcement from this
page.

 



About the
Author

 Hello and thank you for
reading Final Duty – The Speculative Fiction Anthology. I am the
bestselling author of two books. The latest, Through Many Fires, is
a post-apocalyptic thriller released in paperback and on
Smashwords, most online retailers and in audiobook form.

I grew up in the mountains of Colorado
and went to Mesa State College in Grand Junction. When money for
college ran low I enlisted in the United States Navy. I thought I
would do four years and then use my veteran's benefits to go back
to college.

My first assignment was with a U.S.
Navy unit at the Royal Air Force base in Edzell, Scotland. Two
years later while on leave in Israel I met Lorraine from Plymouth,
Devon, England. We married the next year. Together we spent the
remainder of my twenty year naval career traveling around the world
from Guam to Japan, Hawaii and other places. I went to college at
night and eventually earned a Bachelor’s degree in political
science. Today, Lorraine and I live on a small farm in Western
Washington State.

I am what
Guy
Kawasaki calls an “APE,” an
Author, Publisher and Entrepreneur. In July of 2012 my debut novel,
Titan Encounter, a science fiction space adventure, was released
and became a bestseller. Final Duty - The Speculative Fiction
Anthology, is a collection of various works of mine and was
originally released in January of 2013. All my books are available
on Smashwords and most other online retailers.

If you've read one or my books and
liked it, please leave a review and tell your friends. The best
advertisement I could possibly get are reviews and word-of-mouth
recommendations.

You can learn more about me by
visiting my website or Smashwords homepage.

Thank you!

 


Website:
http://www.kylepratt.me

Smashwords:
https://www.smashwords.com/profile/view/kylepratt

Sign up for my
FREE monthly
newsletter here.

tmp_ab76ce8d8f2a7e1df293438a3ecc1bea_oe_PJu_html_m2a177ae8.jpg
GRANDMA'S
HOUSE

KYLE PRATT





tmp_ab76ce8d8f2a7e1df293438a3ecc1bea_oe_PJu_html_m323e157e.png
s Rﬁ

TITAN

ENCOUNTER






cover.jpg
, ﬁr;*:%\m%*
& W8 i
@ I§ KYLE PRATT b





