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    Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    This is the sixth novel in the Riss Series, and although it can be read as a standalone adventure, it is best read with the understanding that comes from reading books I through V. 
 
    Book V, The Riss Challenge, which can also be read as a standalone, explains the war with the JPU and the reason for the quarantine.  
 
    Best read together, Books III and IV cover the invasion of an advanced race of aliens using robots as hosts. 
 
    Books I and II introduce the Riss: Gorilla-looking but peaceful aliens, and Nadya Reese's rise to spokesperson and leader of the Riss Nation. 
 
    If you choose to read Riss Enemies as a standalone novel, the following explanation will be helpful. 
 
    * The Riss speak telepathically in streaming video. 
 
    * The Riss-humans are humans who have agreed to host a Riss, who once they enter a human have a symbiotic relationship with that human. Riss-humans have a facial tattoo, an Rh, which identifies them as hosting a Riss. 
 
    * The use of the greater and less than symbols, < text >, indicates telepathic or mind to mind communications. 
 
    * The use of double asterisks, ** text **, indicates Riss communications using a voice box to speak, since they aren't capable of human speech. 
 
    * Riss names, except for the Riss hosted by a human, start with r-. For example: r-Galene. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The Johaba People's Union (JPU)’s invasion of Freeland and planned invasion of the Sadr Alliance of Stars (SAS) has been thwarted thanks to the Riss. Because of the atrocities committed by the JPU during their invasion, Nadya committed the Riss to confine them to their systems. However, the new Cerberus cruisers designed to monitor the eleven systems are behind schedule and will not be available for two years. As a stop-gap measure, monitoring satellites dubbed Eirises—the Greek word for messenger—have been installed. The Eirises not only announce that the system is under quarantine, but also log each ship entering and leaving the system. 
 
    Although the Riss were instrumental in identifying the threat to the SAS and in sabotaging the main JPU armada with help from the Freelanders, many in the SAS despise the people of Freeland and the Riss-humans. To make matters worse, they have been led to believe that the SAS saved Freeland. While that is in fact true, what they fail to understand is that without the Riss and the Freelanders, the SAS would have lost the war. 
 
    A year has passed since the defeat of the JPU, and an uneasy peace exits.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Decision time 
 
    When I entered the Mnemosyne's conference room, everyone stood. 
 
    "At ease and sit." I had thought a conference room table for fourteen far too large when I designed the first Riss cruiser, but I hadn't imagined the Riss fleet would have eight cruisers along with the accompanying Freeland fighters, commandos, and Intel groups. So today, only three of the beige padded chairs were empty. "Jaelle, you said you had urgent information." 
 
    "We have a problem," she said, looking around the room at the assembled personnel. She had just returned from a three-month routine inspection of the JPU systems in the first of the new Cerberus cruisers—a smaller version of the current Riss cruisers. "The Eiris on Hayjar recorded three entries, the one on Sarosh two, and the one on Ormazd two." 
 
    I had assembled my current staff to hear Jaelle's report: the eight Riss-human captains; Commander Byer, who commanded the fighter squadrons (Wraiths); Colonel Seng, who commanded the commandos (Blue Kraits); and Commander Iglis, in charge of the Intelligence groups. We had known each other through good times and bad. They were all dear friends I considered family and who I would trust with my life. 
 
    Although we were all citizens of Freeland and the Riss-humans were members of the elders' council, the Riss Navy was autonomous. As the Leader of the Riss, I would have liked to do away with rank—since all Riss positions were equal—but humans would have had a problem with the concept. So to maintain order, I kept the military system of rank but eliminated the senior officer classifications: admirals and generals. Instead, we used five-point silver stars to designate a senior person's current position, which was not the same as rank since a person's position could change depending on the needs of the Riss. 
 
    For the Riss-humans: three five-point stars for the position of leader, two stars for Captain, and one star for a person in training to be a captain. 
 
    For the non-Riss-humans: one star for the senior Wraith or Blue Krait group leader on a cruiser and two stars for a commander of the Wraiths or Blue Kraits or the Intelligence groups. 
 
    I sighed in resignation. "I had hoped the Eirises would discourage merchants from entering the systems and give us time to produce sufficient Cerberuses to enforce the quarantine. But I suppose one of them decided to wait at the Wave to see what would happen, and when nothing did, they proceeded to the planet. When he returned, he boasted to his friends, which encouraged them to try." 
 
    Jaelle looked to her System Interface Device, SID, and nodded. "That appears to be the case. The merchant ship Mayflower was the first to visit the three systems and has been to each twice. The Lost Trader just recently visited Hayjar." 
 
    "And if we let them continue, the number will escalate, as their activity in the quarantined systems has the potential to be very lucrative: ferrying people to and from planets, supplying scarce parts, and acting as a messenger. Right now the violations are of little consequence; however, if we allow the merchants to continue trading in JPU space, it could lead to the JPU breaking the quarantine." 
 
    "How?" Byer and Seng asked simultaneously. Both men were frowning. 
 
    "In a way similar to how we freed Freeland from the JPU occupation." 
 
    "But you had two Riss cruisers," Byer said looking to Seng, who nodded agreement. "We have destroyed all the JPU's cruisers and merchant ships." 
 
    "All that we know about. Nevertheless, eventually someone will sell them space
    
     -
    worthy ships. That will enable them to set up a manufacturing facility in an uninhabited system, and eventually to produce a fleet, as the raiders did on Freeland." 
 
    "That would take fifty years or more," Iglis said, eyes wide in disbelief. 
 
    I nodded agreement. "The JPU breaking the quarantine does appear unlikely, but they would certainly be motivated to try, and giving them unrestricted access to merchants is opening Pandora's box. Better we plug the leak now before hundreds of merchants are involved and it's a flood we can't stop," I said to slowly nodding heads. "Elissa, what's the status of the Cerberus production?" 
 
    "The factory began work on Cerberus-3 over a month ago when Eiris production finished and every JPU system had one installed. They expect Cerberus-3 will be finished in a little over a month. After that, the project manager anticipates one every three months." 
 
    I shook my head. "I had hoped it would take the merchants longer to test the quarantine, giving us time to produce enough Cerberus cruisers. But at the current rate, we won't have enough to station one at each system for two years or sufficient numbers to provide replacements for routine maintenance for three years. In the interim, we need to set up a schedule and take turns patrolling the systems that are having the most violations. At the present time, it's only a few merchants testing us." 
 
    "And if we encounter a merchant?" Alena asked, the question everyone was wrestling with. The Riss were against killing except in self defense, which did not include preemptive strikes or retaliation and was the reason humans were the captains of the Riss cruisers. The Cerberus cruisers where designed to monitor the eleven JPU systems and to deter anyone from entering. Although the Cerberuses were smaller than the standard cruiser, they had nasty teeth. I had originally thought the Riss would command the Cerberuses, but I may have been foolish. I doubt the Riss would fire on a merchant unless they were being attacked, and maybe not even then considering how defenseless a merchant ship was against a cruiser. And did I want them to? Maybe the Cerberus project needed revising. 
 
    "I suggest we adopt the Aliens' approach. We send out a warning that the system is under quarantine. If the ship does not depart immediately and does not fire on the Cerberus, we let it proceed to the planet. When it's in orbit, we notify them they have six hours to abandon their ship. If they try to leave or when six hours are up, we destroy the ship." 
 
    "That isn't self defense," Zhang said, shaking his head and looking defiant. He was the most sensitive Riss-human when it came to killing, and the one closest to whole-heartedly embracing the Riss philosophy. 
 
    "From the Riss perspective that would not be self defense; however, enforcing the quarantine by any means is in my opinion self defense, when applied to a nation that would commit genocide on the Riss. When I made that oath, I had the position of Leader of the Riss Nation and spoke for every Riss. If the Riss believe I'm wrong or that they do not want to enforce the quarantine under those conditions, then they should select a new leader, because I believe it's in their best interest and will do whatever is necessary to enforce the quarantine." I had barely finished talking when I could hear an eight-way conversation between the Riss-humans' companions. Even after all the years hosting a Riss, the telepathic conversation—which was not only in streaming vid but also carried emotional content—was too complex and fast to follow. Thalia, the Riss I hosted, broadcasted the result of their conference telepathically for the benefit of the Riss-humans. 
 
    <Riss continue uncomfortable killing even in self defense, but like any animal, we will kill if necessary to survive. What Leader Reese proposes is not self defense as we define it. Of course, killing the Aliens was also not self defense as they did not want to kill us, merely to confine us to a planet. But we allowed it because it supported the SAS who recognized us as sentient beings and freed us from captivity and eventual extinction on the planet Saipha. Riss take the long view and fifty or several hundred years means little to us. So if the JPU could rise again in several hundred years, that is a threat to the Riss' existence. We therefore agree Leader Reese continues to speak for the Riss,> Thalia sent with a strong feeling of agreement. I was somewhat surprised, knowing how the Riss felt about killing. Most societies would consider the Riss cowards. In fact, many in the SAS do. 
 
    "I think each of you must also consult your conscience and decide whether you will support the quarantine. I may speak for the Riss, but not for each of you." The Riss concept that each individual has a position and that all positions are equal is strange enough, but the idea that the position of Leader speaks for every Riss and that every Riss will agree is beyond most humans’ ability to comprehend, much less believe. The eight Riss-humans were human and would not, unlike the Riss, necessarily agree with me. I sat back awaiting their response. 
 
    Pavao was first to speak. "Good try at giving up the position of Leader. I don't blame you for wanting someone else to take the responsibility. I for one don't want it. Besides, if ever a nation of humans needed to be quarantined, it's the JPU." 
 
    Da'maass spoke next. "Freeland was a colony of raiders and we did some nasty things: killed, kidnapped, raped, and robbed. We justified our raiding and other actions based on the way we had been treated by the SAS, but we knew it was wrong. However, we didn't torture people for the fun of it, skin people alive, commit mass murder, or think ourselves the superior race. We deserved what we got, and so does the JPU." He raised his ubiquitous glass of wine to me. 
 
    Sheva, Alena, Jaelle, and Elissa each said, "I agree" as I looked at each one. 
 
    Zhang nodded. "I felt the Riss would hate the idea. Actually, they do, but I hadn't taken their long view into account. Human lives are short, and we think in terms of our lifespan. The Riss tend to think in terms of generations. So while I still don't like the idea of killing someone who isn't actively trying to kill me, I'll do whatever is necessary to protect the Riss' continued existence." 
 
    "Well Leader, what's next?" Pavao asked. I sighed in resignation. The trouble with Riss positions was you couldn't resign, or give it someone else, or refuse without returning the Riss you were hosting, which I won't do. It would be like giving up a part of me, and I would no longer be whole. 
 
    <Position no one wants,> Thalia sent along with an image of thousands of Riss standing with their backs to me, and me with outstretched hands full of money. 
 
    <Including me,> I sent. 
 
    <Careful what you wish.> A reminder that I volunteered for the Riss program and hosting a Riss. 
 
    <I'm not sorry I hosted you, Thalia. But I didn't volunteer for Leader.> 
 
    <Don't have to volunteer. Given position best help Riss.> 
 
    Resigned to my position as Leader, I had no choice but to continue. "Damaass, how is the Riss Institute of Technology doing?" 
 
    "It's fantastic. They currently have ten projects under investigation. For example, they are expanding Symath into quantum physics and evolving the existing software Spiders. The new Spiders are so completely integrated within the software that they are next to impossible to find. Only the Riss can activate them, although the Spiders are self-aware and capable of activating themselves under the right conditions. The institute and its projects are amazing. I can't begin to imagine what advancements will come out of the institute over the next fifty years." 
 
    "Pavao, how is the Red Institute of Discovery going?" I asked. 
 
    "When I left the Red Dwarf system several months ago, the Riss had repaired over half of the structure the Aliens left behind when they departed. And they believe they are close to deciphering the Aliens' symbol language. If they do, we may have valuable insight into the Alien civilization through the mass of data they left behind." 
 
    <Thalia, what is the current Riss population and where do they reside?> I could no longer keep track. There were still Riss on Saipha, their original home in the SAS; Dunn in the UFN; Freeland; the Red Dwarf system bordering the JPU; and on ships of war. I felt Thalia querying the other Riss in the room as I considered their potential vulnerability. 
 
    <Rough numbers. Freeland, 580. Dunn, 280. Saipha, 520. The Red Dwarf system, 250, and on Riss cruisers, 2,100.> 
 
    My eyes flew open in shock. The Riss had added over eight hundred Riss in the past year. After the deaths caused by the wars with the Aliens and the JPU, the Riss needed to expand, so I had asked the Riss to begin growing their population—the Riss were capable of asexual reproduction—but I hadn't anticipated a twenty-five percent increase in a little over a year. 
 
    <How long until the new Riss are functional?> I asked. A human took nearly a generation. 
 
    <Have mother's mother's…knowledge. Young adults in two years. Adults two years later.> 
 
    "By now, I'm sure you all know I was trying to determine the current size of the Riss population and how it was distributed. It's a problem that haunts me—how many baskets should there be and how many Riss in each basket?" I paused to take a drink of kaffa. "Too many baskets increases our exposure and makes it increasingly difficult to defend; too few baskets increases the potential for genocide. The JPU's invasion of Freeland is a good example. Even if they had succeeded in capturing Freeland and committing genocide, the Riss would have survived because of those on Dunn, Saipha, the red planet, and on the surviving Riss cruisers. On the other hand, in the early days, an attack on Saipha would have annihilated the Riss Nation. So, it's not only how many baskets and how many Riss in each basket, but where the baskets should be located." 
 
    "You're giving me a headache," Sheva said, rubbing her temples. "No wonder nobody wants the position of Leader." 
 
    "Nadya, I suggest you drag your fiancé, Commander Bradshaw, back here and produce the next Leader, just in case, because none of us want to be stuck with the position," Pavao said, smiling. 
 
    "Iglis, what's the Intelligence group hearing?" 
 
    "It's funny. When I was part of the SAS, I thought we were the smartest and brightest of the empires. Now that I'm looking at the SAS as an outsider, they appear dysfunctional. For example, the war with the JPU. Most agree the JPU deserves to be quarantined; however, that's not to imply they wouldn't support the Riss and Freeland being quarantined. Most feel the SAS should have let the JPU destroy Freeland. They believe the Riss started the war with the JPU and dragged the SAS into it." She raised her hands and shrugged. "Then there is the matter of the SAS fleet. Since they couldn't agree on the size or functionality of the fleet, they did nothing. They provided no money to fix the ships damaged in the war or to modernize the fleet, which means a lot of the ships will be scrapped. The numbers suggest three fleets instead of the original five." 
 
    "What about the funding for Irises?" Sheva asked—the obvious question, given they didn't seem to like us and were being tightfisted. 
 
    Iglis gave a chuckle. "They kept that the same, sighting the Irises as a reason for not needing to maintain five fleets." 
 
    "Who knows we have Riss in the Red Dwarf system?" I asked, suddenly concerned over Iglis's report. Old prejudices appear to wane in wartime but resurface in peacetime. 
 
    "The elders, the Riss, and probably a few Freelanders," Da'Maass said, frowning in thought. 
 
    "We can't keep it a secret, but let's not talk about it to anyone else. Pavao, you're Leader on Freeland while I'm gone. I'm going to visit the Red Institute of Discovery and check out Hayjar and maybe Sarosh or Ormazd."


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Confrontation at Hayjar 
 
    We entered Hayjar four days later. A scan of the area detected no sign of activity, but we were a long way from the planet. 
 
    <Comm, query the Eiris.> I silently wished I wouldn't have to strand some merchant and his crew—or worse, destroy a merchant ship trying to run. But quarantine is an all-or-nothing situation—either no one can enter or everyone can—either we enforce the quarantine or we don't. 
 
    <Leader, the merchant ship, Mayflower, entered Hayjar space fourteen hours ago,> r-Galene, the Comm operator, sent. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to the planet.>  
 
    The situation couldn't be avoided any longer. If the Riss had enough Cerberuses to station one in each system, that might avoid confrontations by convincing the intruder it was in his best interest to leave. Without a cruiser, the merchants thought it was worth the gamble and probably didn’t believe they would get more than a warning. In a way, I was glad it was me and not one of my Riss brothers or sisters who had to make the decision. 
 
    <Leader, vector on helm's board,> r-Kharis, the Navigational operator sent. 
 
    <Helm, execute vector at five hundred gravities,> I sent while noting it would take nine hours to reach Hayjar. Having no reason to stay, I stood. 
 
    <R-Maia: you have the watch.> 
 
    "What are you going to do?" Terril asked as we exited the Bridge. She had taken seriously my comment that she might one day have to command a Riss ship, and thus spent considerably more time with my security detail when I was on the Bridge. 
 
    "I've no idea," I said, hoping the solution would be obvious when we arrived. 
 
    "The Eiris notified them that the system was under quarantine and gave the consequences of violating Hayjar space. Seems you've no choice," Terril said. 
 
    "There is always a choice," I said, knowing she was right while hoping there was a good alternative available. 
 
    "Anake just pointed out that you convinced the Riss there was no choice." Terril gave me a wry smile. 
 
    <Anake right,> Thalia sent along with a vid of hundreds of Riss nodding agreement. 
 
    <What would you do?> I sent an image of me with arms folded. 
 
    <Follow Leader.> She sent a vid of hundreds of Riss following me down a narrow mountain trail. 
 
    "Alright, Terril, what would you do?" I asked, curious now that she was a Riss-human and had a Riss companion to consult. 
 
    "Give them eight hours to evacuate their ship and then destroy it." She shrugged. "That makes it their choice, not ours." 
 
    "That's splitting hairs." I snorted. 
 
    "They made a choice to enter quarantined space, knowing the potential consequences. You… We would be justified in destroying their ship with no notice, since they were warned. So, giving them a chance to leave the ship is both humane and more than they have a right to expect. Besides, we can't selectively enforce the quarantine." 
 
    * * * 
 
    When the Mnemosyne reached the planet Hayjar, the Mayflower was still in orbit. 
 
    <Comm, contact Commander Byer and Colonel Seng,> I sent, having reached a decision. Seconds later, both men appeared on the monitor in a split screen. 
 
    "Colonel Seng, send as many Kraits as you need to board the Mayflower and secure the crew. Commander Byer, dispatch Wraiths to support Colonel Seng." 
 
    "Rules of engagement?" Seng asked. I understood his uncertainty. The Mayflower is an SAS merchant, we aren't at war with them, and this is our first enforcement of the quarantine. 
 
    "Whatever force necessary to secure the ship and its crew." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Mayflower.> 
 
    <Leader, connected,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    "Mayflower, this is the Riss Cruiser Mnemosyne." I hoped a warning would preclude any heroics or knee-jerk reaction. "You knowingly violated the Riss quarantine of JPU space after having been warned of the consequences. I have therefore dispatched a detail of commandos to seize your ship. Any attempt to stop them will be met with deadly force." 
 
     "You can't do that. I'm Captain Leggat and this is an SAS registered merchant ship!" the voice shouted. I cut the connection. 
 
    "Why?" Terril asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "I've decided to make the captain a spokesman for the quarantine." I grinned at the thought. "If we left him and his crew on Hayjar, it might be months or longer before anyone knew of his fate. In that case, others will continue to violate our quarantine, unaware that we are enforcing our edict. However, if we take the captain and his crew back to…" I stopped to check the system to determine where the Mayflower was registered. "…Fools Landing, then he will spread the word of what happened to him and the consequences of violating the quarantine." 
 
    "So there was a choice." Terril gave me a wry smile. 
 
    "There are always choices—like in Si'jin. The trick is to find the one that best accomplishes the objective. Is it to kill, to subdue, or to teach a lesson? In this case, I would rather not use force when a lesson might work. Besides, this is notice to the SAS that we mean to enforce the quarantine." 
 
    "That may inflame factions within the SAS." 
 
    "It might. But hopefully less than stranding SAS citizens on JPU soil would." 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took the marines eight hours to secure the Mayflower, round up the crew, transport them back to the Mnemosyne, and secure them in the shuttle bay used for non-combat shuttles, which I had cleared to hold them. When I entered, a broad shouldered man with a rugged square face stood and shouted. 
 
    "I demand to be returned to my ship. I'm an SAS citizen, and you have no right to arrest me!" 
 
    "Who am I speaking to?" I asked, somewhat amused by his attempt to simultaneously plead ignorance and having been wronged. 
 
    "Captain Leggat, a registered SAS merchant." 
 
    "In JPU space without permission." 
 
    "I don’t need Riss permission. I'm an SAS citizen." 
 
    "Captain Leggat, that logic would play well in the SAS, but you are in JPU space. Even so, you're not under arrest, and you and your crew are free to leave if you wish. In that case, we will transport you to the Mayflower and then give you eight hours to evacuate. Because at the end of the eight hours or if you try to leave, your ship will be destroyed." 
 
    "You can't destroy my ship!" he choked out, fear replacing his previous anger. 
 
    "You were warned and chose to ignore the warning. I would be justified in leaving you on Hayjar. But since you're the first to be caught, I'm willing to return you to Fools Landing in the hope other merchants will realize the Riss intend to enforce the quarantine." I paused, waiting for Leggat to respond. 
 
    "The SAS will take retribution when I report what you have done!" He stood there shaking a finger at me. 
 
    "I take it that means you want to go to Fools Landing," I said. Leggat stood there, his lips moving but no coherent sound emerging. I turned and exited the bay. 
 
    It took half a day to move the Mayflower several light seconds from Hayjar and destroy it, and three days to reach Fools Landing. At the space station, we released the crew of the Mayflower and departed immediately, wanting to avoid any discussion of what we had done or why. This issue would not be resolved on Fools Landing but on Eden. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to the Wave.> 
 
    <Leader, vector on helm's board,> r-Kharis sent. 
 
    <Helm, execute.> 
 
    "Nadya, what do you think will happen now?" Terril asked, choosing to speak out loud rather than telepathically. 
 
    "What do you think?" 
 
    "Since a large segment of the SAS appears to hate Freeland and the Riss in almost equal measure, I think they will ignore the fact that the JPU intended to crush them and would have if the Riss hadn't intervened. I think they will consider your action," Terril smiled, "an affront to the SAS." 
 
    "I agree. A confrontation is coming, which may be a good thing if we can contain their response and get the SAS to agree formally to the quarantine." 
 
    "And if we can't?" 
 
    "Then times are going to get interesting." 
 
   
 
  

 The Red Institute of Discovery 
 
    Travel to the Red Dwarf system took five days, and it took an additional ten hours to reach the Aliens' orbiting space platform, which was several times the size of the largest SAS station. The structure was cylindrical, rising close to one thousand five hundred meters and having a diameter of nearly seven hundred meters. 
 
    When I exited, r-Saga stood waiting to greet me. She managed operations at the institute. 
 
    **Welcome, Leader. Your timing is fortuitous. We have made significant progress in the past two months. If you will follow me, I'll take you to our conference room, where we have snacks and drinks, and I can bring you up to date,** her voice box translated her signing. She then led Terril, the two cobras, and me through the bay and into a circular hallway. 
 
    A black-rubberized material covered the floor, deadening the sound. Pictures of galaxies, strange landscapes, and ultra-modern cities with exotic-shaped structures poking into the clouds lined the forest green walls. Interestingly, none of the pictures had people or robots. I thought the colored walls and pictures strange for robots until I realized the robots were metal hosts for intelligent life. R-Saga interrupted my musing. 
 
    **The structure is basically the same on all levels. Each unit is attached to a central cylinder that has eight lifts. You can use any one by pressing the plate next to the lift door.** She pressed the silver plate and waited. Less than a minute later, the door slid open, and we stepped into a circular compartment. The inside walls was painted lemon yellow and also decorated with scenes of landscapes and cities. A recessed area next to the door had a three-dimensional hologram of the structure. R-Saga somehow rotated the hologram and touched one of the boxes. When she did, the door closed and the lift began moving up. A minute later it stopped and then moved sideways. 
 
     **Yes, the lifts can rotate, delivering you to the exact compartment you requested,** her voice box said when she saw the look of concern on several faces, including mine. When the door opened, she led us across the hallway and into a unit the size of a shuttle bay, which had a conference table and chairs in one corner. Computer stations and other equipment were scattered around the spacious area. **We use this unit for conferences as well as documenting our findings, observations, and research. Help yourself to refreshments, and I will bring you up to date.** 
 
    I fetched a cup of kaffa and sat.  
 
    <R-Saga. I would rather the security guards weren't included in our conversation,> I sent with a feeling of concern. 
 
    <Understood, Leader. Over the past two months, we have made significant progress deciphering the Aliens' symbols. As you know, we believe this is the type of structure the Aliens use to travel to a new galaxy. It contains everything they need to begin building an exploratory fleet, including a force to enforce their quarantine, if necessary. The fifty-three levels include the equipment for geological exploration, mining, and processing as well as the specifications for building and repairing their cruisers and robots and for mapping and chronicling their findings. Each level is dedicated to a specific activity. For example, building robots or building a fighter or repairing equipment. Unfortunately, when they left, they destroyed all the technical information and the associated equipment. We believe they had special pods for such an emergency, which were sent into the Red Dwarf. Fortunately—if only because they didn't have time, or didn't consider it important, or thought we couldn't translate it—they left a considerable amount of information about their activities in this galaxy,> she sent with some amusement. 
 
    <So nothing about how they travelled between galaxies, or how they transferred a human mind into a robot?> I would certainly like to know about travelling between galaxies but wasn't sure about transferring a human mind into hardware. 
 
    <No. I believe they were very thorough in what they destroyed. I imagine one level was devoted to emergency evacuations. It is possible what they left behind was not an accident but intentional,> she sent along with a strong feeling of being possible. 
 
    <How did you manage to decipher their language?> I thought that usually involved finding a key of some kind. 
 
    <We originally thought their written language used logograms like several of old Earth's Asian cultures. But the Alien symbols are extremely complex, making the task of interpreting them near impossible, which may be the reason they weren't worried about destroying what they left. By accident, we discovered they aren't logograms as we thought, but more like the old 2D-Barcode labels, except infinitely more complex. For lack of a better word—micrograms—which their software converts into pictures. It's why we now believe the Aliens are telepathic and communicate in pictures like we do.> 
 
    <Then what they left is a very complete record, having infinite details, unlike words,> I sent, excited by what that might reveal. 
 
    <Right now, our current software can generate the corresponding pictures, but they are fuzzy and take time. So, we have been selecting only one of every ten thousand micrograms in a sequence. But from what we've generated, we think they discovered another race of humans—> 
 
    <Did they quarantine them?> I couldn't help interrupting. 
 
    <No. It appears the humans were in a battle with another space-going species. We suspect the Aliens were waiting to see who won, since the winner would be weak and easier to quarantine.> 
 
    <Another species?> 
 
    <You consider our hosts Gorilla-like; therefore, comparing them to animals you know, I would say Bat-like, but the size of a slightly smaller human: one hundred sixty-five centimeters and sixty-five kilograms. There is also another species, Lizard-like and larger, one hundred ninety centimeters and ninety-five kilograms. They didn't appear involved in the battle with the humans or the Bat-like creatures. We can't tell if they know about the other two, are waiting for the outcome, or some other explanation. It is impossible to know if either species is a host or a product of natural evolution.> 
 
    <Can you tell if the humans were winning or losing?> 
 
    <No, since no side appears to have an overwhelming advantage from the micrograms we have seen; however, the humans appear to lose more ships in the engagements with the Bats. Without more information, I would therefore give the long-term advantage to the Bats.> 
 
    <How far away?> If the Bats won and were invaders, they could be our next challenge. 
 
    <If we are interpreting the micrograms correctly, I would say two to three months’ travel in the Wave. The Aliens also discovered another species somewhat closer, a month or less. They appear to be devouring everything in their path.> 
 
    <Devouring?> A strange choice of words. 
 
    <Do you remember reading about army ants? They tend to migrate periodically and have predatory foraging behavior. That would describe what we saw. They are Ant-like in appearance and about half the size of the Bat creatures.> 
 
    <Two months or less?> I asked. 
 
    <Could be much less, since we aren't sure when these observations were made or if what they saw was the only group. They did engage them, but it appeared more of a testing of their strength than a serious attempt to defeat them.> 
 
    <Or it's hard to quarantine a species who is always on the move.> That thought brought me back to my earlier concerns over the pending confrontation with the SAS. 
 
    <R-Saga. Can we move this structure?> 
 
    <Yes. The structure was a functioning space vehicle capable of entering the Wave before the Aliens destroyed the engines to deny humans the technology. We are currently replacing the engines, since gravity would eventually pull it out of orbit. I think we will be finished within a month.> 
 
    <Good. We need to move it someplace no one is likely to look.> 
 
    <Why, Leader?> R-Saga's question didn't feel like why should we but rather the reason will help me decide where. 
 
    <To preclude anyone from stopping your research. There may be a confrontation coming with the SAS. I would also like to bring additional Riss here and locate them on some suitable planet where no one would think to look.> 
 
    <Understood, Leader. The fifth planet from the dwarf star would be uncomfortable for humans, like living on the North Pole of old Earth, but suitable for the Riss. The Terrain is mountainous and without modern utilities it would be difficult to detect the existence of life. And if we moved this station several light minutes into space and maintained it at minimum power, it would be as hard to find as any asteroid.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What are you planning, Nadya?" Terril asked that night when we had returned to the Mnemosyne and were sitting in my office relaxing. 
 
    "I'm preparing for a worst-case scenario while hoping for a reasonable compromise." I expected the SAS to overreact, but hoped Plimson could contain it. "I would be willing to permit trading if the ships were inspected, similar to what we did with the Freeland merchants when it was under quarantine." 
 
    "Clever. And that has the added advantage of allowing the Freeland merchants to trade in the JPU. If it weren't for Plimson, I would doubt the SAS would compromise with Freeland or the Riss on anything." 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
    An Unexpected Visit 
 
    Feeling a sense of urgency, I decided to return to Freeland directly. The system appeared quiet as we entered, much to my relief. 
 
    <Leader, the Elpis, requesting connection,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    <Comm, connect.> 
 
    Sheva appeared, smiling. "Welcome back, Leader. We hear you enforced the quarantine and are relieved it was you and not one of us." 
 
    "We should be in orbit within six hours. Let everyone know there will be a staff meeting on the Mnemosyne in seven hours." If Sheva had heard about the incident with the Mayflower, I suspected Freeland needed to prepare for some knee-jerk reaction. The Elpis’s presence this close to the Wave indicated Pavao was also concerned. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Sorry for the late-hour meeting, but I'm afraid the quarantine is going to be an issue and that we should initiate contingency plans in case the situation escalates. As you know by now, I encountered a merchant on Hayjar and destroyed his ship." I saw sober faces as I looked around the table. "Commander Iglis, what have you heard?" 
 
    "I'm not surprised that their response defies logic. They knew you planned to quarantine the JPU, and everyone warned what would happen to merchants that ignored the warning, yet you would think this was the first they had heard about it. In general, they feel the Riss have no authority to quarantine anyone, and the SAS has a right to fly in JPU space because they defeated them, not the Riss. Specific response suggestions vary, from SAS ships patrolling the JPU to war with the Riss." Iglis had dark circles under her eyes and looked like she hadn't slept for days. 
 
    "In my position as Leader, I stand committed to protecting the Riss Nation. If I were Riss, I might acquiesce to the SAS's demands rather than fight. But as a human, I'll go to war with any nation that threatens their existence. If that is unacceptable, then someone else should be appointed Leader. In addition, each of you must decide where your loyalty lies. It will be too late when the dross hits the fan. I would like a decision today, as contingency plans need to be made in the event the SAS decides to take preemptive action." I sat back and closed my eyes while multiple discussions took place among the Riss, their companions, Riss-humans, and the non-Riss. For the first time in days, I felt at peace. 
 
    <No one wants position. You stuck.> Thalia sent an image of me chained to a chair and a wood sign engraved Leader in bright red letters hanging over my head. 
 
    <The Riss could leave Freeland and the human systems and find a new home,> I sent. 
 
    <We trust you to look after the Riss' best interest. We know we might not like what we have to do, but our survival is at stake.> 
 
    Pavao was the first to break the silence. "I won't like fighting the SAS, but my allegiance is to the Riss. They have supported the SAS again and again, yet the SAS continues to treat them as pariahs. The Riss have earned my respect and loyalty." 
 
    "I knew when I agreed to host a Riss that it was a lifetime commitment, and I don't regret it for a second. I stand ready to defend the Riss," Sheva said. 
 
    "The Riss gave Freeland a second chance when no one else would. They have my loyalty," Da'Maass said, raising his ubiquitous glass of wine. 
 
    "I would prefer the Riss run from human space," Zhang said, "But I realize the issues are complex, and it's not possible at this time. So if the Riss are satisfied with their leader, so am I." 
 
    "Like Captain Pavao, I won't like fighting the SAS, but neither the Riss nor the Freelanders have done anything to justify a military response. Besides, I made my bed with the Riss and I'm comfortable with that decision." Byer smiled and turned to Seng. 
 
    "I agree," Seng and Iglis said almost simultaneously. 
 
    I opened my eyes and looked around the room to see Alena, Jaelle, and Elissa nodding agreement. "Thank you, friends. I hate war. But if one comes, there is no one I'd rather have at my back," I said, rising. "Terril, would you like a workout?" I asked, wanting a distraction. At her nod, we headed for the workout area. On the way, I reminisced about my early days in the SAS, when the marines' workout area and the study of Si'jin—which is a blend of several internal and external martial arts from across Asia—had become my haven from the harassment I received from the navy personnel. Si'jin became my alternate world, where the past and the future didn't exist—just a wonderful feeling of freedom from worry and stress. 
 
    During those years, I had hoped someday there would no longer be separate areas for navy and army personnel. My dream came true when I got to design the Riss cruiser, which had only one dining, workout, and recreation area. I hadn't eliminated rank or military protocol—for the humans' sake—but we were no longer segregated by the function we performed. We were equal, and each job was recognized as important for the success and survival of the ship. 
 
    Feeling relaxed after an hour-long workout, Terril and I returned to my office. We had just sat with our drinks when my SID buzzed and r-Maia appeared on the screen. 
 
    **Leader, the Artio is requesting a connection to you,** her voice box said as she signed. 
 
    "Connect," I said, wondering if this was the confrontation I was expecting. 
 
    Elissa appeared. "Leader, seven SAS cruisers have exited the Wave. The lead cruiser is the Red-tail. Admiral Gebauer is on board and requesting a meeting with you as soon as you are available." 
 
    "Tell him I'm available at his convenience." I liked Gebauer, even though he thought the Riss-human program an abomination and had done everything he could on my first tour to get me discredited and kicked out of the navy. Despite his prejudice, he was a good officer whom I admired. Although he hadn't changed his mind about the Riss-human project, he had come to respect me as an individual and to recognize the Riss Navy as a critical ally. 
 
    "He says they will be in orbit by sixteen hundred hours and asks if you can meet with him on the Red-tail." 
 
    I looked to Terril, who was frowning. "I don't like it." 
 
    "They wouldn't have sent Gebauer to set a trap. He's too good of an officer to be a party to something like that." 
 
    "What about Admiral Zhu? They used him to try and take over the Mnemosyne. If they could capture you…" Terril left the consequences to my imagination. 
 
    While I trusted Pavao to replace me in the long run, my capture could create short-term chaos with unpredictable long-term consequences. "Elissa, suggest the Mnemosyne or Freeland." Several minutes passed before she answered. 
 
    "Freeland?" Elissa said, looking puzzled. I couldn't blame her—my refusal to meet on the Red-tail and his to meet on the Mnemosyne raised troubling questions. I nodded and closed my SID. 
 
    "Something isn't right. I don't think Gebauer's here to deliver a message from the SAS. Time will tell." I clicked on r-Maia's SID. She was currently the senior person on the Bridge. 
 
    **Leader,** she acknowledged. 
 
    "Contact Elder Ni'Shay. Ask him if he can find me and several guests a quiet place to talk—along with snacks and drinks, if it isn't too much trouble." As I talked, I noticed Terril on her SID. 
 
    "Anake agrees with me," Terril said without saying what they agreed about. 
 
    "Then I'm sure there is no sense arguing." Or bothering to find out what, I mused. "Come get me when it's time to leave. I think I'll freshen up and catch a few hours’ sleep. It might be a long night." I left Terril to attend to my security arrangements. 
 
    <Thalia, I need help getting to sleep.> 
 
    <Mind like old Earth demolition derby. Give me headache.> Just before she drifted me off to sleep, she sent a video of hundreds of cars each with inscriptions painted on their sides and roofs—War with SAS, Relocate Riss, Quarantine JPU, Defend Freeland, Red Dwarf space—crashing into each other and ricocheting off the walls of my head. 
 
    I woke feeling rested, had a leisurely shower, and put on a fresh uniform: dark grey shirt and pants, soft leather boots, and light grey beret. The right sleeve had a patch depicting an image of the Mnemosyne with two scrolls, Riss Nation over a Riss-cruiser image and Navy underneath, and three stars designating my position. Ironically, our dress uniform and our work uniform were identical. I had just finished when there was a knock at the door. Terril and two Cobras stood in the hallway, their uniforms identical except in darker grey with a different patch—a cobra with a flared hood—and typical marine stripes for rank. 
 
    I gave a snort. "I expected double security." 
 
    "Four more await us in your shuttle, and twenty Blue Kraits are already on Freeland." She didn't smile, reinforcing that the numbers weren't negotiable—obviously what she and Anake had agreed on earlier. 
 
    I nodded. "You're in charge of my security, Colonel." She had been right far too often and had saved my life on a number of occasions. I quietly conceded better too many than too few. 
 
    <You scare her. Take too many chances.> A vid of me sitting in a saddle on top of the Mnemosyne with a weapon in each hand as the ship raced toward twenty JPU cruisers. I laughed, which caused Terril to scowl until I sent her Thalia's vid. 
 
    "Appears about right," she said, and had to grin. As Terril had indicated, four Cobras were waiting in the shuttle bay when we arrived. When I entered, I waved Terril to join me. 
 
    "Expecting trouble?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Then why so much security?" 
 
    "Because that is when we would be the most vulnerable." 
 
    We were quiet for the rest of the ride to Freeland. Ni'Shay's frail figure stood waiting next to a black ground limo when we exited. Although he was the senior elder on the council, he tended to be my primary interface when I wanted something on Freeland. 
 
    "Good evening, Captain Reese. The Red-tail's shuttle arrived ten minutes ago, and a Blue Krait detail escorted them to the Raider House. The owner closed the restaurant for the night. His facility has an excellent private room large enough for twenty, and he’s keeping the kitchen open in case you want anything," Ni'Shay said, giving me a small bow. 
 
    "Thank you, Ni'Shay," I said, returning his bow. 
 
    "Colonel Ja'Shar recommends this place and assures me it's private and safe," Terril said as we entered the limo. Ni'Shay stood off to the side and didn't join us.  
 
    I was surprised when the car stopped and the door opened. I had been lost in my own thoughts and couldn't remember anything of the ride. The building looked like a modern log cabin, except it was a hundred meters long and two stories high. Inside, the spacious lobby with its leather chairs, couches, and tables opened into the dining room, which had a two-story high ceiling, forty or more dining tables with tablecloths and padded chairs, a semi-circular bar that could seat thirty with a three-meter high fish tank which ran the length of the bar, and a full-sized stage. We didn't enter the dining room, instead turned left down a wide hallway lined with pictures of the clans raiding and merchant ships along with pictures of their captains and a short history of each. Toward the end of the hallway, we reached a room with double doors which stood ajar. Inside stood Admiral Gebauer and two men in civilian clothes. I almost didn't recognize Plimson until he stepped forward with his hand extended. 
 
    "I apologize for the secrecy, Nadya, but the situation on Eden is…turbulent, and my presence here on Freeland might make matters worse. Nevertheless, I felt I owed you a warning." 
 
    "Thank you, Albert. Before you start, why don't we grab something to eat and drink. That table looks loaded with interesting snacks." I turned to look at the other man in civilian clothes. "Sean!" I shouted. "What are you doing here?" My mind spun with conflicting thoughts. He shouldn't be here, it’s too dangerous. He looks gorgeous, I want to run to him. Why is he in civilian clothes? 
 
    "I've come to see the love of my life, to make sure she hasn't changed her mind." He smiled and my knees went weak. He leaned forward and kissed me on the lips. I shamelessly melted into the kiss, ignoring everyone. "I guess that means you haven't." 
 
    "Of course not, you clown, but—" 
 
    "Later. We should join the others," he said, and I noticed Gebauer and Plimson sitting in wooden captain chairs at a round ebony table that would comfortably hold six, their plates filled with snacks and drinks on the table. My cheeks were still red when Sean and I finally joined them. 
 
    "Sorry, Nadya. We did blindside you, but it couldn't be avoided. I wanted you to have advance notice of the situation on Eden. The Riss project has never been popular there, and as the Riss continue to demonstrate their superior intellect, the opposition grows. There are those among us who feel threatened by the Riss and their achievements. The war with the Aliens quieted them; however, the war with the JPU gave them a voice, because few understood the Riss' contribution. This anti-Riss group have made it sound like I used the SAS navy to protect the Riss and a planet of murdering raiders from the JPU. When you destroyed that registered SAS merchant's ship, they claimed the SAS had defeated the JPU, not the Riss; therefore, the SAS should have exclusive rights to trade in the JPU. The message has resonated enough for the SAS Council to force Zann and my retirement—" 
 
    "Why didn't Zann come with you?" I asked, concerned for her safety. 
 
    "I'm sorry, Nadya. Someone must have leaked Zann's location, because she was found shot to death in her residence. The house looked like a war zone, so military grade weapons were involved—on the pretext of arresting her for treason." 
 
    I stood there with tears in my eyes. Zann had given her life to serving the SAS, and they had rewarded her by killing her. 
 
    <Morn loss. Not seek revenge.> 
 
    <She got the Riss recognized as a nation.> I felt outrage. 
 
    <The Riss will long remember her. Revenge not bring her back.> Thalia sent an image of a large statue of Zann and a long line of Riss waiting to touch it. Plimson's voice jerked me back to the present. 
 
    "The two main contenders for the position are Admirals Yorke and Gleason. Yorke shouldn't be in the running, but he hates you and the Riss. He's therefore the favorite with the anti-Riss group. Gleason's more reasonable and would seek a compromise. Yorke won't. Because I'm afraid Yorke will win, I convinced Admiral Gebauer to give me a ride to Freeland, as he was scheduled to pick up our next load of Irises." 
 
    "What do you think Yorke will do if he gets the position?" I asked as the demolition derby started back up in my mind. 
 
    "I don't think he can justify a war, but I think he would like to humiliate you and the other Riss-humans, maybe quarantine Freeland. He's already started his purge of the navy. He forced Sean to resign…well, to choose between you and the navy." 
 
    My emotions erupted like an exploding volcano: raw hate, anger, and fear for Sean's safety. Adrenalin surged through me like hot lava. I was bursting to lash out at something—anything. Not a moment too soon, Thalia brought me back under control. 
 
    <Time to think. Not act.> A vid of me in a room alone with two guns blazing as I shot holes in the walls, floors, and ceiling. 
 
    <Yes, old wise one.> She was right. I felt stupid mad. I looked to Sean, and two old monsters rose out of the ashes: the Love Monster, the one that loved Sean with every fiber of my body and wanted marriage and children, and the Duty Monster, the one that knew I couldn't be my best with Sean close. 
 
    <Now just stupid scared,> Thalia sent, along with an image of me curled up in bed with the covers pulled over my head. 
 
    <I have a right to be scared. I'm the Leader of the Riss, and the SAS is threatening the Riss and Freeland.> 
 
    <You have close friends you love like family. Why not discard them so you can be better Leader.> Image of me closing the door on my friends and standing alone in a bare room. A tear leaked out of one eye and slid down my cheek. I loved Thalia, but she didn't stop me from doing my best. I loved my Riss-human companions and they didn't stop me from doing my best. I loved Iglis, Byer, and Seng, and they didn't stop me. In fact, they helped in many ways. 
 
    "Sean, marry me and stay on Freeland. I don't promise our life together will be easy," I said, knowing it was the right decision and it wouldn't be easy. 
 
    "Yes," he said, and a huge smile split his beautiful face. Then I heard clapping and my face heated as I realized where I was and whom I was with. 
 
    <About time,> Terril sent. 
 
    "Congratulations, Nadya," Plimson said. "I wish I could stay for the wedding, but I'll be of more use to you on Eden." 
 
    "Admiral Gebauer, I'm afraid we’ve had an accident at the Iris plant and your order won't be available until it's repaired," I said, trying to think ahead in case Yorke intended to act like JPU Admirals Neifeh or Haddad or Bishara. 
 
    "I understand," Gebauer said. "I'll let the purchasing department know. Leader Reese, I'd like you to know it has been a pleasure serving with you. I think it might be time I retire," he laughed, "on some planet where I'll be happy staying until I die." 
 
    After several hours reminiscing over old times, Plimson and Gebauer left for the Red-tail. I called an emergency meeting of the Freeland elders, my staff, and Bradshaw. They were all assembled four hours later. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I've made decisions as the Leader of the Riss which have enabled anti-Riss and anti-Freeland antagonists to win support in the SAS General Assembly. As a consequence, Admiral Plimson has been forced to resign—" The room erupted in conversations. I waited for them to stop before continuing. "His replacement will determine our future relationship with the SAS. Sources believe it will either be Admiral Gleason—who commands the Home Fleet on Eden—or Admiral Yorke. Gleason's a reasonable man, whereas Yorke hates the Riss and Freeland. The consensus is that Yorke will win. Because my leadership has facilitated this development, the Riss, Riss-humans, and Freeland Elders must decide whether I should be replaced. I tell you now, although I will not start a war with the SAS, I will not acquiesce to hatred." I paused for a drink of kaffa and waited as groups huddled in conversation—the Riss didn't need to. 
 
    <The Riss don't want to fight and would submit to being quarantined but we are afraid it would lead to our annihilation over the centuries. We therefore wish you to maintain your position as the Leader of the Riss Nation,> Thalia broadcast to the Riss-humans, as a formal declaration by the Riss. I concluded the eight Riss being hosted by the humans constituted an elder committee which spoke for the Riss when necessary—like now. 
 
    <Yes. New position since humans became hosts for Riss.> 
 
    Pavao waited until the room had quieted before speaking. "I don't like the idea of fighting the SAS. I was born, raised, and swore to serve and protect the citizens while in the SAS Navy." She paused while looking around the room. "But I'm now a sister to the Riss and a citizen of Freeland and will defend them against aggression by any nation. Since I don't have a clue what we should do in preparation and you do, you're stuck with the position." 
 
    <I do?> I didn't have a clue either, since I didn't know what the threat would be. 
 
    <Yes, you do. You Leader.> A vid of the Riss, Riss-humans, and elders sitting around staring up at me while I stood at a blackboard writing. 
 
    <I don't!> I screamed mentally. 
 
    <Then Riss and Freeland doomed.> An image of Freeland with burnt-out buildings and forests and bits and pieces which were once the space station floating in space. The sight froze me. Only Ni'Shay's voice brought me back. 
 
    "We, the citizens of Freeland, have tasted freedom and would rather die than give that up again. And like Captain Pavao so eloquently stated, we don't have a clue how to proceed, so you are now the senior elder of Freeland." 
 
    "We trust you," Iglis said, apparently speaking for Byer and Seng, who were nodding agreement. I should have run out the door and hidden, but thanks to Thalia the tension in my body eased and my chaotic mind calmed. 
 
    <Why me?> 
 
    <Bad luck.> 
 
    I laughed and felt released from the paralysis that had consumed me. When I looked around the room, everyone had a concerned look. "I'd like to announce I'm getting married to Sean Bradshaw…tomorrow. Elder Ni'Shay, I would appreciate if you would make the arrangements." After a minute of stunned silence, pandemonium. 
 
    The next several hours were like a party. Food and drinks appeared and Sean was persuaded to tell how we met and stories of our time at Hephaestus, the premier naval college for fast track lieutenants. Then by some unknown sign or signal the room quieted and everyone returned to their seats. 
 
    "Thank you, friends. I don't know what will happen over the weeks and months to come, but we must prepare for the worst and hope for the best. I've canceled the shipment of Irises to the SAS on the thin pretext of an accident in production. Damaass, I want them and those destined for the UFN to be reconfigured and launched in Freeland space. That should give us around forty. Sheva, red-Wraiths are a priority. If we must fight, I want the war short and decisive. Each cruiser is to have double their normal number of missiles. Jaelle, the current Cerberus in production must have priority…and Pavao, you and I will seek candidates for hosting Riss." 
 
    <I'm sorry, sister,> I sent to Thalia, hating to imprison more Riss, but I had come to realize the Riss couldn't enforce the quarantine since they weren't capable of killing when not threatened nor did I want to force them to become capable. 
 
    <We understand. A critical position like Leader,> Thalia sent after a burst of images between the other Riss in the room. 
 
    <Elissa, Zhang, collect the Riss on Saipha and deliver them to r-Saga in the Red Dwarf system. She will know were to take them. Then return here,> I broadcast to the Riss-humans. 
 
    <After the wedding?> Elissa asked. 
 
    <Yes,> I reluctantly answered, hoping the situation in Eden would take time to develop into action. If Yorke were appointed the Secretary of Defense, he would need time to get organized before he could take any action against Freeland—months, hopefully. 
 
    "Iglis, you now own the SAS and UFN Comrelays. All incoming and outgoing messages go through you. When the SAS arrive, I don't want them being able to communicate with Eden or Eden with whoever they send unless it's in our best interest." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." Her eyes widened in surprise. The Comrelays were supposed to be private unless a court gave permission to query specific senders or recipients. 
 
    "Freeland must consider itself at war with the SAS until it knows it isn't." I paused. Scanning the room and seeing only nods, I continued. "Commanders Byer and Seng, you need to ensure that your units are prepared for action. None of us want a war with the SAS, but we shall not avoid one at the expense of the Riss or Freeland." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," Byer and Seng said decisively. 
 
    "Alena, we need to be prepared to sabotage the factories supporting the Riss, SAS, and UFN. Our secrets must remain our secrets." 
 
    "Software?" 
 
    "I leave it to you and whoever you select to help." I took a drink of kaffa while surveying the room. "I'm preparing for war while hoping we can reach a compromise with the SAS on the quarantine, making this an interesting training exercise. But if the SAS want to rule the Riss and Freeland, our preparations might make the difference between being free people or slaves." 
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    Surprise Developments 
 
    I woke to find Sean propped up on one elbow staring down at me. 
 
    "Second thoughts?" I asked, not sure if I wanted him to say yes or no. I loved him, but there was a war coming and he would be safer on Eden. 
 
    "Yes," his look turned serious, and I held my breath. "Why now? I'm not complaining, just curious. You've always resisted getting married because you thought it would interfere with you being the Riss Leader. I understood with the Alien crisis and then the JPU, but now it's the SAS." 
 
    I kissed him. "I feel the same way now, Sean. And it's the reason I could never have you on the same cruiser as me. I go weak in the knees every time I see you. I couldn't perform at my best with you on the same ship. So life with me won't be easy, but I'm selfish and want you in my life as much as I can. If you can put up with me under those conditions…" 
 
    "Those conditions are acceptable. You're the only woman I have ever wanted, and limited time with you is far better than years without seeing you. Now I have some conditions." He smiled as his hand stroked down my back to my buttock. 
 
    "What?" I squeaked out as my body tingled with pleasure. 
 
    "I'd like a Riss position." 
 
    I froze and the tingling stopped. It shouldn't have been a surprise. He had been a navy captain. Had I expected him to sit home waiting on me? But a war was coming. 
 
    <Thalia?> In desperation I sought my companion's council. 
 
    <Me copilot. Never married.> She sent an image of her clothed in a nun's habit. 
 
    <You would be the oldest woman in the monastery.> 
 
    <Slow learner.> Image of her with a dunce cap. 
 
    <He wants me to give him a position.> I felt like smacking her, which got me even more frustrated. 
 
     < You Leader. Figure out.> 
 
    "Talking with Thalia?" Sean asked, a grin on his beautiful face. 
 
    I nodded. "She has a standard set of answers to all the questions she doesn't want to answer, You High Riss, You Leader, Me copilot, and Still learning." 
 
    Sean laughed. "Well, Leader?" 
 
    "I'm marrying another Thalia," I punched him on the arm. "I've called for volunteers to host a Riss. Although I'm the leader of the Riss, I won't order any Riss to give up her freedom just like I won't order any human to host a Riss. It has to be their choice. Those selected will captain a Cerberus cruiser. Interested?" 
 
    "Yes to all three." 
 
    "Three?" 
 
    "Marrying you, becoming a Riss-human, and commanding a Cerberus." 
 
    <Time to get up. Ni'Shay has people here to prepare you for the wedding,> Terril sent. 
 
    When I opened the door, several women grabbed me while several men entered the room to get Sean. They put me in a car and took me to the Ni'Shay clan house and spent the next couple of hours bathing, shampooing and setting my hair, applying makeup, and finally dressing me in a frilly white wedding gown. When I looked in the mirror, I resembled an old fashioned gypsy, with ribbons in my hair, multiple beads and chains around my neck and wrists, a three tiered flared dress, and flat shoes with bells. 
 
    <Party time,> Thalia sent. It wasn't me…but I liked the look and the message it sent—today I was a woman, not a captain. It was a time to celebrate and forget work and worrying. 
 
    "Of course, I never thought I would see this day. Sean probably didn't either," Terril said from where she was leaning against the wall. 
 
    "I thought he would find someone…" 
 
    "He did—you. At least now he'll get to see you every month or two." She laughed. She was right. Sean had been waiting for years and there were long intervals between us getting together. Work would still interfere, but at least we were on the same planet. And if he also hosted a Riss…  
 
    The women interrupted my thoughts, pulling me out to a limo which drove us to a large castle-looking building. When we entered, Seng stood there. 
 
    "If you don't mind me walking you down the aisle, Byer is standing with Sean." 
 
    "No, my friend. I'd like that. You were there in my darkest hour." I put my arm through his and we marched down a red carpet between the forty or more tables where people stood while an organ played Here comes the bride. Byer and a minister stood with Sean, who watched me with a smile on his radiant face. I barely remember the ceremony or the exchange of vows. All I can recall is Sean's loving look. Afterward, we were led to a large round table where my Riss brothers and sisters, Byer, Seng, Iglis, and Ni'Shay sat. For the next hour, they roasted Sean and me. Then the dancing began and food was served. We left a few hours after people stopped coming up to congratulate us. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Reluctantly, I staggered out of bed the next morning as the sky began to brighten. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Sean asked after yawning. 
 
    "You have a date with Captain Pavao." 
 
    "I shouldn't be going on dates on our honeymoon." Sean blew me a kiss. 
 
    "She's going to test your tactical skills. It's a test everyone applying to be a Riss-human will be given. No grades. It's Pass or Fail." 
 
    "Mine must be excellent. I caught you." 
 
    "I must love clowns, because I now have two." 
 
    We took the shuttle back to the Eirene, where Pavao met us. "Hi Sean. Are you feeling up to a workout in the simulator? After all, it's your honeymoon. Nadya has a tendency to think we're robots that don't need rest." 
 
    "So long as she's not in one of the opposing cruisers, I'll be fine." He smiled at me and stepped into the simulator Pavao had sitting in the senior officers' shuttle bay. After he closed the door, she stepped into the monitor's booth at the other end. I walked over and stood behind her as she dialed up a simulation labeled Riss-human Qualification #1. 
 
    As I watched, Sean worked his way through the ten scenarios Pavao had prepared. 
 
    "I'd say he passed," Pavao said as he finished the last simulation. "A respectable showing, especially after his honeymoon night." 
 
    "A bit too aggressive, but that may be because he's in a simulator and the loss of a ship doesn't cost lives," I said, a little concerned. 
 
    "Simulators test reactions and decision making in a vacuum, but I think he showed good judgment on most of the tests." 
 
    "Let's change the rules." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "Let's give points for kills and subtract points for hits on his cruiser." 
 
    "Worth a try. Sean," Pavao said into the mike connected to the speakers in his booth. "I'm going to change the rules. During these next simulations, you get points for hits on the enemy cruisers but lose points for hits on your cruiser." 
 
    The retesting took an additional two hours. When Sean emerged, he was sweating and looked exhausted. I gave him a kiss and a cup of kaffa as Pavao joined us. 
 
    "Sorry about that, Sean. It was unfair having to take the test twice after a hard night. You can blame your wife for the change of rules. Nevertheless, you did extremely well, and it will serve as a good benchmark to evaluate the other applicants." 
 
     "The Riss are neither heroes nor cowards," I said while rubbing his tight shoulder muscles. "When you look at how few Riss there are, that must be considered before you decide to enter an engagement with the enemy. We like to think of it as fighting smart. Our solutions must always take into account the long view, so choosing not to fight is always an option. I know you're tired, but you have a date with the Riss." 
 
    "I thought I already had one with a Riss." 
 
    "Now you have one with…" 
 
    <Thalia?> 
 
    <Twenty-two,> Thalia sent. 
 
    "Twenty-two." I said, surprised by the large number. 
 
    <An honorable Riss position.> Thalia sent an image of a Riss with an official gold medallion hanging from her neck and a purple banner from shoulder to waist with Ambassador embroidered in gold. I understood. They needed humans to function in a human dominated space, but needed representation when decisions were being made and the ability to exercise control to ensure their ethics weren't violated. Yes, being hosted by a human was an honorable Riss position. 
 
      
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    Candidate Bradshaw 
 
     The shuttle delivered him and Nadya to the meeting area where the twenty-two Riss waited some fifty meters away in the shade of several large trees. They sat on the ground in a semicircle facing a padded wooden bench. 
 
    Sean knew he was being fast-tracked as a candidate for one of the three Riss-human slots Nadya had reluctantly agreed to fill to captain the new Cerberus cruisers. He had been around her for years and had a good feel for what it meant to be a Riss-human. Of course, knowing what it meant and wanting to be one weren't necessarily the same thing. If he could be the captain of a Riss cruiser without hosting a Riss, he might have preferred to forego the Riss, but he couldn't. Riss-human was the only captain or even XO position open, and he didn't want a civilian job on Freeland. Yet, that was what he would get if no Riss wanted him as a host. He had commanded an SAS Heavy cruiser and couldn't imagine himself a civilian on a planet. He’d known it was a possibility when he agreed to marry Nadya and stay on Freeland. Today he faced reality—he had caught the woman of his dreams, but it might cost him the career he loved. So he was in a quandary as he prepared to join the group for his interview and barely heard Nadya's parting words. 
 
    "My only advice, Sean, is to be honest." She kissed him once and left. She didn't need to hear the exchange and felt her presence might unfairly influence his responses. 
 
    "Good morning," Sean said as he sat, knowing he was being interviewed for the position of host but that unlike a normal interview where you tried to impress the interviewers, he needed to be open and candid, knowing they could sense his emotions. 
 
    A Riss with salt and pepper hair covering her body was first to sign. Sean thought middle-aged, around one hundred fifty years old. Her translation box responded in a relatively normal voice with a neutral accent. 
 
    **Why do you wish to host a Riss?** 
 
    Sean didn't answer immediately, searching for the truth. "Because it's the only way I can captain a cruiser on Freeland," he said, hoping the truth wouldn't doom him to the planet. 
 
    **I'm sure Leader Reese could make an exception. We all have voice boxes,** a solid-brown haired Riss's box said. He too was middle aged, Sean thought. 
 
    "No, she couldn't, wouldn't, and shouldn't." Sean smiled. "As much as being grounded would crush my dreams…one of my dreams, I wouldn't ask nor want her to treat me differently." 
 
    **Why?** a black-haired Riss asked. He seemed younger, under a hundred. 
 
    "She hates being Leader, but her actions are always in the best interest of the Riss. Making me a captain without a Riss companion would degrade the functionality of the cruiser and threaten the success of any mission it was assigned. On any cruiser, a Riss-human would be more efficient than a human, but on a Riss cruiser the difference would be greater. Having a non-Riss-human captain on a Riss cruiser would be like having a Riss captain on a human ship." Sean had to laugh at his comparison and hoped the Riss would understand the problem. Apparently they did as several were nodding agreement, and he thought a few looked to be smiling. 
 
    **When you order the weapons officer to fire on a ship, what do you feel, knowing intelligent life is on the other ship?** An older white-haired Riss asked. 
 
    The question took Sean a long time to resolve. "In truth, I don't feel—or maybe I ignore that I'm killing others—my thoughts are on duty, country, and the lives of my crew. Those are the reasons I joined the navy—to protect and to serve." 
 
    **What if you have to fight the SAS?** the salt and pepper Riss asked. 
 
    "Whether I host a Riss or not, my country is now Freeland and my duty will be to help the Leader of the Riss protect the Riss Nation." 
 
    The conversation subtly shifted to their lives and interests while probing his likes and dislikes. He was so engrossed in their tales he failed to notice that Nadya had returned. 
 
    **Yes, Leader. I think that is enough for today.** The white-haired Riss bowed to Sean. ** Thank you, Sean.** 
 
    Sean rose and stretched. "Time flies when you’re having fun. Well maybe not fun, but the time with the Riss was very interesting." He kissed Nadya tenderly and put his arm around her as they walked back to the shuttle. "Knowing you and Thalia, I knew that each Riss was a unique individual with an area of expertise. But talking with them made it real. For a while, I forgot I was being interviewed. What's next?" 
 
    "Depends on the Riss. If they want more time with you, you'll meet with them tomorrow. If a Riss feels comfortable with you, they will let us know. Then you will have a choice." 
 
    "I guess that means they didn't reach a decision?" Sean asked, concern in his voice and his expression. 
 
    "Although there are three Cerberuses and therefore three potential openings for the position of Riss-human, it's up to the Riss to decide. They may pick three, or only one, or no one." 
 
    "But then you will have no one to fly the Cerberuses," Sean said, stopping and staring in wide-eyed shock. 
 
    "Sean, the Riss-human bond is like a marriage. It's for life. A bad match wouldn't benefit the Riss or the human, and the Riss would have to be removed. I won't force the Riss and humans into a marriage. In reality, very few of us humans wanted to host a Riss for the Riss' sake. We entered the program for our own selfish reasons." Nadya's gaze locked onto Sean and he nodded, knowing it was also true in his case. "Therefore the Riss are the best judge of whether the match will work. So far they are batting one hundred percent." 
 
    Sean lay awake that night going over the Riss' questions and his answers. It was early morning before he finally fell asleep. 
 
    * * * 
 
    During breakfast he learned the Riss had requested another meeting with him. He wasn't sure whether that was good news or bad. At least he hadn't been rejected, and wondered if it meant he was competing with others. When he arrived, he was surprised to find only four Riss. 
 
    **Welcome, Sean.** The salt and pepper Riss waved him to sit. The next several hours were more like a history review as the Riss talked about long dead philosophers and their work, and probed Sean for his thoughts and comments. When they stopped, he felt exhausted. 
 
    The Riss were saying goodbye when Nadya arrived, and Sean looked asleep on his feet. It had been a long grueling day. 
 
    "How are you feeling, love?" Nadya asked, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
    "Like after the battle of Freeland." he grinned. "Today, the questions were primarily from three of the Riss. I don't think I asked more than a dozen." 
 
    Nadya's eyes lost focus, and he knew she and Thalia were conversing. Then she smiled. "Come, we've wasted all day and half the night—dinner, then bed." She gave him an evil smile. 
 
    "I'm not sure—" 
 
    "Believe me, love, you will not be much good for the next several weeks. The Riss called the Patient One for short has agreed to be hosted by you. The insertion will begin tomorrow." 
 
    Sean stopped walking, picked Nadya up, and swung her in a circle—and almost dropped her. "Well let's get food in me so I'll have good memories to keep me going."


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Preparations for war 
 
    The month flew by as Freeland worked night and day preparing for an unknown confrontation with the SAS. I limited my staff meetings to weekly because we were all busy and their time was better spent on projects. This was the first time Bradshaw joined the meeting. Everyone clapped when he entered wearing a Riss Navy uniform with two stars, designating a Riss captain. 
 
    "Damaass, what is the status of the Irises?" I asked after everyone had gotten something to eat and drink and had sat down. 
 
    "I worked on upgrading the Irises rather than building more. We now have forty Irises in Freeland space. They have all been upgraded with new software and contain the latest Spiders, which means they can't be modified except by the Riss. Ten each have two red-Wraiths installed." He stopped, awaiting comments. When no one said anything, he continued. "We can produce more if you want." 
 
    "No. Forty should be sufficient." I looked to Elissa and Zhang. "The status of the Riss on Saipha?" I already knew, but the purpose of the staff meeting was to get everyone up-to-date and give them a chance to comment. 
 
    "Elissa and I evacuated every Riss on Saipha, except for twenty elderly Riss who chose to stay so that the SAS couldn't claim we had abandoned the enclave. The others were settled on the fifth planet from the Red Dwarf. Since they don't plan on using electronic equipment or building structures, their presence should be next to impossible to discover without a visit to the planet." 
 
    "Alena, what is the status of the Sabotage Project?" 
 
    "We've inserted the new Spiders in all the software. The factories can be made non-functional within minutes—or they can appear to be functional but produce products with the wrong specifications. We have committed ninety percent of our manuals and product specifications to electronic storage using the Riss symbols and can destroy everything else within a few hours." 
 
    "Excellent. A copy should be on every Riss cruiser…protected by Spiders." I looked to Sheva. "Sheva, the status of our missiles?" 
 
    "By the end of this week, every Riss cruiser including Cerberus-1 will have two red-Wraiths and a full load of missiles. As Da'Maass mentioned, ten of the Irises each have two Reds. I believe every cruiser will have an additional fifty percent within two weeks and a double load by the end of the month." 
 
    "Pavao, the status of the Riss-human candidates?" 
 
    "We narrowed the original list of forty-six down to eight. The indoctrination seminars eliminated the first eight individuals. Our subsequent interviews eliminated another sixteen because they didn't have the experience we need, and the simulator tests eliminated another fourteen. I'll let the Riss choose the best of the remaining eight." She shrugged. "If the Riss select one or two, whoever is selected could be operational within a month." 
 
    "Iglis, what is the status of the Comrelays?" 
 
    She smiled like she had just hacked into the SAS Intelligence Agency's database. "All messages are delayed until I approve them for delivery." 
 
    "Anything interesting happening?" 
 
    "The SAS Council promoted Yorke to Defense Secretary. He's promising to teach the parasites and murdering raiders their place, or words to that effect. Ironically, there is no talk about increasing the size of the SAS fleet. They have three fleets designated Home, First, and Second. Admiral Gleason remains in command of Home Fleet, Admiral Dobbin has First, and Admiral Faletti Second." 
 
    "How about Butler?" I asked, wondering about the changes Yorke was making. 
 
    "With Admiral Munoz’s retirement, Butler is now in charge of Naval Intelligence. What's strange is that he hasn't revoked or reduced my clearance." 
 
    "Do you know the size of the current fleets?" 
 
    "Home Fleet has eight squadrons, whereas first and second have six each. A squadron consists of a Heavy, a Hunter, and four Light cruisers." 
 
    "Their superiority has gone to their heads," Da'Maass said. "They effectively have only two fleets, since they can't use Home Fleet without leaving Eden undefended. That's insufficient to take on the UFN." 
 
    "Oh, another strange bit of news. Ossicwater has gone dark…could the Aliens be back?" Iglis sounded amused. 
 
    "Iglis, your top priority is monitoring Port Lost, Lord’s Landing, and Sparrow’s Nest. Hint to Butler that I don't think it's a local problem." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I think I've died and been taken to where the gods live," Sean said after a long and tender love-making session. "I'm married to the woman of my dreams, Athena is a fantastic companion, and Cerberus-1 is a magical cruiser." 
 
    "The problem is that the pesky humans know where the gods live." I instantly regretted spoiling the moment with reality, but trying to anticipate Yorke's response was all consuming. If I judged wrong, it would cost lives, maybe even the existence of Freeland and the Riss. 
 
    "Too bad we can't take the Riss and blow this galaxy." He laughed. "I'd even be willing to take the Freelanders along. I know they did some awful things, but it's hard to visualize the current-day Freelanders as raiders." 
 
    "The problem is that we are all human. We even excuse our behavior by saying we're human, like that excuses our actions. And what's worse is that we are all capable of evil, given the right circumstances. Look how I've pulled the Riss into war." I felt a sharp pain of remorse. 
 
    "It was necessary to save the Riss from eventual extinction—" 
 
    "Exactly! See how easy it is to justify war, killing. That's what scares me. Should a human be speaking for the Riss?" Tears slid down my cheeks. 
 
    "I see why no one wants to be Leader." Sean tenderly kissed each eye and pulled me closer. "What do you think is happening in the SAS? I mean with Ossicwater," he asked while stroking my back and shoulders. 
 
    "The Ecitoni have migrated into our space," I whispered, too content at the moment to care. Maybe it was time for the Riss to leave. 
 
    "Ecitoni?" 
 
    "The Riss on the Red Dwarf believe the Aliens discovered other intelligent life in this galaxy. More humans—possibly descendants of Earth, the Bat-like Issog, the Lizard-like Arrith, and the Ant-like Ecitoni creatures. The Issog and the humans are presently at war. The Riss believe the Arrith are waiting to see who wins. They are several light-months’ travel distance from us. The Ecitoni, however, are much closer to our space. It's possible they’ve found us, or rather, the SAS." 
 
    "And if they have?" Sean propped himself up to look down at me. 
 
    "Who knows? The SAS and the UFN have reduced their total fleets, and the Riss are only a small nation, less than one fifteenth the size of either empire. And the SAS wants a war with us, which will reduce the pool of available cruisers even more." 
 
    "Can't you warn them?" 
 
    "Do you think they would listen to me, the Riss, or the Freelanders? If Plimson was still in charge and could honor the MSA, maybe. He's not, and Yorke won't honor the MSA. More likely they would blame the problem on us. Anyway, I have no proof it's the Ecitoni. Maybe Iglis will have more information at the staff meeting tomorrow." 
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    Candidate Katlin 
 
    Katlin didn't know what to expect as she entered the Freeland Courthouse, along with several other people. They were a mixture of Riss Navy personnel and Freeland citizens. Few were young, ranging in age from her current thirty-eight years to sixty. She followed the stream of people down a long hallway lined with framed documents depicting landmark decisions—judging by the titles—into courtroom #106. Inside, more than twenty men and women sat in the ten rows of wooden benches. The first four rows on either side of the aisle were full, so she entered the fifth row and sat near the far end. Over the next half hour, the room continued to fill to near capacity. 
 
    Exactly at noon, a Riss-human captain who Katlin thought flew the Elpis entered and stood facing the assembly as two Cobras took up positions back against the wall. "I'm Captain Sheva, a Riss-human. Today's session will be an orientation on the Riss-human program—what is involved, what it takes to qualify, what it takes to be accepted, and what it means to be a Riss-human." She paused, scanning the room. "What is involved? Your body will become a host for a Riss. Not the large alien you see everyday that looks like a cross between an old-earth gorilla and the legendary Bigfoot. That is the Riss' current host. In fact, the Riss are parasites who long ago inhabited the animals you see today and over time took control of their functions. If you could see a Riss, it would appear something like a jellyfish. Its tentacles attach to the host's nervous system, allowing it to control the animal. However, when hosted by a human, the relationship is symbiotic. Your cerebrum currently has two hemispheres, and hosting a Riss will be like adding a third—but really will be an intelligent life form with whom you will be able to communicate." Sheva paused, giving them time to digest the concept.  
 
    Everyone knew Riss-humans had an intelligent entity in them, but Katlin had never thought about the specifics. The unanimous first reaction appeared to be repulsion—at the word parasite and the image of it attached to your nervous system. Yuck! But then what did she expect, a miniaturized Riss running around inside her skull with a megaphone? She gave a snort, which attracted a variety of glares from those close to her. 
 
    "It sounds like the Riss can take control if it wants," said a middle-age man. His face looked to have seen action, and he dressed like a Freelander. 
 
    "Yes, they can…and they have." Sheva waited for the side conversations to quiet. "Early in the program, one candidate used the Riss's symbiotic relationship to enhance his abilities to cheat and abuse people. The Riss took control to stop behavior abhorrent to the Riss' ethics until he could be removed. And to answer your next question, the Riss can be removed if you or the Riss choose to terminate the relationship." Sheva surveyed the audience before speaking again. "I'm told there are refreshments in the hallway. For those still interested, I will begin again in thirty minutes." 
 
    Katlin couldn't remember what she ate or drank. Her mind spun in turmoil. She didn't like the idea of a parasite attached to her, but the thought of being a cruiser captain drew her back into the courtroom like a puppet controlled by strings. A glance around the room revealed several vacant seats. 
 
    "What does it take to qualify for the program? Ideally, experience as a captain of a cruiser with war experience and good tactical judgment." Sheva looked around the room and a small smile appeared. "As I said, ideally. We will accept other wartime command experience, but you will have to demonstrate you have good tactical judgment." 
 
    "Is there an age requirement?" The same middle-aged man asked. 
 
    "No. And before you ask, neither is there a health one, so long as you're in reasonable condition for your age." 
 
    "What about education?" Katlin asked. As far as she knew, all the Riss-humans had a college education since they had been naval officers. She didn't know about the Freeland and UFN Riss-humans, but she had heard they had been captains of cruisers in wartime. 
 
    "No. The testing you will undergo will not be academic." 
 
    Katlin sighed in relief. She had a basic education on Echo but had chosen to enter the navy fighter program rather than attend college. She wanted to fly rather than sit in a classroom studying subjects she wasn't interested in. Ironically, the year of fighter pilot training at the SAS Fighter's school, Horus, had included considerable mathematics and physics. 
 
    The first gate is meeting the minimum requirements as I've just outlined and a willingness to be a candidate. For those still interested in being a candidate, we will meet here tomorrow at the same time to discuss the next step." 
 
    Katlin remained seated after everyone else had left. The idea of something attached to the inside of her body—and in her mind—terrified her, but the thought of commanding a Riss cruiser excited her. Not the excitement she had experienced learning to fly fighters or being a hot-shot navy fighter pilot. During peacetime, that had been exhilarating, and she had felt special just for qualifying. The war years changed had that as she watched friends die and realized the difference between hot-shot heroes and professionals. Meeting Leader Reese had changed her even more. Reese had become her idol, causing Katlin to study the art of war in an effort to cause the maximum damage to the enemy with the least casualties to her squadron. She hoped she was the kind of person Leader Reese wanted in command. 
 
    She must have fallen asleep, because when she woke the room was dark. After freshening up at her hotel room, a restless night's sleep, and a hurried breakfast, she returned early to the courtroom and sat waiting for Captain Sheva to return. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Yesterday’s decision was one of the most critical a candidate must make—whether you feel comfortable hosting a Riss. As you can see by looking around the room at the empty seats, not everyone liked the idea. You need a compelling reason to even consider it. That’s why we're candid about the Riss and what will happen. It helps to eliminate those who are either repulsed by the idea or who aren't motivated. I think all the Riss-humans admit the reason they applied for the program was not the reason they are content and will never give up their Riss companions. So you have passed a significant entry consideration…a willingness to be a candidate." Sheva smiled as she looked around the room, taking stock of each potential candidate before continuing. "Today I'd like you to provide me with a brief history of your experience. Send a synopsis to Captain Sheva on the Elpis and copy Captain Zhang on the Maat. We will review them and let you know by the end of the day if you qualify." 
 
    Knowing they were only interested in wartime experience, Katlin limited her response to her participation in the wars of Freeland, the Aliens, and the JPU. When she finished, she felt older than her years and hoped her success was due to a matured tactical awareness and not just luck. After a quick review, she sent it and left to get something to eat, confident her experience would get her into the program. 
 
    While enjoying a spicy meat stew in a local restaurant, her SID buzzed, indicating a message: 
 
    To: Lieutenant Commander Katlin 
 
    You have been accepted as a Riss-human candidate. If interested, be outside the court building at ten hundred hours tomorrow. 
 
    Signed: Captain Zhang 
 
     Now the real evaluation begins, she mused. 
 
    * * * 
 
   
 
  

 Tactical testing. 
 
    Katlin rose in plenty of time to shower, have breakfast at the hotel, and be fifteen minutes early. Two old buses which looked like they hadn't been used in years sat waiting. Inside, everything was clean and in good repair. She took a seat on the second bus, and a few minutes after ten the doors closed and they were off. The bus weaved its way through the city for what seemed like hours. Sometime later, they entered an industrial complex—judging by the warehouses—and stopped at a large two-story steel-grey building. The only windows were narrow and near the roofline. Inside sat thirty folding chairs, several large monitors, and three modern simulators. The group had no sooner gotten settled when two Cobras entered, followed by Captain Pavao.  
 
    Katlin stood and barely stifled a call to attention. 
 
    "Sit," Pavao said as she walked to the front of the group. "Judging by your applications, the majority of you have never operated on the Bridge of a cruiser and therefore never used a cruiser's tactical simulator. But to test your tactical acuity, we will have to use one. And for us to get an accurate evaluation, you must be familiar with the controls. Today I will explain how the simulator works, your objective during the exercises, and give you time to practice. Questions?" 
 
    Katlin had lots of questions, and judging by the expressions on many other faces, so did they. At least she had many hours in a fighter simulator. But she doubted the tactics involved in engaging enemy fighters and cruisers were remotely similar. 
 
    Pavao spent two hours explaining how the simulator worked, the controls, and the missiles the cruisers carried and their functions. Then she and Captains Sheva and Alena—who had just arrived—each took a group of three to a simulator, went over the controls, and gave a brief demonstration of each type of missile. When everyone had finished and was seated, Pavao spoke. 
 
    "I have scheduled each of you for an hour in one of the simulators. After each session you can schedule as many more as you wish. You have three days to digest the manual—which describes the simulator, its functions, and the weapons available for this test—and to practice in the simulator. On the fourth day, I will post your testing schedule. Have fun," she said with a smile. 
 
    When Katlin looked, she was scheduled for simulator number two in three hours. Adapting Leader Reese's philosophy, she relaxed with a good meal before reviewing the manual. As a fighter squadron leader on a Riss cruiser, she had sat with Commander Byer as Reese had used Dusters, Dragonflies, Dummies, and Demons, so she felt she understood when each was used. But she knew that was far different from having used them—theory versus practice. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Katlin made no attempt to kill the opposing cruiser on her first session. She spent the time becoming familiar with the controls and working with the various missiles. Her ship was destroyed five of her six tries. 
 
    During her second and third sessions, she concentrated on killing the opposing cruiser and succeeded fifty percent of the time. Her objective had been to test which techniques worked the best. On her fourth and fifth sessions, she experimented, using less than a full load of missiles. This time her intention was to determine the fewest number of missiles necessary to disable the opposing cruiser. She didn't know what kind of tests Captain Pavao had devised, but was certain it would involve more than one opponent. Katlin left satisfied she was as ready as she could be. 
 
    Two days later, Katlin reported for her test. Today only one simulator was in the room. She braced to attention and saluted when Captain Pavao walked out from the back of the simulator. 
 
    "At ease, Katlin. Your test will take several hours to complete. The objective for each engagement is to cause as much damage as possible to the enemy with as little loss of crew lives as possible. Do you understand?"  
 
    Katlin smiled after several seconds considering Pavao's instruction. "Yes, ma'am." It sounded like Leader Reese's fight smart philosophy. Pavao waved toward the simulator, and Katlin entered and got comfortable. 
 
    "Press the start button when you’re ready," Pavao said over the booth's speakers. Katlin sat relaxing for a few minutes, then pressed the button. Nothing happened for several minutes, then a cruiser appeared and dispatched twenty fighters… 
 
    Two hours later, Katlin emerged dripping with sweat from the tension, euphoric with the thought of commanding a cruiser and terrified she would fail to qualify. Commander Byer had said she would command a fighter unit on one of the Riss cruisers if she wasn't accepted. Before the simulator, that had seemed a great second-place prize, but after her experience in the simulator, her life seemed to depend on commanding a cruiser. When Pavao exited the instructor's booth, Katlin stopped breathing. On the seventh exercise, her assignment had been to destroy a space station guarded by a squadron of six Lights. She couldn't figure any way to destroy the space station without having her cruiser destroyed. Dejected, she had left without firing a shot. She now wondered if she had taken the coward's way out. 
 
    "Well done, Katlin. You demonstrated good judgment—excellent, considering you've never been assigned to the Bridge of a cruiser. You will get an official notice, but I'll tell you unofficially you passed the tactical portion," Pavao said when she reached Katlin, who let out the breath she had been holding. "I think the hardest part for ex-SAS personnel is thinking it's cowardice not to try to destroy the space station, or conversely that it's heroic to try. You'll be notified when the Riss are available to interview you." 
 
    Katllin saluted…she hoped. She couldn't remember any more than what she’d had for dinner or who she might have talked to. All she could think about was being on the Bridge of a Riss cruiser. She ignored that she still had to be selected by a Riss. 
 
   
 
  

 Riss-human testing 
 
    Two days later, a limo transported Katlin to a small town an hour out of Freeland City to a secluded spot were twenty-five Riss sat. Katlin froze several feet before the empty chair which was obviously meant for her. As crew on the Mnemosyne, she had been around Riss for years but now realized she had seldom talked to Riss, and then only briefly on rare occasions when she had found something wrong with her fighter or had a question about a new feature. She knew they were intelligent but had never engaged them as she would have a human mechanic. 
 
    **Please sit, Commander Katlin. We don't bite,** said the voice box of the large grey-haired Riss in the middle with a hint of amusement. **We want to get to know you and for you to know us. It will help you and each of us to decide whether we will be comfortable as constant companions.** 
 
    Katlin recovered enough to walk to the chair and sit. "I apologize. I suddenly realized the importance of this meeting and froze, not sure what is expected…and I'm scared." 
 
    **Of what?** a Riss asked. She looked younger, judging by her darker colored hair. 
 
    "Of failing…not being selected." 
 
    **Why?** the same Riss asked. 
 
    "I want to command a Riss cruiser." 
 
    **Why?** 
 
    Katlin sat quiet for a long time, searching for the answer. "To be a significant part of helping to save the Riss and Freeland," she said, knowing it sounded like something a person would say to impress the Riss, but it wasn't and she wished she could take it back. 
 
    **Why?** 
 
    "I could say because I'm a Freelander, but I became a Freelander because I admire Leader Reese and her philosophy. I'll never be a Leader Reese, but I feel I'm ready to contribute to protecting Freeland and our way of life…" The session went on for hours, until the old grey-haired Riss raised a hand to stop. 
 
    **Katlin, we have enjoyed talking with you and appreciate your honesty, so let us be equally candid. We have six human candidates to interview, two positions open, and twenty-five Riss willing to be hosted by a human if one or more of us feels one or more of the six will make a good companion. If we find more than two humans acceptable, we will select the two we feel will make the best matches. If it's less than two, then one position will go unfilled. The humans and the Riss have learned the hard way that less than ideal matches fail. Consequently, it's too early to say anything.** 
 
    The discussion with the Riss had somewhat relieved Katlin's concern over hosting a Riss. She’d had a lengthy exchange with every Riss during the meeting, enough to have a feeling about each. It felt like a speed dating event where the participants were looking for the ideal mate. Except this wasn't a date. It was a marriage. But it helped her identify with the Riss as individuals, some she thought she would like and others she wouldn't. Not because they weren't good people but because of their interests and personalities. She realized the twenty-five Riss would also have an opinion about her. A twice troubling thought. What if nobody liked her or thought her a good match, or somebody liked her who she didn't think a good match? By the end of the night she had a Medusa-sized headache. 
 
    Katlin learned that the Riss conducted two sessions a day and therefore it would take a minimum of three days for a decision. Minimum, because there was no guarantee that the Riss wouldn't want more sessions—she would when deciding on a marriage partner. So each day seemed like a week and she wished she were back on the Mnemosyne, where she would have work to keep her mind busy. Instead she tried to find things to do on Freeland, but it was hard to get interested when her mind kept dwelling on the interview—what she had said, what they had said, what she should have said, what they had meant by what they said… 
 
    The night of the third day she was notified the Riss wanted another session with her the afternoon of the fourth day. She slept little that night, trying to decide if that was a good or bad thing. When she woke late the next morning, she’d had enough. If no one likes me the way I am, then it's best I'm not selected, and if someone likes me, I will make it work for both of us. That settled, she had a leisurely breakfast, changed into comfortable clothes, and arrived on time for her session. 
 
    Katlin noticed early that all the questions were coming from just three Riss, which caused her to delve into their lives and interests. As the afternoon passed, the questions were from two, and by evening she and the Riss called The Seeker were in a one-on-one conversation. 
 
    "Thank you, Katlin," the grey-haired Riss said, cutting off further conversation. "If you are still interested in hosting a Riss, you should report to Doctor Dayton for the required physical. The Seeker believes you and she would make a good match." 
 
    Katlin walked away ecstatic—she would be a cruiser captain—and petrified—she was going to marry a woman with whom she had only had two speed-dating sessions. 
 
   
 
  

 A Riss companion 
 
    When Katlin woke, Captain Jaelle was sitting in a chair next to her bed. 
 
    "Good morning, Katlin. I've laid out a Riss-human uniform for you, and I suggest we have breakfast. I've been assigned as your coach while you and your Riss companion get adjusted. We can talk while we eat." 
 
    "Thank you, Captain Jaelle—" 
 
    "Just Jaelle. As Riss, we are all equal." 
 
    "What now?" 
 
    "First, you need to teach your companion, The One Who Seeks to Understand, your way of speaking. She needs to hear you speak. You can speak out loud or just distinct thoughts. For example, I am walking, or I am going to the Mess Hall to eat, etc. She already knows all the words but needs to hear them to understand your mental processes. If you keep it up for several days, she will soon be able to communicate with you. Don't worry if at first she only mimics your words." 
 
    "And next?" 
 
    "Spend time on your SID doing research. You will find reading with a Riss an interesting experience. You might start by researching ancient goddesses. She will need a human—well, a human-named—goddess's name. Contact me anytime you have a question, but regardless, meet me here each day for breakfast and dinner." 
 
    Following Jaelle'sinstructions, Katlin walked around theDruantia visiting each section and talking non-stop. She became concerned when she had no response for the first two days. On the morning of the third day, she stood in the Fresher turning pink while contemplating the problem and wondering if the Riss had died. 
 
    <Alive. Got distracted.> A tingling sensation filled Katlin and an image of a Riss picking up flaps of brain and peeking in as it crawled around the two hemispheres. 
 
    Startled, Katlin spun around, slipped, landed on her ass, and broke out laughing. "Good morning, Seeker, and welcome." 
 
    <What do you have planned today?> 
 
    <Let’s skip breakfast and find you a goddess's name,> Katlin sent, smiling ear-to-ear. Her first mental communication with…her companion. She sent Jaelle a quick note and using her SID began a search of the Freeland library for ancient goddess names. That proved an interesting exercise. As she and the Seeker read, they createdtwo streams of data which clashed, then separated, then merged along with the name Nidaba: Goddess of learning, writing, and astrology. 
 
    <I like,> Nidaba sent with a vid of a Riss with one eye looking through a magnifying glass, the other through a telescope, and both hands with pens writing. 
 
    <Nidaba it is then,> Katlin sent, excited athaving discovered her companion and feeling good about the Riss,The One Who Seeks to Understand. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    Candidate Ja'Sai 
 
    Curt Ja'Sai entered the Freeland courthouse feeling like he was there to hear the long awaited verdict—free or condemned to prison for life. Inside the courtroom the wooden benches were half full with a mixture of Freelanders—many serving as attached crew on Riss cruisers, civilians like himself, and ex-SAS personnel. He saw no one he recognized from the old days of raiding. He felt like a dying breed. A dinosaur whose time had passed. He took a seat in the empty back row.  
 
    Sometime later when the room was almost full, a middle-aged woman of average height entered from the judge's door, followed by two security guards. Her short brunette hair and light complexion emphasized the old-English floral Rh tattoo which covered the left side of her face. She strode to the railing that separated the spectator benches from the court participants and stood facing the group. 
 
    "I'm Captain Sheva, a Riss-human. Today's session will be an orientation on the Riss-human program—what is involved, what it takes to qualify, what it takes to be accepted, and what it means to be a Riss-human." She explained that the Riss were parasites and all the gory details of how they would inhabit the host's body. If her speech was meant to reduce the number of potential candidates, it worked—the room had fewer people after a short break.  
 
    Under normal circumstances, Ja'Sai would also have left. It sounded disgusting, having a parasite not only invade your body but be able to control you and your functions. But he was a desperate man willing to do anything to fly again. The SAS had destroyed the Freeland navy and grounded the merchant ships. Under the Riss' rules, the existing merchants could fly but no new ships could be built, destroying any chance of him being in space again—he did not want to be crew on a merchant ship or even first mate. The thought was unthinkable.  
 
    Having no options, he had returned to the Ja'Sai clan compound, feeling like a bird with broken wings. He had visited the Raider House a few times, but that had proved depressing. The talk had turned increasingly hostile toward the general population, who seemed comfortable working to support the SAS and Riss. Several of the ex-raiders had committed suicide, and many others were now addicted to alcohol or drugs, so he ceased going, preferring to sulk on his own. The offer to become a Riss-human and command a ship of war was like being revived from a near death experience, and he grasped at it like a drowning man to the floating debris of a wrecked ship.  
 
    The voice of Captain Sheva jarred him out of his musing. "What does it take to qualify for the program? Ideally, experience as the captain of a cruiser during wartime, and good tactical judgment." 
 
    Ja'Sai felt an adrenaline surge and straightened in his seat.  
 
    After a short pause, she continued. "That's the ideal. We will consider other wartime experience." She went on to say they didn't care about the candidate's age or health, so long as they were in reasonable condition for their age. 
 
    A glimmer of hope surged through Ja'Sai as he typed a synopsis of his command experience. It took a long time, because most of it had been on raids against poorly armed and unprepared people and ships. He wasn't proud of those raids and thanked the space gods his clan were no longer raiders while cursing the SAS for grounding them—not that they didn’t deserve it. Fortunately, the Riss weren't vindictive and treated the Freelanders as equals. They had even made Da'Maass a captain of a Riss cruiser, and he was as ruthless as any of the Freeland raider captains. If they accepted him as a candidate, he felt he had a chance. 
 
    Later that day, Ja'Sai was notified he had been accepted. The next day he sat through a demonstration of a Riss simulator and its missiles and afterward spent several sessions becoming comfortable with the various missile types. That evening, he contacted Da'Maass, who agreed to meet him the next day at the Raider House. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "You look like road kill, my friend," Da'Maass said as he approached the table where Ja'Sai sat sipping a Freeland dark beer. A large pitcher of the same beer and a second mug sat near the empty chair. 
 
    "I’m alive, but with two broken wings. You look ten years younger, Da'Maass," Ja'Sai said, rising and giving him a hug and a thump on the back. 
 
    "I understand you've applied for the Riss-human program and been accepted for testing. Tired of doing nothing?" 
 
    "My clan's tired of me doing nothing. I've tried, but nothing interests me. I don't miss the raiding, I miss the flying … and to be truthful the engagements with JPU cruisers." Ja'Sai's face became animated for the first time since Da'Maass had arrived.  
 
    Da'Maass filled the empty mug and gulped down a quarter of it before speaking. "You obviously want my advice and inside information." He put the mug down and wiped the foam from his beard, then laughed. "The good news is that there are no secrets to give away. The Riss-humans will want to see how good a tactician you are. They will do that by testing your judgment in a simulator. You should have no trouble with the test. You aren't reckless or impulsive, as several JPU cruiser captains would attest if they could." Da'Maass took another swig of his beer. "The interview is the tricky part. My advice: be painfully honest. Don't try to tell them what you think they want to hear." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Da'Maass had been right, and Ja'Sai did well on the simulator tests. He felt exhausted when he finished, because the tests were designed like puzzles with multiple solutions but only one solution produced the maximum damage on the enemy and the minimum casualties. Ja'Sai had missed the ideal opportunity until too late in the first simulation, but had been ready during the subsequent scenarios. He suspected they had been real engagements. But Da'Maass had implied his real test would be the interview with the Riss. 
 
   
 
  

 Riss-human testing. 
 
    As Ja'Sai approached the area, he saw a large group of Riss sitting on the ground, waiting for him. He felt his chances fading with each step. My final battle, he mused. He bowed and sat. 
 
    "Good morning," he said not sure about the protocol for this meeting. 
 
    **Good morning,** said the voice box of the large grey-haired Riss. He sat in the middle of the group and looked to be the oldest. **We are not here to judge you, only to get to know you. Why do you want to host a Riss?** 
 
    "To command a cruiser again," Ja'Sai said, having decided to tell the hard truths and nothing but the hard truths. If they didn't catch him in a lie now, they would when he hosted a Riss, so lying was stupid. Besides, Da'Maass's advice was to tell the truth, so he himself must have, and Da'Maass hadn't been a saint during his raiding career. "It's all I've ever wanted to do since I was five. My father was a captain and used to tell me stories late into the night when he came home. All I could do was dream about joining him when I was old enough." 
 
    **On raids?** asked a smaller Riss with salt and pepper hair. 
 
    "Yes…No. He was the captain of a raider ship, but somehow the stories were more about commanding a cruiser and the battles with other cruisers. He seemed detached from the raid as if watching from afar. I'm not excusing him. He was as responsible as those on the ground." Ja'Sai paused, feeling parched, and noticed a pitcher of water and a glass on the table next to him. He stopped to take a drink. "When I was older, my father took me along. The first time I stepped on the cruiser, I knew that was the life I wanted." 
 
    **Raiding?** the same Riss asked. 
 
    "No, commanding a cruiser. But I knew I would sell my soul to command one." 
 
    **And would you?** a tall dark-haired Riss asked. 
 
    "I did." Ja'Sai didn't speak for several minutes afterward, and no one prompted him to continue. "I became a raider captain." 
 
    **And did you enjoy it?** A white-haired Riss asked. 
 
    "Yes, the flying…and the battles. The encounters with the JPU cruisers were…exciting." 
 
    **The killing?** the older Riss asked. Ja'Sai felt no reproof but rather a sadness in the old one's question. 
 
    "No…the challenge. It's ironic, but I never thought about the hundreds that died every time a missile hit the opposing ship or even my ship…until afterward. It was a game the opposing captain and I played," Ja'Sai said, realizing how ridiculous that must sound to the Riss. But it was true anyway. 
 
    **And would you sell your clan to fly?** the salt and pepper Riss asked. 
 
    "I'd risk eternal damnation, but never my clan. Nothing is worth losing your clan." 
 
    The session lasted for six hours. When the old Riss called an end to the questioning, Ja'Sai felt exhausted but surprisingly relaxed. Looking back on the experience, the Riss had forced him to examine who he was when you cut away all the façade. And in the process, he had begun to see the Riss as people—unique and interesting. 
 
    To his surprise, the Riss requested another session two days later. This time the session only had three Riss present and the questions were more about the Riss and their activities…and his interests. After several hours, he and an older grey-haired Riss were in a one-on-one conversation. 
 
    **Enough, Ja'Sai. If you are interested in hosting me, The Silent Night Stalker, you should report to Dr. Dayton on the Mnemosyne.** 
 
    "Thank you, Silent Night Stalker, I'd be honored." Ja'Sai felt like a thousand-pound weight had been lifted off him, and a deep peace settled on him. He would have taken any Riss to fly again, but he found that he was looking forward to getting to know the Riss who had selected him. 
 
   
 
  

 A Riss companion 
 
    Ja'Sai had been drunk many times and remembered tripping, falling, and banging into things, but he was cold sober. His companion, who he had named Devana, wasn't drunk either. He realized that being a new Riss-human was like being a new baby learning to walk and control his new body. He just hoped she didn't break their…vehicle's neck before she learned. 
 
    <Fun. Fix neck if breaks,> she sent with mixed feelings of amusement and enjoyment.  
 
    He laughed and hoped she was right. 
 
    Mood swings weren't so funny when Devana manipulated his chemistry and he went from happy to angry to depressed to excited in minutes. The moods were so strong and changed so rapidly that knowing this would end and he would get to command a cruiser didn’t help to ease the torment. However, it stopped as fast as it had started. 
 
    <Done. Now reward,> Devana sent with an image of him looking like a young man, trim and muscular.  
 
    He laughed. 
 
    <Run.> 
 
    He shrugged and ran without the stiffness he had become accustomed to, and without panting after a few meters. Over the next few hours he realized he was stronger and felt younger…and could feel others’ emotions. 
 
    <How?> he asked. 
 
    <I help. But the more I do, the longer takes to recover. Get very tired afterward. Need much sleep.> 
 
    <I see why Captain Pavao and the others have said they applied for selfish reasons but those were not the reasons they would never give up their companions. I'm enjoying your company, and we will command a cruiser.> 
 
    <You. Me watch.> 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
     A war of wits 
 
    My SID buzzed with an urgent message. When I clicked Accept, Iglis appeared. 
 
    "Captain, Admiral Butler just notified me that Port Lost went dark several weeks ago. He told Admiral Yorke, but he dismissed it as a local problem. He said the ungrateful, arrogant Riss were the priority." Iglis continued when I didn't respond. "When I heard that, I did some snooping around. Second Fleet left Eden four days ago." 
 
    <Comm, issue a Priority Alert. Notify my staff, a meeting on the Mnemosyne in two hours.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Commander Iglis has learned that the Second Fleet left Eden four days ago. Based on other information she learned from Admiral Butler, we can assume the fleet is headed to Freeland." Looking around the room, I saw nods of acceptance. Except for Captains Zhang, Da'Maass, and Ja'Sai, everyone had ties to the SAS. 
 
    "That's arrogant, sending only one fleet," Pavao said, shaking her head in disbelief. "Considering they will have to trip over our cruisers to find them." 
 
    "They probably have a strategy for descending on us after we fire our missiles," Bradshaw said with a shrug. 
 
    "That would be a good strategy since they believe it's six-to-one odds. Not bad even if you don't count the three Cerberuses which are now functional. But it won't be fifty against eleven. There are now forty Irises," Sheva said. "Even if each Iris only crippled one cruiser, that still leaves the contest eleven to nine in our favor." 
 
    Da'Maass's laugh broke the temporary silence, "Sheva, that was a good evaluation, but you left out our most lethal weapon." 
 
    Sheva nodded toward Da'Maass. "Red-Wraiths." 
 
    "No, our dybbuk. She's in Yorke's mind." 
 
    "No, Da'Maass. Our best weapon is Admiral Yorke. He hates me, Freelanders, Riss-humans, and the Riss in that order. And that has made him stupid mad, and when you get stupid mad, you make illogical decisions. Like the JPU who thought the Riss dumb animals. Yorke believes the Riss Navy is comprised of cowards who have been hiding behind the SAS Navy, so I imagine he expects us to either surrender or run—or worse case, to lose only one cruiser for each Riss cruiser destroyed." 
 
    "Are we going to meet them at the Wave exit like we did the JPU fleet?" Zhang asked. He sounded resolved but his eyes looked sad. 
 
    "No. We will let them enter and determine their intentions. I would prefer to compromise if possible. Although we will get blamed despite the fact that they will be the invaders, I'd prefer they gave us no other choice." I stopped and looked around the room. "If we have to fight, I want no heroes. We're not looking for a fair fight. The object is to win, so I expect you to fight smart. Questions?" Seeing only shaking heads, I rose and raised my glass of water. "To a peaceful solution." 
 
    When the meeting ended, the cruisers moved into their assigned positions, established tight-beam connections, and went to minimum power. Now it was a waiting game. 
 
    <Leader, Alena is broadcasting SAS cruisers exiting the Wave with weapons hot,> r-Galene sent with no emotion—just a routine incoming message. And a few minutes later. 
 
    <Leader, Alena reports eight squadrons and a command cruiser, forty-nine cruisers in total.> 
 
    <Helm, a two second skip to vector two-four-zero by one-one-zero on my command,> I sent to r-Laima in case they fired on the Mnemosyne. 
 
    <Radar, go active,> I sent to r-Kojin, wanting the fleet commander to see me and hopefully divert his attention. 
 
    The SAS fleet remained at battle stations as they approached Freeland, two rows of four squadrons separated by two light-seconds, with the command ship positioned one light-second behind the first row. When the first row of cruisers was within four light-seconds of Freeland, the command ship made a general broadcast. 
 
    "This is Admiral Faletti, commanding the SAS Second Fleet. Admiral Yorke, the SAS Secretary of Defense, has ordered the Riss and Freeland quarantined. You will have one day to abandon your cruisers and merchant ships. After that, the space station and all cruisers and merchant ships will be destroyed. As will any cruiser or merchant ship attempting to leave Freeland space." 
 
    <Comm, open a general broadcast.> 
 
    <General broadcast open on your station,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    "Admiral Faletti, this is Captain Reese, Leader of the Riss Nation and spokeswoman for Freeland. I would like clarification. Has the SAS Council declared war on the Riss Nation and Freeland?" 
 
    The response took several minutes coming. "No. Admiral Yorke has directed me to quarantine Freeland space and has given me the authority to use whatever force necessary to carry out his directive." 
 
    "Then Admiral Yorke is acting independently of the SAS Council, because only the SAS Council can declare war on a sovereign nation." 
 
    Ten minutes passed this time before he answered. "Admiral Yorke is not declaring war on a sovereign nation, just a bunch of raiders." 
 
    "Interesting, I have a formal document signed by the SAS Council declaring Freeland an independent nation belonging to the Riss. Doesn't Admiral Yorke recognize the Council's authority, or is he now a dictator?" The funny part was that the broadcast could be heard by the entire fleet, not just Faletti. Another delay. The result of acting when you are stupid mad. 
 
    "I have my orders," he shouted. 
 
    "I'm glad I'm not at war with the SAS, just a rogue fleet of raiders." 
 
    "This is not a war!" 
 
    "My words are the words of the Riss Nation, and I tell you now, if you land troops on Freeland or destroy the space station or fire on a Riss cruiser, it will be an act of war. In that event, your fleet will never leave Freeland without my permission." 
 
    "You think you can defeat an SAS fleet? You're insane." 
 
    "The JPU also thought I was insane. They are now without a navy or merchant fleet. I wonder if the SAS Council will consider Yorke's illegal war a criminal offense. Especially when the loss of Second Fleet will leave the SAS vulnerable, a tempting takeover target." I ignored answering how we could defeat Second Fleet.  
 
    He didn't respond, but during the silence the fleet decelerated. 
 
    My SID buzzed and Iglis appeared. "Captain, Admiral Faletti has sent a message via the Comrelay to Admiral Yorke. Should I send it?" The message flowed across my SID's screen: 
 
    Urgent: To Secretary of Defense Yorke. 
 
    Reese is saying your actions are illegal, since destroying Riss ships is an act of war and only the SAS Council can declare war. She is threatening to fight. 
 
    Signed: Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    "Yes, send it." I was interested in Yorke's answer, and it delayed Faletti taking any action. "Iglis, send the following message to Admiral Butler." 
 
    To Vice Admiral Butler 
 
    Captain Reese believes aliens are invading Ossicwater and Port Lost. Not robots but carbon-based aliens. They destroy all life on the planets they invade, then move on. 
 
    Signed: Iglis 
 
    "Really?" Iglis asked. 
 
    "Yes. The Riss on the Red Dwarf have seen them and believe they are called the Ecitoni. But don't tell Butler. That will raise too many questions. Let me know when Yorke responds or if you get any indication Home or First fleet is leaving Eden." 
 
    "What are you trying to accomplish?" Terril asked. "Faletti can't win a war with us." 
 
    "True, but I would prefer not to kill twenty thousand humans if we don't have to. And if we have to, I want the Riss and former SAS citizens to know we had no other choice." 
 
    "I wonder what the current Riss-humans would have done if one of us had been the Leader?" Terril asked. "Anake also wonders." 
 
    Forty-six hours later, my SID buzzed with a call from Iglis. I clicked Accept. 
 
    "Captain, I have the response from Admiral Yorke," she said, and the message scrolled across the screen: 
 
    To Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    The SAS Council has signed a document declaring war on the Riss Nation. You are to destroy the Riss Navy and any merchant ships. The council has declared Freeland and JPU space part of the SAS. All Riss-humans and ex-SAS personnel that survive will be transported to Eden and hanged as traitors. 
 
    Signed: Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    "Iglis, forward the message to Admiral Faletti, Ni'Shay, and my staff." 
 
    <Leader, the fleet is releasing it's fighters,> r-Kojin sent as the Visual Tracking Hologram (VTH) lit with four hundred dots—thanks to the chips Freeland had embedded in all the ghost fighters. 
 
    I clicked on Byer's SID. He appeared within seconds. "Commander, release the Wraiths from all ships—find and destroy." 
 
    "Yes, Captain." He clicked off.  
 
    Minutes later the blue dots of Wraiths began appearing. Not long afterward, the white dots of the SAS fighters began disappearing. 
 
    "Not much talent required," Terril said while watching the VTH. "Like a Si'jin match with a blind man." 
 
    "War's not a sport. Fair doesn't apply. If those fighters locate one of our cruisers, hundreds of missiles will follow. Too many to avoid, especially if it happens to be closer than a few light-seconds. Without the fighters, Faletti's fleet is blind." 
 
    Twenty minutes later, all the white dots had disappeared. Nothing happened for several hours, then the cruisers began moving. After observing the maneuvers for close to half an hour, I smiled. 
 
    "What are they doing?" Terril asked, watching the VTH in deep concentration. 
 
    "They have a search pattern with what they hope looks like random moves to avoid us using the Riss solution. In reality, they have a four by four light-second search pattern in progress. If you watch for several minutes, you will see that each ship in a squadron has a predefined area and the individual cruisers rise or lower by a half light-second every so often. Since each ship is moving in a different up and down pattern, it looks random, but it isn't." 
 
    This went on for the next forty-eight hours. The Riss cruisers kept moving out of the search pattern or if caught in the pattern maneuvered to avoid contact, since the pattern wasn't hard to determine. 
 
    I had just returned to the Bridge when my SID buzzed. Iglis appeared when I tapped on Accept. 
 
    "Admiral Faletti sent another message to Admiral Yorke," she said, and the text scrolled across my screen: 
 
    To Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    We released our ghost fighters to search for the Riss cruisers and somehow the Riss destroyed them all. We have tried various search patterns but cannot locate a single cruiser. They haven't attacked, but we are blind against their stealth cruisers. 
 
    Signed: Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    "Release it, Iglis. I'm interested in what advice Admiral Yorke will give Faletti. Any word from Butler?" I asked, hoping the aliens would force Yorke to withdraw the Second Fleet. 
 
    "Butler spoke with Admiral Gleason, who convinced Yorke to send scouts to Port Lost and Ossicwater. Butler doesn't expect an answer for several days. Rumor has it Yorke is disgusted with Faletti." 
 
    "Let's hope we can keep Faletti from getting innovative." 
 
    Iglis gave me a questioning look. 
 
    "If he gets innovative, we will have to begin the war in earnest. I'm trying to avoid that. We will defend ourselves against aggressors, but we won't enjoy the killing." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Yorke responded two days later: 
 
    To: Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    Destroy their space station and send marines to impound their factories. That's how you get a response. You have your orders, execute them. 
 
    Signed: Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    "He's right. That would get a response from us. Iglis, can you make it look like a message to Faletti came from Yorke?" I asked. 
 
    She laughed. "Why not? I'm already violating the international laws governing Comrelays by intercepting messages, reading them, and stopping them from being delivered." 
 
    "Good. Send the following message to Faletti." 
 
    To: Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    Unless attacked or the Riss attempt to leave Freeland, await further orders. 
 
    Signed: Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    "What are you waiting for?" Terril asked, taking far more interest in the reason for my actions. 
 
    "I'm hoping the aliens will distract him so we can avoid killing SAS personnel, who are just obeying orders." 
 
    "Won't they try again…afterward?" 
 
    "Plan for the worst and hope for the best," I said, but knew Terril was right. I could understand the SAS hating the Freelanders. They had caused a lot of pain and suffering during their raiding years. But they had gone a long way toward compensating for their crimes. In a sense, they had served their time. The SAS should expect them to be monitored but not punished further. But I didn't understand the hatred toward the Riss or the Riss-humans. We and they have not only consistently supported the SAS but have been instrumental in helping them stop the raiders, Aliens, and JPU. I concluded that prejudice is a cancer not easily destroyed. 
 
    "Iglis, send the following message to Admiral Zhu." 
 
    To: Fleet Admiral Zhu 
 
    I believe aliens called the Ecitoni are invading the SAS's southern quadrant. Not much is known about the Ecitoni except unlike the previous Aliens, they are destroying the planets they invade. I would like to meet with you, but the SAS has invaded Freeland, so I can't leave. We have the situation contained, so I am not invoking the MSA. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    Nothing happened for several days. Admiral Faletti appeared content to wait for orders from Yorke, and chatter on Eden was routine. The third day a message arrived from Butler. 
 
    To Leader Reese 
 
    You were right. The scout ship sent to Ossicwater found a desolate planet. It hadn't been destroyed with missiles, since the buildings and structures were still standing, but no human or animal life remained. The scout to Port Lost hasn't returned. 
 
    Signed: Vice Admiral Butler 
 
    And the next day, a message from Admiral Yorke. 
 
    To: Vice Admiral Faletti 
 
    Destroy the Freeland factories and return with all squadrons to Eden immediately. 
 
    Signed: Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    "Should I send this message to Admiral Faletti?" Iglis asked, looking concerned. 
 
    "No. Send the following message to Admiral Yorke." 
 
    To Secretary of Defense Yorke 
 
    I am sorry, but Admiral Faletti cannot comply with your order without losing the majority of his fleet, which I believe you will need to combat the aliens threatening the SAS. Because the SAS has declared war on the Riss, we have him contained. If he attempts to leave without Riss permission, he will not return to Eden with more than five cruisers. That would be unfortunate, since I doubt you can defend the SAS with your current three small fleets, nor Eden with two. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    "Copy the SAS Council and attach all of Yorke's messages to Faletti and Faletti's messages to Yorke. Send the same package to Butler." 
 
    "What's your strategy?" Terril asked after Iglis had cut the connection. 
 
    "I don't have one. I'm trying to get inside their heads. It's unlikely the SAS Council is aware of the alien invasion or the status of Second Fleet, so copying them should freeze Yorke's knee jerk reaction to send Home and First fleets to crush Freeland. Don't forget we are at war with the SAS, and we can't and shouldn't ignore the issue." 
 
    Iglis reported two days later. "Captain, Admiral Butler says the Council has called a special session with Admiral Yorke to discuss the current situation. They weren't happy when they found out he hadn't informed them of the aliens—and they were even less pleased to hear the Riss had destroyed all of Second Fleet's fighters and had the fleet stymied."  
 
    Over the following several days, multiple messages flew between the SAS and the Riss: 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    We demand you release the Second Fleet or there will be drastic consequences for the Riss. 
 
    Signed: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    My response an hour later: 
 
    To: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    The Second Fleet is a casualty of the war you declared on the Riss. If you send another fleet, you will have two fleets as casualties of war. If you also send the Home Fleet, you might secure Freeland space but will be lucky to have one functional fleet to fight the aliens, who I believe vastly outnumber your current three fleets. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    Then eight hours later: 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    The Council has agreed to rescind the Articles of War with the Riss if you release Second Fleet. 
 
    Signed: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    If the situation weren't so serious, it would be amusing. The great SAS having to bargain with the tiny Riss Nation. I could just imagine the chaos in the Council—wanting to crush the upstart Riss but terrified of the oncoming aliens. 
 
    To: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    The Riss doesn't trust the SAS Council not to declare war again if you survive the aliens. Continuing the war appears in our best interest. After the aliens consume the SAS, the Riss and the UFN will honor our MSA and unite to defeat the aliens. 
 
    Signed:  Leader Reese 
 
    Iglis gasped when she read my response. "You don't mean that, do you?"  
 
    "Both statements are true. We can no longer trust the SAS, and their defeat by the aliens would solve our problem. The Riss however do not wish the SAS harm, only to be left in peace. Of course, the aliens will not stop with the SAS. They will over time migrate into the UFN, JPU, and sooner or later Freeland. But I don't trust the SAS to come up with a winning solution. Admiral Yorke has to go, and the Council has to relinquish control of the military, since they will want to run the war with the aliens like they did with the JPU." 
 
    * * * 
 
    A day later, Iglis reported that she had heard from Butler. He confirmed they had lost contact with Sparrow’s Nest and that the Council was in chaos. The southern planets, including Eden, were demanding protection—many outraged over the Riss response, and many others demanding the Council negotiate with the Riss for Second Fleet. With the conflicting demands, the Council was deadlocked. 
 
    "Anake says she's glad a human is the Riss leader. Humans are illogical and unpredictable," Terril said. "And the rest of the Riss-humans and I are glad it's you. My first instinct would have been to demolish Second Fleet. I now see you are looking for a solution where we band together rather than aid the aliens in our own destruction." 
 
    "I prefer a solution that confines the SAS rather than destroying it," I said, having concluded that the SAS and the Riss Nation would always be adversaries. 
 
    Terril laughed. "You plan to quarantine the SAS." 
 
    "The idea has merit." 
 
    The next day two messages arrived. 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    The council is willing to negotiate a treaty with the Riss to stop the war. State your terms. 
 
    Signed: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    I decided a realistic solution would depend on whether the hate of the Riss and the Freelanders exceeded their fear of the invading aliens. 
 
    To: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    The Riss will agree to a cessation of the war with the SAS and the release of the Second Fleet if the Council will declare Martial Law and place Plimson as the Secretary of Defense and the head of the government until he feels the threat no longer exists. I remind the Council that last time you tried to manage the military, the JPU would have defeated the SAS if you hadn't allowed Plimson to run the war. 
 
    Signed:  Leader Reese 
 
    Several hours later I had a response. 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    The Council is willing to make Plimson the new Secretary of Defense and let him run the war but not to declare Martial Law. 
 
    Signed: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    My reply: 
 
    To: Trostel, President, SAS United Council 
 
    This is not a negotiation. Those are the Riss' terms to end the war between the SAS and the Riss. The Council started the war by placing Admiral Yorke in charge of the military knowing he intended to make war on the Riss. Consequently, the Riss does not trust the Council. If Plimson isn't in complete control, the Riss would rather be at war with the SAS. At least then, the Riss will know where they stand. 
 
    Signed:  Leader Reese 
 
    While I waited, I received a message from Admiral Zhu. 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    I understand the SAS declared war on the Riss. I almost feel sorry for them. If the UFN can be of assistance or help expedite a solution, we stand ready to help and to honor our MSA with the Riss. 
 
    Signed: Fleet Admiral Zhu 
 
    I responded to Zhu while awaiting the SAS response. 
 
    To: Fleet Admiral Zhu 
 
    Thank you for your support. The issue needs to be resolved soon, because aliens called the Ecitoni are invading the SAS. They are very dangerous. If the SAS won't capitulate to my terms, you and I will have to find a way to meet and develop a separate strategy. The SAS won't survive on their own. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    Two days later the SAS responded. 
 
    To: Leader Reese 
 
    The Council has conceded to your terms. They appointed me as the Secretary of Defense, declared Martial Law, and appointed me the head of the government. I hope you know what you are doing, because I don't. In the meantime, I have reinstated several retired generals: Gebauer, Wattson, and others. I would like to meet with you as soon as possible. 
 
    Signed: Admiral Plimson 
 
    "What now?" Terril asked. "You got what you wanted." 
 
    "And now what do I do with it?" I said, not sure. I had stopped the attack on Freeland, but the aliens were a much bigger problem, judging from the picture I had seen when I visited the Red Dwarf system. 
 
    "You're joking." 
 
    "What would you do now?" I asked, hoping she had an idea. 
 
    "Tell everyone what had happened and hope someone had a good suggestion." She grinned. 
 
    "I like that idea." I clicked on Iglis's number and she appeared instantly, like she had been waiting for the call. "Iglis, send the following messages." 
 
    To: Admiral Plimson 
 
    Congratulations. I would like you to direct the Second Fleet back to Eden. They currently await orders from Yorke. They will need to be resupplied and assigned new fighters. Then I would like to meet with you and whoever else you want on Hayjar in six days to develop a plan. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    Message two: 
 
    To: Fleet Admiral Zhu 
 
    Admiral Plimson is in charge of the SAS. I would like to meet with you and him on Hayjar in six days to develop a plan. Bring whoever you want. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese 
 
    I cut the connection 
 
    <Comm, tight beam to all Riss cruisers. Staff meeting on Freeland eight hours after Second Fleet has exited the Wave.> 
 
    <Leader, message sent.> 
 
    One hour later a message was received from Admiral Plimson, explaining Martial Law had been proclaimed, and as the head of the government, he was recalling Second Fleet. They were to cease all action against the Riss, proceed immediately to Eden, and report on arrival to Admiral Gebauer for orders. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TEN 
 
    A meeting of friends 
 
    "Good morning." I had invited the elders to my staff meeting to avoid having to tell the story multiple times. "When Admiral Faletti invaded Freeland space, he had orders from Admiral Yorke to subdue the Riss, transport them to the planet, and quarantine Freeland by destroying our ships. I assume his first priority was to get the Riss Navy to surrender, and when we didn't, he thought to find us with his ghost fighters and destroy us." 
 
    "That's funny. They were only invisible to each other…sorry, Captain," Byer said, but he didn't lose his smile. 
 
    "Our dybbuk is in their minds. Who would have thought a year ago the SAS would attack Freeland?" Da'Maass raised his glass to me, and I heard cheering from around the room. 
 
    "Captain Pavao had the right of it years ago when she noted that sharing the Riss weapons with everyone was opening Pandora's Box. My hope has been to keep our technology from being used against us. Anyway, after failing to find us…" I continued to recount what had happened, which produced a variety of spontaneous comments and laughs. 
 
    "So you think the Ecitoni caused the loss of contact with the southern planets?" Zhang asked, concerned about the proximity to the UFN. 
 
    "It's a supposition based on the information r-Saga's team learned at the Red Institute of Discovery." 
 
    "What next?" Da'Maass asked. "They sound like a nasty bunch." 
 
    "We don't know enough to formulate a strategy, and there are too many people on even the smallest planet to evacuate." 
 
    "Why Martial Law?" Pavao asked. 
 
    "So the Council can't interfere with Plimson. If we survive, I hope Plimson and I can come to some reasonable solution that will prevent the SAS from ever attacking the Riss again." 
 
    "Quarantine?" Sheva asked. 
 
    "Something has to be done, because Plimson will not live more than thirty years and the SAS will blame the Riss for the Ecitoni invasion." I saw reluctant nods of agreement from the previous SAS citizens and enthusiastic comments and nods from the rest. "The meeting is set for five days from today. Who should go?" 
 
    After a lengthy discussion, Zhang, Pavao, Sheva, and the three Cerberus cruisers were chosen to accompany me to Hayjar. 
 
    "Da'Maass," I said, reverting to his Freeland pronunciation as there was no longer a need to placate the SAS. "You're the Leader on Freeland. Keep the factories going night and day. I think this will be a short and nasty war, because a long one would mean the destruction of billions of people and the collapse of life as we know it." 
 
    * * * 
 
    On Hayjar five days later, Plimson, Zhu, and I met on the Mnemosyne. We agreed for our first meeting to restrict the participants to a leader, two advisors, and one unarmed guard for each person—unarmed didn't mean they weren't lethal. 
 
    Admiral Zhu's shuttle was the first to arrive and to my surprise the Emperor Okuda was first to exit after a dragon master—identified by the double red dragons on his collar—checked the bay from the doorway. Zhu exited second along with Dragon Master Yu and Admiral Iwata with his security. I stood waiting as the six exited the shuttle. 
 
    "Welcome aboard the Mnemosyne, Emperor Okuda." I gave the emperor a bow of respect before turning to Zhu. "Fleet Admiral Zhu. I'm glad to see they haven't decided to retire you." 
 
    "Thanks to you, I am held in high esteem by my emperor." 
 
    "Although I trust Fleet Admiral Zhu completely, he has convinced me this meeting will require decisions that only I can make. I agree with his concern," Okuda said. "As Leader, you speak for the Riss Nation, and Admiral Plimson, having authority under Martial Law, speaks for the SAS. Therefore, it suggests the person representing the UFN must be able to speak for the nation, not just the military." 
 
    "I'm glad you chose to attend, Emperor Okuda. Admiral Zhu was wise to solicit your presence," I said. "Our meeting will be on the third level. If you have no objections, I'll let the Cobras show you the way as I wait for Admiral Plimson and his party to arrive." 
 
    Okuda nodded, and then he and his delegation followed the two Cobras out of the bay. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, Admiral Plimson's shuttle arrived. He exited with Master Wei at his side followed by Admirals Wattson and Gleason, and two Si'jin eight-knot masters. 
 
    <What a match. You, Thalia, me, and Anake against three dragon masters and three Si'jin masters.> Terril grinned. 
 
    <That may be more than even Thalia and Anake can manage.> 
 
    <Fun try.> Thalia sent an image of me and Terril twice as big as Wei, Yu, and the others, and our arms, chests, and legs bulging with muscles. 
 
    "Welcome, Admiral Plimson, it's good to see you back in command." 
 
    "Thanks to you and your persuasive ways. I now know what you must feel having to make decisions for a nation. It's worse than the decisions you used to ask me to make, which I thought difficult at the time." He laughed, his gaze far off. "You know Admirals Wattson and Gleason." 
 
    "Welcome, gentlemen. If you will follow me, Emperor Okuda and his advisors are on the third level waiting." 
 
    "The Council agreed because they had no choice. They hate you and won't forget that you made them relinquish their power," Wattson said as we rode the elevator to the third level. 
 
    "And I won't forget they declared war on the Riss Nation." 
 
    The group remained silent as we made our way to the emperor's party, which sat on a grassy area only a few meters from a gentle stream that meandered into a small pond. After they exchanged greetings, I began. 
 
    "Thank you for coming. The last we heard from Admiral Butler, the SAS had lost contact with three SAS planets: Ossicwater, Port Lost, and Sparrow’s Nest. I believe it's another invasion by aliens—not civilized ones like the robots, who only wanted to confine us to our planets, but by predators who destroy everything in their path. The scout that returned from Ossicwater confirmed the planet lifeless—devoid of all animal and human life." 
 
    "How do you know they're aliens?" Wattson asked. "Could be humans." 
 
    "Our robot invaders left behind documents which indicate there are other life forms inhabiting this galaxy—including another nation of humans. I suspect the aliens attacking the SAS are another intelligent space-traveling nation similar in appearance and nature to army-ants on old Earth. They are called the Ecitoni." 
 
    The UFN delegation sat quiet with eyes closed while the SAS delegation huddled, talking in whispered tones. 
 
    "You suspect they will destroy the SAS, UFN, and JPU unless stopped," Zhu said when he opened his eyes a few minutes later. Okuda's eyes remained closed. 
 
    "What about the Riss Nation?" Wattson asked. 
 
    "I suspect Leader Reese will have a solution before the…Ecitoni reach Freeland," Zhu said, nodding in my direction. "She's just trying to save her friends." 
 
    <I will?> I queried Thalia in disbelief. 
 
    <Of course. Why else make you Leader?> A tingling sensation of amusement followed. I was too speechless to answer. 
 
    Zhu interrupted my thoughts. "I understand the SAS declared war on the Riss when you have only three fifty-cruiser fleets?" he said, speaking to Plimson. 
 
    "We, as a nation, have trouble distinguishing friend from foe, but if we survive, I will help Leader Reese ensure it doesn't happen again." 
 
    "Well, Leader Reese, I hope you aren't waiting for us to devise a solution." Zhu gave a short laugh. "With the emperor's permission, the UFN has three small fifty-cruiser fleets to add to the coalition, but I'm at a loss as to a solution. I leave it to you to see the future." 
 
    Okuda gave Zhu an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    "I tend to agree with Admiral Zhu. You understand the situation better than the rest of us. We have three fleets—" Plimson began, but Gleason interrupted. 
 
    "Two. We need one to defend Eden—" 
 
    "No," I said, shaking my head. "The solution must be to stop the Ecitoni, not to defend any one planet. That will restrict our options." 
 
    "Eden must be an exception," Gleason demanded. 
 
    "Admiral Gleason is right. Eden is not only the capital but the heart of the SAS," Wattson said, glaring at me—demanding an explanation. "I know the SAS invaded Freeland, but you did—" 
 
    "If Eden must be defended at all cost, then go defend it. That includes Daiyu." I sat shaking in frustration. As I did Terril handed me a cup of kaffa. 
 
    <I'm increasing your security guard. You're the Riss Leader for life, and I intend for you to outlive us all,> Terril sent, stunning me into silence. I shut my eyes, feeling the hostility towards me. Zhu was first to break the silence after a short exchange with Okuda. 
 
    "Leader Reese is correct, as much as it saddens my emperor and me. Our strategy must be to destroy the Ecitoni, not to save specific planets." 
 
    Plimson nodded. "I agree. Our strategy must be based on the Ecitoni's strengths and weaknesses. We no longer have the military power to leave cruisers to protect specific planets. Two wars and the government's unwillingness to modernize the fleet have left us vulnerable. Leader Reese proved that." 
 
    "I suggest we use Hayjar as our headquarters. It's an equal distance from Eden, Dunn, and Freeland—and on neutral ground. We will need Comrelays installed so we can communicate from any of our nations' planets. Secondly, we need ghost fighters and missiles—it's too late to build more cruisers. And finally, we need information about the Ecitoni. I've brought three Cerberus cruisers along that I'm hoping can outrun the Ecitoni cruisers, if they are discovered. I suggest one go to Sparrow's Nest, one to Port Lost, and one to…Commander Iglis, which planet do you think the Ecitoni might invade next?"  
 
    Iglis sat open-mouthed for several moments, then took a deep breath and began working on her tablet. After several minutes, she looked up, took another deep breath, and said, "Earthol." 
 
    "Moving toward the UFN?" Okuda asked, his voice quiet and expressionless. 
 
    "I don't think so, Your Majesty. I think they are taking the closest systems first. My guess would be Ruchild or Lord’s Landing after Earthol." 
 
    "Then Eden," Wattson said, his voice strained. 
 
    I interrupted before anyone else could speak. "That's our best guess. It will depend on their total resources, method of ravaging the planet, and overall objective, which is exactly what we need to determine. So, a third Cerberus to Earthol and the Mnemosyne and the Eirene to Ossicwater. I would suggest the SAS and UFN send a representative with each of the Cerberuses and the Eirene and Mnemosyne to witness what we discover." I took a drink of kaffa while awaiting comments. Seeing Zhu and Plimson nod, I continued. "Remember the mission is strictly reconnaissance—look and return to Hayjar." 
 
    Okuda agreed that Fleet Admiral Zhu could speak for him. Zhu would keep the emperor up-to-date via the Comrelay. Okuda intended to return to Daiyu, the Capital, and Admiral Zhu to Dunn to set the priorities for the factories and to organize the UFN Navy, and Plimson to Eden to organize the SAS Navy. Zhu and Plimson would return with their fleets, leaving only a scout ship. Sheva and Zhang would return to Freeland to set the priorities for the factories and to get Da'Maass, Alena, Elissa, and Jaelle. The war would be run from Hayjar—where the leaders of the nations and their total military force resided. It wasn't a popular decision. 
 
    <Plimson will soon be as hated as I am. There are many who will want the SAS Council back in charge, others who will not like Plimson's decisions and want him replaced, and still others who will see him as a puppet of the Riss-human Reese. I'd wager he wouldn't even be safe on an SAS cruiser,>  I sent to Terril. 
 
    <I'll talk to Master Wei. He needs a Cobra-like group,> Terril sent as she followed Plimson and Wei toward the elevator. 
 
    I returned with Pavao to my conference room, where the other Riss-humans waited. "Here is what we decided…" I gave a brief synopsis of our discussion before making assignments. "Captain Bradshaw, you are to proceed to Port Lost, Captain Ja'Sai to Sparrow’s Nest, and Captain Katlin to Earthol. Remember, you are there to observe—go, look, and get back here. We need information about the enemy before we can formulate a plan of action. My guess is that the enemy outnumbers us by a huge margin; therefore, every cruiser is critical. Is that clear?" I held each of their eyes until they replied. 
 
    "Yes, Leader." 
 
    "Good. Captain Pavao and I will go to Ossicwater to see if we can uncover any clues based on what they left behind."


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Ossicwater – Nadya & Pavao 
 
    "What's our mission?" Pavao, asked via tight beam as we approached the Wave. 
 
    "Much like archeologists. Use the remains to learn about the Ecitoni." 
 
    "Sounds gory, picking over bones." 
 
    "If we focus on the death and destruction, it will be. I suggest we concentrate on learning about the Ecitoni as a people—their culture, rituals, religion, etc." 
 
    "We should take a few Riss along. They might see something we don't," Pavao said, lips pursed in thought. "See you in Ossicwater, Leader." Pavao cut the connection, and ten minutes later we entered the Wave. 
 
    <Treasure hunt. Sounds like fun.> Thalia sent an image of Riss carrying picks and lanterns. 
 
    <More like rummaging through alien rubbish.> 
 
    <Maybe find Aliens.> Image of a circle of giant ant-like statues in a Stonehenge-like circle. 
 
    <That would tell us a lot about them and their culture.> 
 
    Just then Terril broke into my conversation with Thalia. 
 
    "I'm reluctant to ask, but are you up to a workout? After all, I'm supposed to be protecting you." She grinned. 
 
    "I'm reluctant to say yes. After all, you can't protect me if you can't report for duty." I tried to look serious. 
 
    "I guess that's a yes." She smiled, and we linked arms as we made our way to the workout area. When we arrived, Terril split the current students into two groups: the Blue Kraits and everyone else. "Which do you want, Nadya?" 
 
    "The Kraits can benefit from your experience. I'll take the other group." I waved my group some distance from the Kraits and began with warm-up exercises, then worked on a variety of attacks and counterattacks. I spent most of my time walking around critiquing their technique and later monitoring several matches. When Terril called an end to the class, I collected my group and joined the Kraits for the traditional closing—a critique followed by a bow to the instructors. 
 
    Before dismissing the class, Terril held up her hand. "Kraits often wonder why Si'jin is required training, since Kraits carry weapons that spew a pound of lead in seconds and wear body armor. First, it’s because you can't always count on having a weapon and body armor. Imagine you run out of ammo, or your weapon is jarred loose…and you are trapped between two SAS scorpions with buzz sticks. What do you do?" 
 
    "Hope you're close by," someone shouted to snorts and laughs. 
 
    "Master Reese was in just that situation when she was a six-knot practitioner. She killed the two Scorpions. How? Better reflexives and superior countermoves—which come with Si'jin training. But we need to work on her technique, because she let them score several blows and needed medical attention afterward." Terril motioned for me to join her as everyone shuffled back to give us room.  
 
    A stillness descended on the workout area as I approached Terril. Without warning, she exploded into me like an angry Kodiak bear. At the last second, I stepped to the side and threw a roundhouse kick to her chest, which she blocked with her forearms. The force of the block lifted me off the ground and spun me around. I used the momentum to throw a heel-kick to her back. She stepped forward with one foot and threw a back thrust at my leg. Fortunately, I sensed her counter and let myself collapse onto my other leg, turning the momentum into a leg sweep…  
 
    Time seemed to stand still as Terril and I traded attack and counterattack in an all-consuming contest of wills. We each scored several times, but Master Wei's training enabled us to redirect the force of the blow to feather-light touches. Then Terril's hand flashed by my neck. I stopped and bowed, acknowledging what would have been a disabling if not a killing blow. Clapping and foot stomping began, and we hugged. 
 
     Terril sighed. "I needed that. Trying to learn to fight a cruiser is not only hard work but frustrating." 
 
    "No different from Si'jin. You have to learn the basic moves, then quiet your thoughts so you can get into your opponent's mind." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Leader, exit in thirty minutes,> r-Kharis, the navigator, sent. 
 
    <Comm, Battle Stations, all systems passive,> I sent to r-Galene. The message went out to all SIDs, and red-lights flashed in hallways and compartments. 
 
    <Why battle stations?> Terril asked. 
 
    <The same reason you had twenty kraits for the meeting with Gebauer.> 
 
    She nodded understanding and watched the VTH come to life as we exited the Wave. Nothing. The space looked empty. Not wanting to take chances, I changed the status to Standby—stations one-third manned at all times—and continued in stealth mode to the planet. When we were in orbit, I contacted Pavao. 
 
    "I plan on going to the planet and taking r-Galene, r-Asdis, Iglis, and Commander Tanaka the UFN observer with me." I waited for comments. 
 
    "Let me go first. I'm not up to being Leader. Give me a few hours to ensure there are no surprises awaiting us on Ossicwater." 
 
    I started to argue until I saw Terril glaring at me. "My watchdog agrees, but don't take any unnecessary chances. Terril is indicating four Cobras and eight Kraits." I laughed. "I don't think that's a suggestion." 
 
    Pavao nodded and cut the connection. She took more than two hours to reach the planet and another five before she called. 
 
    "It's creepy but I think it's safe. I flew over the major islands and didn't detect any sign of life. I've landed on Union. Nothing here but bones and bugs." She made a face of disgust. "Why don't we split the islands? I'll take Union and the islands to the West. You take Longlee and the Islands to the east." 
 
    I collected my team and left for the closest of my islands. Pavao had the right of it, creepy. Bones were everywhere, stripped clean. 
 
    <What do you think?> I queried r-Galene and r-Asdis, who had been examining the bones in the area. We had started on one of the smaller islands, hoping the invaders might have missed the natives—they hadn't. We found bones and heads with open eyes that felt like they were watching us as we searched the area. 
 
    <Most of the bones appear to be the Ossicwater people: men, women, and children, although a few of the bones were local animals. They don't appear to have wounds from military grade weapons, although with the flesh gone we can't be certain,> r-Asdis sent speaking for r-Galene, who sent strong agreement.  
 
    <Thalia?> 
 
    <I agree. Eaten alive.> She sent no images but I could feel her sadness. It made me sick to imagine something gnawing on someone while they were still alive. 
 
    "The Ecitoni must be fast, agile, and strong to catch someone and hold them while…" I gagged on the thought. 
 
    "And numerous, otherwise we would have found more bodies away from their main camp, meaning few were able to escape the Ecitoni invading party," Iglis said, her voice weak and her complexion a ghostly white. Captain Tanaka nodded agreement while his eyes darted about as if expecting the Ecitoni to appear any minute. 
 
    Even Terril looked pale. "Very numerous. Probably working in pairs or groups of three or four, which means a high degree of discipline." 
 
    "Because the bones weren't scattered around the camp but appear contained to a small area, unlike what you would expect with wild animals competing for a piece of the prize," I suggested and saw Terril nod. 
 
    <That's the Riss consensus,> Thalia sent. 
 
    We visited another twenty islands known to be inhabited or visited periodically by the semi-nomadic islanders and found them either empty or littered with bones like the first one. I couldn't believe the planet was devoid of life—not a single human or animal. We had left Longlee, the second largest inhabited island, for last because it was the most populated and relatively modern. There, we spent two days searching buildings, streets, and the surrounding area. 
 
    <Leader. We found partially decomposed bodies which appear to be Ecitoni,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    I made my way out of the building I had been inspecting, which hadn't been looted as I would have expected by an invading force. Outside, I followed r-Galene's directions and found her and r-Asdis in an open area on the outskirts of the town. A mound of bodies lay as if thrown there. They had been stripped, judging by the broken harnesses and shattered helmets lying nearby. We found no uniforms nor other clothing. On close examination, they had four legs, two arms, and large heads with compound eyes, stunted antenna, and short mandibles—ant-like in appearance except for their size. Most were around a hundred and forty centimeters tall—an average young teenager. A second pile had larger Ecitoni, about a hundred and eighty centimeters. They too had been stripped of clothes and weapons. 
 
    "How many?" I asked. 
 
    <Hundreds here, and there are multiple other sites scattered around. At least a thousand of the smaller Ecitoni. Less than one hundred of the larger ones,> r-Asdis sent from somewhere out of sight. 
 
    "How killed?" 
 
    <Most look to have wounds from multi-functional weapons,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    "SAS weapons?" I asked. 
 
    Terril nodded. "There are a lot of standard army issue weapons lying about." 
 
    "Makes sense. There were army units based on both Union and Longlee." 
 
    "There were plenty of discarded uniforms…no bodies…just bones and heads," Terril said, her voice low but cold. "Fewer bodies…bones than uniforms, I think." 
 
    "I think I prefer the followers of the Supreme Council of the Gods." 
 
    "They don't bury their dead," Iglis said, looking at the scattered bodies. 
 
    "But they move them." I stood, wondering why. Yet, they were discarded as having no value. Workers, I wondered. "To be stripped for needed equipment, maybe." 
 
    "They aren't going to be easy to fight if their lives have so little value." 
 
    Nodding agreement, I mused aloud, "I wonder if they store what they eat and then don't have to eat for some time…or if they carry some food back to their ships for others…and whether it's food that drives them to migrate to other systems?" Lots of questions that need answers, I concluded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "What did you find, Pavao?" I asked when we met on the Mnemosyne eight days later. I had assembled my staff and the individuals who had accompanied Pavao and me to the planet. 
 
    "Lots of bones and a great many Ecitoni bodies on Union. No animals alive except for those that live underground or in the water. I saw signs that water dwellers near the shores had been attacked, although they may have been on land when the Ecitoni found them." 
 
    "Conclusion?" I asked. 
 
    "They're feeding millions." She didn't smile, and I felt no amusement. I didn't disagree. Ossicwater had twelve million citizens at last count, and we had found no one alive. 
 
    "We found a lot of bodies, but I doubt we found twelve million," I said, thinking back to the islands I had visited.  
 
    Pavao nodded agreement. "So they are taking large numbers back to their ships. The question is whether the captives are alive or dead." 
 
    "Iglis, your priority is to monitor the sites that go dark. It's possible they move to collect food. If that’s true, maybe we can guess at their movement based on the size of the planet they move into." 
 
    "You mean…a week per million population sort of thing?" she said just above a whisper. I couldn't blame her. Time per people eaten seemed a grizzly measurement. 
 
    "Yes. We need to understand the Ecitoni. What drives them, how many, size of their fleets, type of cruisers, etc. I suspect they greatly outnumber us, so we have to fight smart, and we can't fight smart until we know their strengths and weaknesses." 
 
    "That sounds rather callus, sacrificing planets to find their weaknesses," Byer said, then held up his hand. "I'm not suggesting the Riss are cowards…" 
 
    "It's a gamble. If we attack the Ecitoni force in Port Lost with our present combined force, we may win or we could lose to a superior force. Even if we win, our losses could prevent us from defeating the remaining Ecitoni. In either of those scenarios, all humanity in this sector will be annihilated. So, I believe it's better to err on the side of caution, hoping to save as much of the SAS, UFN, JPU, and Riss territory as we can." I understood Byer and the others’ concern. They were ex-SAS military who had taken oaths to serve and protect, and this seemed like a betrayal even though they weren't in the SAS any longer. "Fighting stupid will benefit no one." What I didn't voice was the real possibility that even fighting smart, we might not be able to save anyone. The only survivors might be those in cruisers that survived the war.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    Port Lost - Bradshaw 
 
    Bradshaw sat watching the ship's chronometer display the seconds remaining to Wave exit into Port Lost—thirty. He felt excited, and adrenalin pumped through his veins. He commanded a magical cruiser and in less than a minute he would encounter an alien race. 
 
    <Already know one. A nice one who doesn't want to eat you,> Athena sent with a hint of amusement. 
 
    The thought was like being hit with cold water. He realized at that moment all the Bridge crew were calm and focused on their specific functions. Only he had exited the Wave before his cruiser. 
 
    <Thanks, Athena. I feel like a kid in a candy store.> 
 
    <Kids think candy good for them and free.> 
 
    <Wave exit,> r-Olwen sent. 
 
    Bradshaw studied the VTH as one massive white dot appeared located only one light-second from the planet, tagged E1. They were too far from the planet to detect activity around Port Lost, yet one object was clear to see. He concluded it must be massive. 
 
    <Status Standby, sensors on passive, stealth speed,> he sent. The excitement had vanished and his normal cool professionalism took control. For several hours nothing happened. 
 
    <Captain, we are entering a large area of debris,> r-Brigid the Radar operator sent. 
 
    <R-Brigid thinks destroyed ships,> Athena sent after a several-second conversation with the Bridge crew—an exchange so fast Bradshaw couldn't tell what had been communicated, like listening to people speaking a foreign language. 
 
    <Comm, connect to Commander Sy'Dnar.> 
 
    <Connected,> r-Olwen sent, and Sy'Dnar's face appeared on Bradshaw's SID. 
 
    "Yes, Captain?" 
 
    "Send out a few Wraiths to explore the area. We may have stumbled on the remnants of an old battle. I'd like to know if they were cruisers, merchants, or Ecitoni ships." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Sy'Dnar cut the connection. 
 
    An hour later, Bradshaw's SID buzzed and Sy'Dnar's face reappeared. "Captain, the Riss were right. My pilots found several merchant ships and several small … cruisers or maybe large combat shuttles in the area." 
 
    <Helm, reduce power to minimum,> Bradshaw sent, his mind racing. They were about halfway between the Wave exit and Port Lost—five light-seconds from each. While the shuttles weren't invisible on minimum power, they would be difficult to detect even if someone were scanning the area. 
 
    <Worth the risk?> he asked Athena. 
 
    <Me apprentice copilot.> She sent a vid of a Riss looking like her surrounded by books, which she was desperately thumbing through. The vid had a hint of amusement. 
 
    <An old Riss joke?> 
 
    <Leader Reese's companion, Thalia. Named after Muse of Comedy.> 
 
    <So you are here to help, but not with decisions.> 
 
    <Riss good at many things. Not war or humans. Leave to Riss-humans.> 
 
    Bradshaw nodded and clicked on Colonel Sa'Telli’s name. His SID's screen split and Sa'Telli appeared. 
 
    "Yes, Captain?" 
 
    "Dispatch two shuttles and examine any ships you find in the area. Take a few Riss engineers in each shuttle. The shuttles are to proceed at minimum power, use only passive sensors, and no have communications unless it's an emergency. I would rather the Ecitoni didn't know we were in the area." 
 
    "Yes, sir." Sa'Telli clicked off. 
 
    "Any instructions for me?" Sy'Dnar asked. 
 
    "Keep several Wraiths on alert just in case the space gods get bored." Bradshaw cut the connection. Nadya—Leader Reese, he corrected with a smile—wanted information, and this seemed like a perfect opportunity with minimum risk. 
 
    Eight hours later, the Kraits had returned, and Cerberus-1 continued at stealth speed toward the planet. 
 
    When Bradshaw entered his conference room an hour later, everyone stood, but no one called attention. He smiled at the difference between SAS and Riss cruisers. 
 
    <Everyone equal,> Athena sent. 
 
    <Yet everyone listens to me without question,> Bradshaw sent. 
 
    <Yes, difficult position,> she sent with a vid of me lifting a dumbbell with a thousand-pound weight on each end while the Riss were lifting five-pound weights. Bradshaw stood still for several minutes, eyes wide with confusion. Then slowly he nodded—he made decisions that determined the cruiser’s success or failure. Good decisions meant fewer deaths; bad decisions meant many deaths. The Riss performed only their specific functions. 
 
    "Colonel Sa'Telli, what did you discover?" 
 
    "The shuttles stopped at each of the merchant ships that were at least partially intact, a total of six. They believe there may have been as many as twelve originally. They found no one alive. As we thought, most of the ships were well armed with two to four missile tubes, thirty centimeter lasers, and lots of military-type weapons for the crew. They also found five intact Ecitoni combat shuttles and the pieces of ten to twelve others. They each had fifty centimeter lasers, two missile tubes, and troop capacity of between one to two hundred. And one light cruiser." He paused, giving Bradshaw a sheepish look. "They brought back several dead Ecitoni bodies." 
 
     "Excellent, Colonel. That was good thinking. Have them frozen. Maybe the medical staff on the Mnemosyne can get useful information from an autopsy. Do they really look like…ants?" 
 
    "Very much so. Of course, much bigger. Sort of like comparing us to monkeys—we bear a resemblance: arms, legs, head, and have similar organs. The same form but different." Sa'Telli tapped on his SID and a one meter hologram sprang to life and slowly rotated a few centimeters above his SID. He was right, the similarities were striking, like looking at an ant under a microscope—nothing he'd like to meet one-on-one even in daylight. 
 
    <What do you think, copilot?> Bradshaw asked as he made his way to the Bridge. 
 
    <Initially, everything in nature has a purpose,> Athena sent with no hint of amusement.  
 
    Bradshaw stopped and closed his eyes as if that would enable him to see her. Then shook his head.  
 
    <Until evolution cancels the checks, and the system goes out of balance,> he sent. 
 
    <The consequence of intelligent life,> Athena sent. 
 
    <What about the Riss?> Bradshaw sent with a got ya feeling. 
 
    <Too early. Appointed humans lead Riss.> 
 
    <Good point.> He conceded she had a valid argument and wondered if the Ecitoni were one of nature’s checks to keep the universe in balance—hyenas cleaning up the mess. 
 
    <Helm, proceed at stealth speed toward the planet,> he sent as he entered the Bridge and took his seat. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Four hours later, they were within one light-second of the planet and within a half-second of a cylinder capable of holding a good-sized city. 
 
    <We estimate the cylinder is twelve kilometers long and has a diameter of three kilometers,> r-Birgid sent with a hint of awe.  
 
    Bradshaw agreed. And if there was any doubt, the hundreds of ships coming and going confirmed the damn thing was huge. They stayed in a concentric orbit a light second distant that kept the Mother ship's activities in sight. The mini-cruisers or large combat shuttles looked like a modern version of the old bucket-brigades at a fifteenth century fire—delivering something to and from the Mother ship—a shuttle-brigade. Bradshaw could only speculate: troops to the surface and captives to the Mother ship. He also noticed the steady line of ships dismantling the space station and collecting pieces from another area of debris closer to the planet. 
 
    Bradshaw circumnavigated the planet several times, noting areas of activity. On the third day, one end of the cylinder appeared to break off. He watched the VTH in awe as it began to accelerate, passing within a half light-second of the Cerberus. 
 
    <Radar, take measurements of both cylinders,> he sent, knowing it was significant but not sure why. 
 
    Several minutes later, r-Brigid sent. 
 
     <The smaller cylinder is two kilometers long with a three kilometer diameter. The main cylinder is ten kilometers long with a three kilometer diameter.> 
 
    He wasn't sure what he had expected. The measurements confirmed what he thought he had seen, a piece broke off the main cylinder. Well, detached, he mused, since it had engines and was moving towards the Wave. 
 
    Five days later, he decided he had seen enough and that nothing new appeared to be happening. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to the Wave.> 
 
    <Vector on Helm's board,> r-Macha sent. 
 
    <Helm, execute at stealth speed.> 
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    Sparrow’s Nest – Ja'Sai 
 
    <Five minutes to Wave exit,> r-Badb sent.  
 
    Ja'Sai hadn't felt so alive in years. He was in command of a war cruiser, small but deadly, and this time his cause was honorable: saving Freeland, his clan, and the Riss—and as a bonus helping to save the citizens of the SAS and UFN. Adrenaline filled him as they exited the Wave. He was disappointed when the VTH failed to detect any activity. Of course, they were a long way from the planet. He perked up two hours into their descent to the planet when the VTH detected a large object, equivalent to a large space station. He concluded the object must be the Ecitoni ship. If it was, it was many times the size of a Medusa, which Da'Maass had described many times. If he was correct, the human race had problems. He smiled. At least, he would die happy, doing what he loved. 
 
    Ja'Sai remembered the raids where he sat hours waiting for the crew to return, not knowing what was happening planet-side. But this was different. Then he didn't care to know. Today he was as hyper as an expectant father. He didn't dare leave the Bridge in case trouble raised its ugly head. 
 
    <Give me headache. Too tense,> Devana sent, and he felt himself relax for the first time in hours. 
 
    <Thanks. I'm not good at waiting. Prefer action.> 
 
    <Mind stiff like old man's body.> She sent a vid of an old man walking stiff legged with the help of a cane. 
 
    He laughed. This time he had company to speed up the wait. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Cerberus-2 slowly circled the planet several times, monitoring its activity. He concluded the Ecitoni had devoured about forty percent of Sparrow’s Nest and would be finished in another fifty days, give or take a week. He didn't feel it safe to put troops on the ground and didn't think Leader Reese wanted him to stick around to see if his estimate was correct, so he decided to return to Hayjar. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    Earthol – Katlin 
 
    <Comm, send Battle Stations, stealth running.> Katlin sat back, eagerly waiting to enter Earthol, hoping the Ecitoni were there. She had been disappointed when she had been assigned Earthol because there was no sign the Ecitoni had entered the system. 
 
    <The Riss are so…calm.> She sent to Nidaba, unbounded sky goddess, realizing only she was excited. 
 
    <Doing job. Normal Wave exit.> 
 
    <Aren't they curious about what we will find?> 
 
    <Find out when arrive.> 
 
    Katlin laughed. The unflappable Riss. Each had a job they did for the Riss. Worrying, speculation, solutions where someone else's job—hers. 
 
    <What about you?> 
 
    <Observer.> An image of a Riss with a huge magnifying glass watching her. 
 
    <Exit in five minutes,> r-Kadru sent, interrupting her discussion with Nidaba. When they exited the Wave into Earthol, there were no cruisers or other ships near the Wave, and the system looked normal. Even the Comrelay was working. Several hours later, they settled into an orbit two light-seconds from the planet. Since they were here to observe, Katlin stayed in stealth mode but changed the status to Standby. 
 
    <See, normal Wave exit,> Nidaba sent along with a tingling sensation Katlin felt as amusement. An interesting phenomenon, feeling someone else's emotion. 
 
    <What if the Ecitoni had been in system?> Katlin asked, curious to learn her companion's thinking. 
 
    <Maybe more interesting.> Nidaba sent a vid of a group of ants dancing.  
 
    Katlin thought that a better image than ant shooting at humans—something she might have projected. Since Commander Iglis had thought Earthol would be the next planet invaded, she decided to wait at least seven days on the off chance Cerberus-3 had arrived a bit early. 
 
    * * * 
 
     Katlin's wish came true exactly seven days after their arrival. The Earthol’s Iris detected Wave exit by an unknown vehicle. But even without the Iris, the Cerberus’s passive sensors would have detected the gigantic object within a few hours. As it approached the planet, two merchants left the station. They didn't get far before the sphere disgorged hundreds of what appeared to be mini-cruisers or large combat shuttles. Most ignored the merchants; however, twenty of the mini-cruisers plus two the size of Lights descended on the two merchants. Each mini fired two missiles and the Lights four each. It was overkill. The merchants weren't built for war and were easily destroyed with two to four direct hits. Forty eight missiles was a fifty-foot Tsunami against an eight-foot sailboat. The twenty minis and two Lights then turned and followed the others, which headed toward the planet. The twelve Lights circled the planet while the mini-shuttles waited. When the Lights returned, several groups of fifty to a hundred minis broke off and joined several more Lights, heading for the planet. Each group went a different direction. 
 
    <Helm. Follow the larger group at stealth speed,> Katlin sent.  
 
    Looking like a flock of birds, the group descended on a large city situated on the tip of a long narrow continent. Radar showed that two smaller groups of the minis accompanied by Lights continued up the coast. 
 
    <Helm, hold us in a stationary orbit over this area. Radar, activate our infrared sensors and display on monitor four,> she sent. 
 
    Watching the minis make the surface of the planet and disgorge swarms of Ecitoni troops, Katlin fought the urge to do something. But what? Even if she could take out the Lights orbiting the area, then what? She couldn't stop the fighting, because the Ecitoni were in the city…killing the Earthol citizens so she couldn't use missiles or lasers. And she couldn't drop commandos because they would be greatly outnumbered. Besides, taking out the Lights would alert the Ecitoni to the Cerberus's presence. She was here to observe, not engage—although it felt like cowardice. 
 
    <Your position captain of observers,> Nidaba sent with a vid of Katlin steering the Cerberus while Riss were hanging out windows with cameras and magnifying glasses. Although comical, the vid conveyed a feeling of sadness. The real meaning of a Riss position was driven home at that moment. Each Riss had a position, and each position was equal because all were critical to the success of the Riss Nation. Therefore, one did her position as best she could because it could impact the Riss' future. Her current position was to observe the activity on Earthol. If she deviated, she could fail her position and the Riss Nation. Sobering thoughts—and the reason coward and hero weren't Riss concepts. 
 
    <Understood,> Katlin sent, still feeling guilty as she followed the action below through telescopes and infrared images as the hours dragged by. She would never forget those images.  
 
    The minis soon formed a line hundreds long, looking like an old-time water brigade between the Mother ship and the surface. Although she tried not to conjecture what could be happening, it was obvious—humans, alive or dead, were being sent to the Mother ship, and additional troops were being returned to support those on the ground. As she watched in horror, Katlin's whole body trembled and her head felt ready to explode.  
 
    Just in time, she relaxed and her mind quieted. 
 
    <Thank you, Nidaba,> Katlin sent, knowing her Riss companion had worked some miracle to stop her from going crazy or doing something stupid. Feeling sane again, she knew her involvement could not change the final outcome but could result in the destruction of Cerberus-3, hundreds of Riss and Freelander lives, and in her failing her position and the Riss Nation. 
 
    For six days she watched, changing positions to follow the Ecitoni migration around the four continents and multiple islands. Many cities remained untouched when she decided to leave. The process would remain the same and her presence wasn't helping the Earthols. Based on what she had observed, Katlin thought it would take the Ecitoni at least sixty days to finish their destruction, and she doubted Leader Reese wanted her to wait to see what the Ecitoni did afterward. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to within one light-second of the Ecitoni's Mother ship.> 
 
    <On Helm's board,> r-Pallien sent. 
 
    <Helm, execute the vector at stealth speed.> Katlin sat back, relieved to be leaving the death and destruction and smiling at the urge to send her two red-Wraiths into the Ecitoni's Mother ship. 
 
    <To stop the killing,> she sent to Nidaba, knowing the Riss didn't condone killing for revenge. 
 
    <Self defense,> Nidaba sent with a feeling of regret.  
 
    Katlin felt confused until she realized the logic mimicked human rationalization through the ages—kill to stop killing. 
 
    Half an hour later, the Cerberus slipped past the Ecitoni's Mother ship, a two kilometer long cylinder with a three kilometer diameter. Mini shuttles were coming and going from multiple landing bays in a constant stream, and although she couldn't make out any active weapons, she would wager hundreds existed—a super medusa. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to the Wave.> 
 
    <Captain, on the Helm's board,> r-Pallien sent. 
 
    <Helm, execute vector.>


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    Hayjar - The grim results 
 
    When we reached Hayjar, the three Cerberus cruisers, Admiral Plimson's flagship Bateleur, and Admiral Zhu's flagship Dynasty orbited close to the planet while the UFN, SAS, and Riss fleets were in separate orbits a light-second or two from the planet. I scheduled a meeting on the Mnemosyne for four hours later. We agreed to permit a leader plus three advisors. Admiral Zhu had added Admirals Kishi and Husing. Admiral Plimson had added Admiral Gebauer, and I had added Da'Maass. 
 
    When everyone had settled down with drinks, I began. 
 
    "Captain Pavao and I went to Ossicwater, the first site to go dark. Captain Pavao described the planet perfectly when she called it creepy. We found bones and heads but no living animals above ground. There were a few animals that live in burrows scurrying around and others that live in the water, but nothing else. The bones we found were stripped clean. We concluded they had been eaten alive. The heads had been cut off but were otherwise left intact—" 
 
    "They eat humans—alive!" Gleason shouted, his face filled with terror. "Eden…" 
 
    I continued but changed the focus. "We found Ecitoni bodies, two types. A thousand or more the size of our standard twelve to fourteen-year-olds, and larger ones the size of a small adult man. We have no proof, but we believe the smaller ones were worker ants and the larger ones commanders, as there were fewer of them and they had more equipment, judging by the discarded harnesses we found.. There was no sign of rank on any of the bodies." 
 
    "And we believe there are millions of them, since they managed to devour the Ossicwater population in less than thirty days," Pavao said. 
 
    "Millions?" Wattson asked, looking for clarification. 
 
    "The Ecitoni consumed, killed, or captured twelve million people in under thirty days, using ground troops. There was no evidence of cruiser type weapons being used except at the army bases on Longlee and Union. That would take millions to accomplish in the time frame we are discussing," Pavao said. 
 
    Wattson slowly nodded agreement. 
 
    "Captain Bradshaw, what did you find on Sparrow’s Nest?" I asked, wishing we were alone and in bed—but we weren't, and I closed my eyes, forcing myself to listen to the words and not the voice. 
 
    "When we entered Sparrow’s Nest, there were no spacecraft near the Wave. However, even ten light-seconds from the planet the passive sensors detected the Ecitoni…Mother ship. We proceeded toward the planet at stealth speed, and halfway we found the site of an old battle—ten well-armed SAS merchants vs fifteen to seventeen Ecitoni combat shuttles and a Light cruiser. We also collected several Ecitoni bodies—" 
 
    "What do they look like?" several asked, looking around like we had them hanging somewhere. 
 
    "Doctor Dayton?" I said before anyone could add more questions. 
 
    She joined the group and tapped on her SID. A life-sized hologram appeared. "They look much like evolved ants." She rotated the image three hundred sixty degrees before continuing. "Based on my early examination, I would say they can lift weights ten times their body mass and can run forty kilometers per hour." 
 
    "No wonder the natives couldn't escape," Admiral Iwata said barely loud enough to hear. "Hard to fight one-on-one, impossible in large numbers." 
 
    "True, even without the shell covering their upper torso," Dayton said. 
 
    Bradshaw continued into the pause. "When we neared the Mother ship, we found a twelve kilometer long cylinder with a three kilometer diameter." He had to stop as the SAS group stood and walked off several steps and huddled, the UFN group exchanged whispered comments, and the Riss-humans sat communicating telepathically.  
 
    I rose and fetched a cup of kaffa, with Terril following. 
 
    <Anake and I think it's time to leave this section of the galaxy,> Terril sent. 
 
    <I won't risk the Riss Nation, but we at least have to try to stop them. Cowards would run and heroes would die fighting. We will stay until we know we can't win.> 
 
    <That seems obvious already.> 
 
    <Not without more information,> I sent as we returned. Several minutes later we were all assembled again. 
 
    Bradshaw continued. "There were hundreds of large combat shuttles coming and going to and from the planet and the Mother ship like a production line." 
 
    "Providing supplies for the Mother ship. Nomads don't have time to create factories to produce the materials to build cruisers, so they must scavenge for them—space stations, destroyed ships, and materials on an inhabited planet," Zhu said as if thinking out loud. 
 
    "That was our conclusion, as well as deploying additional troops," Bradshaw said. "It appeared the Ecitoni had over half the planet engaged. I estimate they could finish within a month." 
 
    I stood for attention and to quiet the side conversations. "Captain Ja'Sai visited Sparrow’s Nest." I nodded to Ja'Sai. 
 
    "The object—what I thought a Mother ship—measured the same as what Captain Bradshaw reported as having broken off from the Mother ship in Port Lost. But it couldn't have been, since the one at Sparrow’s Nest had been there for several weeks, based both on when the planet went dark and on the activity we observed. I estimate the Ecitoni had forty percent of the planet under attack and could finish within two months," Ja'Sai said, trying not to gag at the thought. 
 
    "That's eighty million people!" Plimson said, his face a mask of pain. "And that's a mini-Mother ship." 
 
    I stood again and everyone quieted. "Cerberus-3 went to Earthol, as based on Commander Iglis’s conjecture, it could be next. Captain Katlin?" 
 
    "I think the piece that broke off the Mother ship in Port Lost found its way to Earthol, because seven days after I arrived, a mini-Mother ship appeared. After following the hundreds of combat ships and Lights that left the mini-Mother ship, I believe the Lights were directing the combat ships—one Light for every ten combat shuttles. They picked out the sites to attack and stayed in the area to provide support—" 
 
    "Cowards!" Gleason shouted as he bolted to his feet. "You watched as millions of SAS men, women, and children were…eaten alive. You make me sick." 
 
    "Admiral Gleason, had they tried to engage the Ecitoni, they would have been destroyed, and we wouldn't have the information they gathered," I said, ignoring his remark given the circumstances. 
 
    "And what good is it? You still need to engage them, and the longer you wait, the more SAS citizens will be butchered. Yorke was right." He spun on his heel and headed for the elevator.  
 
    Terril sent four Kraits after him. "I apologize, Leader Reese. He's understandably upset. We all are. I suggest we adjourn for today." 
 
    "You can't blame him. More and more of the Riss captains are raiders, as are her private security," Wattson said to Plimson but loud enough for me and Pavao to hear. "I'm not saying the Riss are cowards, they aren't…but Reese is slow to help." 
 
    <It's because we think before we act,> I sent to Thalia, blind with rage. 
 
    <You can't force people to like us.> Thalia sent a vid of me water-boarding Gleason. I laughed inwardly, and the rage subsided. 
 
    "I wish I had a Thalia to ease my frustration," Zhu said, coming to stand next to me. "What do you think will happen?" 
 
    "Knowing the SAS, all options are on the table. It depends on which faction wins." 
 
    "Admiral Plimson is in charge," he said, but it sounded more like a question than a statement. 
 
    "True, but the SAS navy is composed of admirals and captains who think the military is a democracy. It's not, but they know the Council will support any action against the Riss because I forced Martial Law on them. And with SAS planets being exterminated, people are afraid and near panic. So a coup is not out of the question," I said, feeling alarm at the thought. 
 
    Zhu gave a slight nod. "Stupid scared…which is likely to produce an illogical response, especially when there is no strong tradition." 
 
    "That's my concern. If something happens, please stay neutral. We can't afford to lose any ships. I will keep a tight beam connection with the Dynasty in case you have questions." I hoped it was unnecessary with Plimson in command, but better prepared than not. 
 
    "Thank you, Nadya. I hope this time you do not see into the future." He gave me a small bow and departed with several Kraits following. 
 
    I clicked on my SID and connected to the Bridge. 
 
    **Leader,** r-Galene's box said. 
 
    "Get me a tight beam connection to all Riss ships in system."  
 
    While I waited, I waved to the five captains who had attended the meeting and were still on level three. Soon the faces of the remaining five appeared on my SID.  
 
    "Meeting on the Mnemosyne in one hour. Effective immediately, all Riss cruisers are to load on the Helm's board a one second skip away from the SAS and UFN ships and assign one person to monitor the SAS ships. In the event of a missile release, execute the skip and set up a tight beam link to the Mnemosyne." When each had acknowledged my orders, I continued. "See you in one hour." 
 
    "That sounds like trouble," Terril said as we made our way to my office. 
 
    "Gleason worries me. He wants to do the wrong thing for the right reasons." 
 
    "Right reason and wrong thing?" Terril frowned. "I don't understand." 
 
    "He wants to prevent any more SAS people from dying by engaging the Ecitoni in force—with all three nations' fleets." 
 
    "That could work. We have over three hundred and fifty cruisers." 
 
    "Could is a problem. Gleason and others see it as a given they will win or die trying—heroes versus cowards. If they win, they will save tens of millions of lives; however, if they lose or draw with the Mother ship on Port Lost, they will condemn hundreds of millions to death because the Ecitoni are also on Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Why are we watching the SAS fleets?" Bradshaw asked, looking around the assembled Riss-humans. "Plimson wouldn't attack the Riss, and Wattson, Gebauer, and Gleason are loyal to him." 
 
    "Because they're scared," Da'Maass interjected to agreeing nods. 
 
    "So am I," Bradshaw admitted with a sheepish grin. 
 
    "We all are, Sean," Pavao said. "But we will follow our Leader's direction. She will hear any concerns we have, but she will make the final decision and we will follow, trusting she is the right person to lead the Riss and us. The SAS captains and senior personnel feel they have the right to act independently if they disagree with those leading them." 
 
    "Nadya thinks Gleason might decide to take independent action and wants to be ready. That's why she will never lose the position of Leader," Sheva said. 
 
    "Enough. What do we know today that we didn't know yesterday about the Ecitoni?" I said to get the meeting back on track. 
 
    "They are Nomads," Bradshaw said while giving me an appraising look—seeing me as a commander not a woman and lover, "who must forage for their materials and food." 
 
    "That means the Mother ship has a factory to process the materials they salvage during their raids," Elissa said. 
 
    "And millions of…ants to feed," Jaelle said. 
 
    "And millions of babies, judging by the way they discard their dead," Pavao said. 
 
    "And when the Mother ship gets…overpopulated, they create another colony," Katlin said. 
 
    "Hundreds of combat shuttles which have missiles and lasers…" I looked to Bradshaw. 
 
    "At least eight hundred shuttles and eighty Light cruisers." 
 
    "The Ants are many times stronger and faster than humans." 
 
    "And what don't we know?" I asked, smiling at the satisfied looks on many faces. 
 
    "The real numbers: population, shuttles, and Lights," Sheva said. "Of the Mother and the mini-Mother ships." 
 
    "The rate of fire of the shuttles and Lights or their ECM or their missiles," Da'Maass said. 
 
    "The defensive systems on the Mother ships," Ja'Sai said. 
 
    "Or if they have fighters, and if so, their weapons, speed, and numbers," Katlin said. 
 
    "And," I stood, signaling an end to the meeting. "Are other Ecitoni Mother ships on their way here?" 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    Hayjar - Agreeing on a strategy 
 
    Everyone was early for the meeting the next day and settled down quickly. Most selected only a drink from the tables, indicating they had been up for some time and already eaten. 
 
    Gleason was the first to speak. "I don't think we have any time to waste. The Ecitoni have already invaded four systems and killed millions of people. Every day we delay, millions more die and more planets become infested with the bugs. I suggest we take all seven fleets and the Riss and attack the Mother ship at Port Lost. Then move on to Sparrow’s Nest and Earthol."  
 
    When he finished, he glared at Plimson and then me. He and Plimson had obviously not agreed on his all-or-nothing strategy, and he had decided I was to blame. Ironically, he was right. I didn't like all-or-nothing solutions. They were meant for heroes and assumed you would win. JPU Admirals Saladar, Neifeh, Haddad, and Bishara had favored that approach, and it had directly contributed to their eventual defeat. The strategy usually worked when you had the overwhelming force, but even when it did, it resulted in an excessive loss of ships and lives.  
 
    Zhu spoke, breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    "I understand your concern, Admiral Gleason. The Ecitoni are in SAS space and potentially moving toward Eden. If it works, we prevent the loss of any more systems and civilian lives; however, if it doesn't work, we lose all three empires. The problem I see is that we don't have enough information to know if we can win." 
 
    "We know they are mindless bugs—" Gleason shouted. 
 
    "Neifeh, Haddad, Bishara, and Yorke thought the Riss were animals and cowards," Zhu said with a hint of amusement. 
 
    "If it hadn't been for the Ecitoni…" Gleason stopped, realizing he was on dangerous ground. 
 
    "If it hadn't been for Leader Reese warning us about the Ecitoni, Yorke would have committed First and Second fleets and lost both. We would have been left with Home Fleet to fight the Ecitoni," Plimson said, shaking his head. "Yorke didn't understand his opponent. Unlike Yorke, Leader Reese doesn't hate her opponent—in her case, the SAS; otherwise, she would have destroyed Second Fleet and let us face the Ecitoni with our two remaining fleets. By then, the Riss and the UFN would have had good Intel on the Ecitoni and worked together to defeat them." 
 
    "I agree, Admiral Plimson," Zhu said. "Reese sees the future. Without her and the Riss, we might have defeated the Robot-like Aliens but they would have weakened our navies, allowing the JPU to crush both our empires." 
 
    "Well, Reese, I agree with Admiral Zhu. What do you propose?" Plimson asked. 
 
    <Why me?> I asked Thalia, feeling overwhelmed. 
 
    <High Riss. Leader.> Thalia sent a vid of me leading Zhu and Plimson and thousands of Riss and humans through the jungle. 
 
    <You left out the natives with poison blow-darts, snakes, tigers, and gorillas.> 
 
    <No problem.> She sent the same vid but now I had a machete in my hand. 
 
    "We need more information," I managed to say, my mind a jumble of conflicting thoughts, and I cringed at what I knew must be done. 
 
    "We must engage the Ecitoni," Wattson said, echoing my thoughts. "Like we did with the Robot Aliens." 
 
    "What would you suggest?" I asked before he could turn the question on me, which he was prone to do. His mouth opened but said nothing for several seconds. He smiled, realizing I understood his original intention—to ask me what I would do and maybe Zhu afterward. 
 
    "Last time, we felt reasonably certain we would only encounter a few of the Aliens' Light cruisers. The object was to test the quality of our various cruiser types against the Aliens' Lights. So we sent an overwhelming force to ensure we would survive to report the results. This time, we would have to send our entire force—as Admiral Gleason has suggested—to have a reasonable chance of winning. The problem—as Leader Reese points out—is we could lose. Of course, we could win and gain an insight into the Ecitoni's strengths and weaknesses but have insufficient forces left to stop the other two…smaller colonies." He took a sip of water as he awaited comments, ignoring that he had sidestepped the question—what would he do? 
 
    "We could win with sufficient forces to take on the other two. We have an obligation to save our empires or die trying," Gleason said, banging on the table with his fist holding his drink with a force that overturned the cup. 
 
    "I agree with you, Admiral Gleason. We have an obligation to protect our people and to give our lives in their defense. Just as our governments have a responsibility to provide the military with sufficient resources to protect its citizens. I'd say both our governments failed that responsibility. If they had maintained our original six fleets or even five, I would agree with your approach and send in several fleets to test the Ecitoni. But with the way things stand, our governments have to rely on us to do our best to protect all our citizens—and our best would not be an all-or-nothing solution to save the government's home world." Zhu's voice was soft and without emotion. He closed his eyes for several seconds.  
 
    Before he could continue, Gleason shouted. 
 
    "Damn right. You would want to do the same if it were…Daiyu." He glared at Zhu. 
 
    "You are right, Admiral Gleason. I would feel the same about Daiyu as you do about Eden. But we must either agree to act as a unified force seeking to stop the Ecitoni or separate into nations seeking to save our capitals. If the later, I would suggest the SAS attack the Ecitoni, since they are in SAS space. But let's not forget, the Ecitoni are a space-traveling nation, therefore, intelligent. They have cruisers, missiles, lasers, and a Mother ship that houses millions of lives," 
 
    "You're like the Riss—cowards." Gleason rose, leaning on the conference room table to glare at Zhu. 
 
    Plimson held up his hand. "Enough, Gleason. I will not risk the entire SAS empire on the chance that our one hundred fifty cruisers can defeat the Ecitoni's Mother ship with over eight hundred cruisers and survive with sufficient forces to take on two more colonies. Especially not when we have friends who are willing to help. We need to test the Ecitoni, not gamble on an all-or-nothing solution against an unknown enemy." 
 
    "With an unknown number of colonies," I added to wide-eyed looks. 
 
    Zhu clapped his hands.  
 
    "Like with the Aliens: we only know what we can see. There could be more coming." 
 
    "I think…" I paused, hating the thought with every fiber of my body. 
 
    <Have choice. Could take Riss and leave,> Thalia sent with no emotions. 
 
    <Would the Riss want me to?> 
 
    <You leader.> An image of a long line of Riss following me into a huge wooden ark. The symbolization was clear—Noah's ark. 
 
    <You and the other ambassadors could insist.> 
 
    <Not our position,> She sent and I could feel her sympathy. 
 
    "The only cruisers capable of testing the Ecitoni with a reasonable chance of surviving are the Cerberuses." 
 
    "What are you going to accomplish with those toy ships—sneak up on a couple of their combat ships, destroy them, and then run and hide? We need a real test, with men who aren't afraid of being hurt." Gleason's face flushed with anger. His stony stare went from me to Plimson. "Don't give me that look, Albert. You owe her, I don't!" He rose and left with his security man and four Kraits following. 
 
    "Leader Reese, I apologize to you and the Riss—" 
 
    "No need, Admiral Plimson. He's rightly concerned about the slaughter of SAS citizens and wants a quick solution. He may be right. Our combined force may win against the Ecitoni who are here," I conceded, feeling somewhat guilty. Freeland was a long way from the present Ecitoni invasion, which might be influencing my cautious approach. "I didn't come here to lead, and I'm willing to participate in any strategy you and Zhu agree on." 
 
    "I believe the three of us can agree on a combined strategy," Zhu's tone was soft but somehow commanded attention. "The UFN will follow me because I have the support of Emperor Okuda. The Riss will follow Leader Reese because they trust her. The question is whether the SAS will follow their appointed leader." 
 
    "The problem is that the SAS Council was forced by Leader Reese to declare Martial Law and to appoint Admiral Plimson," Wattson said. I could feel his mixed emotions. He respected Plimson but was torn between the overwhelming force and the collecting more information approaches. 
 
    "Does that mean the military is not subject to the SAS Council's decisions?" Zhu asked.  
 
    Wattson didn't respond for a long time. 
 
    "It's a complex issue…" 
 
    "No, it is not. Either you are a nation of laws that can be trusted, or you are not." Zhu gave an almost imperceptible shrug. His three admirals gave a sharp nod of agreement. 
 
    "What are you saying?" Wattson stood. 
 
    "He's right, Wattson," Gebauer interjected before Zhu could reply. "I not only admire Admiral Plimson but accept he is my superior, and I'm subject to his orders." 
 
    Wattson sat. "You're right." He laughed. "What a war college problem this would make." 
 
    Plimson rose. "Admiral Zhu, Leader Reese, if you will excuse me, I need to address this problem before we can continue. You deserve an SAS force you can depend on." 
 
    "What do you think, Nadya? What does the future look like?" Zhu asked in his normal low voice. He looked serious and cocked his head like he awaited the answer. 
 
    <He does that all the time. Does he believe that?> I asked Thalia in frustration. 
 
    <We all do.> Thalia sent an image of me bent over a crystal ball and the Riss huddled around me. 
 
    <Clown!> I sent. 
 
    <Not joking,> Thalia sent with no feeling of amusement. 
 
    If I’d had a blanket, I would have pulled it over my head. Instead, I buried my head in my hands. No one said anything and I don't know how long I remained in that position. Then it hit me, and I jerked up and opened my SID. 
 
    "R-Galene, tight-beam connection to the Cerberuses." 
 
    **Connected,** she said as the three faces appeared on my SID in separate boxes. 
 
    "You are to proceed in stealth mode to the Wave. Captain Ja'Sai, you will proceed to Earthol, Captain Bradshaw to Sparrow’s Nest, and Captain Katlin to Port Lost. On arrival, you will position your cruiser two light-seconds from the Mother ship and wait. If the SAS fleet shows up, you are there to observe and report back when it's over. I say this for the Riss: you are not to get involved. You can not possibly affect the outcome, and the information you return with could save hundreds of millions of lives. Am I clear?" 
 
    "Yes, Leader," they said in unison. 
 
    As I closed my SID, I noticed everyone staring at me. "If the SAS decides to take independent action, observers might provide the information we need to defeat the Ecitoni." 
 
    "If they take sufficient forces, they could win," Sheva said, making it a what-if type question. 
 
    "They could, since we don't have enough information to speculate one way or the other. If they do and have sufficient forces to defeat the Ecitoni on Sparrow’s Nest and Earthol, the UFN and the Riss can go home, and they can call us cowards. I'm not the leader of the UFN or the SAS. They are each free to make their own decisions. I only offered to help if they wanted it. I was even willing to put Riss on each of their cruisers."  
 
    I paused to take a drink and await comments. When none came, I continued.  
 
    "They may choose to come back to the table tomorrow, in which case we can work toward a unified strategy where I propose to send Zhang, Da'Maass, and myself to join the Cerberuses in probing the Ecitoni Mother ships in each system." 
 
    * * * 
 
    It was early in the morning when my SID buzzed with a priority connect. When I clicked Accept, r-Galene's face appeared. 
 
    **Leader, the Bateleur is requesting a connection.** 
 
    "Connect," I said, and Plimson appeared. 
 
    "Admiral Gleason has convinced two thirds of the SAS fleets' senior officers to attack the Ecitoni on Port Lost. I'm sorry, Nadya. I couldn't stop them without a revolt that would have resulted in SAS cruisers firing on each other. Admiral Wattson is going along to advise Gleason in the hope he can make a difference. They will be leaving within the next few minutes." 
 
    "I apologize, Albert. I put you in an impossible position by forcing Martial Law on the SAS and having them appoint you. It would have worked in the UFN with their strong sense of tradition or in the old JPU because of their rigid command structure—but not in the SAS. Their captains tend to autonomously think the military a democracy." 
 
    "That's exactly what happened—a vote where each captain got to decide. Gleason used our long standing relationship against me, implying you were dictating the SAS strategy and that the Riss are cowards. What do…the Riss plan to do now?" 
 
    "I sent Cerberuses to each of the three system to observe, in case Gleason mutinied. We may learn something of the Ecitoni's strengths and weaknesses. If he wins, Admiral Zhu and I can return home; if not, we will be better prepared to either perform additional probes or to attack." 
 
    "Zhu is right. You do see the future. I'm left with a fleet the size of Home Fleet and I've put Admiral Gebauer in command. Although he still isn't comfortable with the Riss-human project, he respects the Riss and you." 
 
    <I don't see the future, just what is in front of me.> 
 
    <Plimson too close to problem. Zhu too far away.> 
 
    "Why don't you take the next couple of days to get your fleet organized while we await word from Port Lost? You can use the time to determine where you can use Riss. It was always my intention to provide the UFN and the SAS ships with Riss for the confrontation with the Ecitoni." 
 
    "Thank you, Nadya." He looked despondent as he cut the connection. 
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    Port Lost - First encounter with the Ecitoni 
 
    Katlin sat contemplating her assignment as she awaited Wave exit. She was excited at being sent to Port Lost, where the main Ecitoni Mother ship resided. However, she was surprised that Bradshaw hadn't been sent, as it had been his previous assignment. Leader Reese had changed everyone's assignment for some reason. 
 
    <Leader Reese plans to come here,> Nidaba sent with a hint of amusement. Why did that matter, Katlin wondered? 
 
    <Distraction.> Nidaba sent a vid of two Ecitoni chasing Bradshaw while Reese tried to fend off twenty Ecitoni rushing her. 
 
    <What if two Ecitoni were chasing me? Wouldn't that also be a distraction?> 
 
    <Not same. Emotions distort logic.> Nidaba sent the same vid but added two monsters jumping up and down on Reese's shoulders. One pointed toward Bradshaw and one toward the oncoming Ecitoni.  
 
    Katlin nodded understanding. It wasn't that Reese would feel she or any of the Riss-humans were of less value, but the solution would be a tactical decision, whereas with Bradshaw, emotions would be involved, if only delaying the decision for several seconds—seconds that could adversely impact the outcome. 
 
     <Wave exit in sixty seconds,> r-Kadru announced, jerking her back from her musing, and her gaze went to the VTH as the seconds sped down to zero. 
 
    As Bradshaw had reported, she could see the Mother ship even this far from the planet, but nothing else. 
 
    <Comm, announce status Standby, stealth mode.> 
 
    **Attention. Status Standby, stealth mode,** r-Radru announced, and the lights flashed blue throughout the ship then turned steady blue as a status change message went out to every SID.  
 
    Katlin sat wondering if the SAS would elect to take on the Ecitoni on their own, and if they did, could they win? And how would she feel watching, knowing she couldn't help? In the SAS, most captains considered it their right to modify orders from the fleet Admiral, based on the situation at the time. However, when Leader Reese spoke for the Riss, the order was absolute. 
 
    <Correct. No Riss would allow a Riss-human to violate it,> Nidaba sent.  
 
    Ironically, that was the trouble with the SAS navy. Too often, they acted separately. Plimson was in charge, yet there were those who thought they had a right to act against his orders. She had just arrived at her assigned position when it was obvious a large force was entering the Wave. One or two cruisers wouldn't be noticed, but ten cruisers would create a disturbance that could be easily detected even at this distance and in passive mode. 
 
    As the hours passed, the SAS armada became visible on the Cerberus's passive sensors: ninety-eight cruisers. They were arranged in four lines of four six-cruiser squadrons each, separated by a half light-second. The two command ships were in the fourth line. She thought it strange the Ecitoni didn't appear to be responding—the shuttle-line to and from ship continued, as did the attack on the planet—as if the armada hadn't been noticed. 
 
    Maybe they were like real ants: nothing happens if you walk next to a mound so long as you didn't disturb it. If you do, then all hell breaks loose. She had just finished the thought when the first line of twenty-four ships jumped and four seconds later appeared forty thousand kilometers from the Mother ship. A standard attack jump without a Riss on board. That meant the missiles would arrive within ten seconds—too fast for humans or even automatic systems to respond, if not already online. 
 
    Katlin held her breath as the seconds ticked by. She waited for the tactical officers to determine the attack vector and fire their missiles. Before the SAS could fire, hundreds of small fighters burst out of the Mother ship, looking like a swarm of angry bees. There were so many, it looked like the explosion of a Duster Missile. Ten seconds later, the twenty four cruisers began firing and two hundred and sixteen missiles streaked towards the Mother ship. The fighters released flares and other material as they coalesced into groups of twenty accompanied by two Lights and accelerated towards the invading cruisers. Twenty-five percent of the missiles zeroed in on the fighter engines and either destroyed the fighter or went astray. The flares and chaff took out fifty percent of the missiles, and twenty-five percent struck the Mother ship with surprisingly little effect—none of the subsequent explosions one would expect when the hull is breached. The impact reminded Katlin of fighter practice against an asteroid—an explosion of rock which did nothing but leave a hole. 
 
    Simultaneously with the missiles’ impact on the Mother ship, the Ecitoni fighters reached the cruisers. Like the Alien fighters or the Riss red-Wraiths, they didn't release missiles or use lasers—they rammed the ship. The scene resembled a Fourth of July celebration, as a couple hundred fighters collided with the twenty-four cruisers. Twelve thousand lives incinerated in the flash of a second. Tears flowed freely and bile rose in Katlin's mouth, burning her throat like her stomach had disgorged hot lava. Anger replaced the misery and she…couldn't grasp the thought she’d had a minute ago. Against her will, she felt herself relaxing. 
 
    <Why are you here?> Nidaba asked with genuine concern. 
 
    <They are slaughtering…> 
 
    <It is difficult watching people die. And right for you to be concerned and want to help. I am sure Leader Reese will understand why you disobeyed orders if you can stop the killing,> Nidaba sent will a strong feeling of sadness. 
 
    Katlin sat thinking for a long time about what she had almost done—no less than almost jeopardized the Riss Nation. The SAS would win or lose, and there was nothing one Cerberus could do to change the outcome. If the SAS lost and she had entered the fight and lost the Cerberus, valuable information would have been lost to the remaining coalition, which could impact the final outcome of the war. 
 
    <Thank you, Nidaba. I was stupid mad.> 
 
    <Not easy being a leader. Riss-humans have much responsibility.> 
 
    <You would have stopped me,> Katlin sent, more like a statement than a question. 
 
    <Not necessary. Give time to think.> 
 
    Katlin laughed. Without that time to think, she would have issued Battle Stations, Nidaba would have taken control, and she would have lost Nidaba, whose company suddenly was more important than being a captain. 
 
    Her musing was interrupted when the fleet jumped two light-seconds toward the Mother ship. As they came out of the skip, they reformed into two lines of thirty-six cruisers separated by a half light-second. Two minutes later, they began firing in unison every sixty seconds—three hundred twenty-four missiles per row. Accelerating at five thousand kilometers per second, the missiles from the first row would reach the Mother ship—which had turned to face the armada—in sixty seconds. The second row's missiles would reach the Mother ship in ninety seconds, being one-half light-second further away. Katlin was surprised the fleet commander wasn't using Dusters or Dragonflies and appeared to be relying on brute force. 
 
    At the same time, all the combat shuttles coming and going to and from the Mother ship—some three hundred along with thirty Lights—had turned toward the fleet and began firing—releasing over seven hundred missiles. The swarm of Ecitoni fighters also turned and headed toward the fleet, again accompanied by Lights. In this case, however, their presence caused more chaos, as the missiles had further to go. Again the missiles honed in on the fighters' engines, destroying at least twenty-five percent but in the process causing many to stray off course or explode—leaving only thirty percent on course. The Mother ship’s change of direction and the lack of active engines caused another fifteen percent to shoot harmlessly by. The fifteen percent that hit sprayed debris from the first two kilometers of the Mother ship's cylinder. 
 
    Twenty seconds after the SAS’s second missile release, the combat shuttles and Light cruisers’ missiles arrived at the first row. Only one out of ten reached an SAS cruiser, but eight cruisers were damaged and two destroyed. Fifteen seconds later, the surviving one hundred sixty fighters reached the first row. Sixty-five were destroyed by fighters and ship lasers, but the remaining ninety-five destroyed the first row—and forty-four continued on to the second row. Mercifully, only five survived, but they destroyed two cruisers. The Second row fired again, as did the Ecitoni shuttles and Light cruisers, which hadn't been targeted. Before the missiles had gone half way, another swarm of fighters left the Mother ship—close to five hundred. A surge of depression hit Katlin so hard she wanted to run so she wouldn't have to see what she knew would happen in less than two minutes. 
 
    But she found she couldn't turn away. As the seconds ticked by, she wondered if the outcome would have been the same if all seven fleets and the Riss had attacked. She knew three SAS fleets wouldn't have survived. She now knew why Pavao and the others didn't want to be the Riss Leader. 
 
    An hour later, Katlin left for Hayjar.
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 CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    Hayjar - Reevaluation 
 
    Katlin stood on the third level of the Mnemosyne surrounded by the SAS delegation, Admiral Plimson and Gebauer, the UFN delegation, Admiral Zhu, Iwata, Kishi, and Husing, and Reese, Pavao, Da'Maass, and Iglis. She awaited questions after giving her report of the engagement at Port Lost. Several monitors had been installed so that it was easy to view the Cerberus-3 sensor data as Katlin talked. 
 
    "You say the entire two fleets were destroyed and the Mother ship is still intact?" Gebauer asked as she finished her verbal summary of the action. 
 
    "Yes, sir. The Mother ship does not appear to have any substantial offensive or defensive weapons, but they had a thousand fighters, which acted like manned missiles. They produced chaff but fired no missiles. They headed straight for the cruisers kamikaze style." 
 
    "What do you think the outcome would have been if all three nations had committed their entire resources?" Zhu asked the question many had on their minds. 
 
    "I've given that a lot of thought on the way back to Hayjar. The SAS fleets didn't significantly damage the Mother ship, maybe the first two kilometers. They had around three hundred fighters remaining after the battle, but they could have another thousand on the Mother ship. They definitely have five hundred or more combat shuttles left, because the SAS fleet didn't target them, and maybe another hundred or two Light cruisers." She paused for a drink of kaffa and sat quiet for several seconds. "I think it could have gone either way, but I doubt we would have had sufficient forces to take on the other two Ecitoni colonies. No, we would have lost in the end. I'm sure of it." 
 
    "Well, Leader Reese, you were right. What next?" Zhu asked, a small smile dancing on his lips. 
 
    "I would rather have been wrong. But since we can't change the past, it's important that we honor the brave men and women who gave their lives in defense of their country, by using what we've learned to crush the Ecitoni," I said, feeling no satisfaction being right. Gleason's folly had provided us with a lot of information about the Ecitoni and their tactics, which would enable us to fight smart. But would that be enough, I wondered. "I've had a copy of the Cerberus' sensor data made for each of you. I'd like a couple of days to review the data before we meet again. That will also give us a chance to brief our personnel." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Leader, a shuttle from the Bateleur is requesting entry,> r-Kojin sent. 
 
    <Who?> I asked, when I saw Terril's scowl. 
 
    <Admiral Gebauer.> 
 
    <Direct them to shuttle Bay S-1,> I sent, wondering why Gebauer would be coming without advance notice. 
 
    "I don't like it," Terril said. "I know you trust Gebauer, but why no call first? Feels like Green Admiral Erdogan's ploy using Admiral Zhu." 
 
    "They came in a combat shuttle." 
 
    "Still don't like it. I've sent Kraits to meet the shuttle. We stay here until they report it's clear." Terril's gaze held mine.  
 
    I nodded. She was right to be concerned. I made my way to the conference room, fetched a cup of kaffa, and sat. 
 
    <It's not good news,> I sent to Thalia and clicked on the Comm Station. 
 
    **Leader?** r-Galene answered. 
 
    "Send to all Riss ships via tight-beam message, Prepare to take immediate action on my command." 
 
    **Sent,** r-Galene said after a few seconds’ delay.  
 
    I kept the connection open. Several minutes later, Terril opened the door and Master Wei entered and moved back against the wall. 
 
    Admiral Gebauer followed, looking exhausted to the point of collapse. 
 
    "Admiral Plimson had a meeting of the captains to consider the data from Cerberus-3. It seemed like the right thing to do—get everyone thinking about the problem. But several captains concluded that we could have won if you and Plimson had voted to send the entire SAS, UFN, and Riss fleets. They then concluded you hate the SAS and used Plimson to ensure Gleason wouldn't have the resources to win. They have concluded the Ecitoni will destroy the SAS and that you're to blame. They shot Admiral Plimson and sent me to deliver the message."  
 
    "R-Galene, send tight-beam to all ships, issue Battle Stations, stealth mode. Proceed to Freeland immediately, prepare for war." I looked at Gebauer, who looked glassy-eyed. "You are welcome to stay, Admiral Gebauer, or return if you wish." 
 
    "They expected you to fight," Gebauer said softly. 
 
    "They expected me to get stupid mad, so half the fleet could hold the Riss fleet's attention while the other half goes to destroy Freeland in revenge. The problem is that the Riss don't believe in revenge, and Master Wei would tell you it's an emotion which can get you killed in a fight. Those captains are going to make me destroy cruisers we need to defeat the Ecitoni." 
 
    "You believe we can defeat the Ecitoni?" 
 
    "I'm going to try, along with Admiral Zhu." 
 
    "What about the SAS?" 
 
    "They are no longer allies. If we survive the Ecitoni, I may quarantine the SAS. I'd rather leave this part of the galaxy, but that is impossible given the size of Freeland, so quarantine seems like the best way to live in peace." 
 
    "What about the UFN?" 
 
    "They don't hate the Riss or the Riss-humans or Freeland. I'll let them trade in the JPU and SAS—" 
 
    Wei gave a short snort. Gebauer looked to Wei. "Staying or going back?" 
 
    "I'll stay with you, Admiral, although my former student does seem to be the voice of reason. The irony is she seeks peace, even now, yet she's a master at war." 
 
    "I'm staying. Query those that accompanied us. Given Leader Reese has no objection, they can stay or return as they please." 
 
    "I have no objections, although Terril will want to talk to those who wish to stay." I looked to Terril, who left with Master Wei. 
 
    I clicked on the Comm channel on my SID, and r-Galene appeared. "Connect me to the Dynasty. I'd like to talk to Fleet Admiral Zhu."  
 
    He appeared a minute later, looking like he had expected the call. 
 
    "Good morning, Leader Reese. You appear to be having problems sleeping." He smiled. 
 
    "The captains of the SAS have murdered Admiral Plimson to make me mad." 
 
    "And did they?" 
 
    "They have made me want to leave them to their endless wars, hate, killing, and madness and find a place of peace with the Riss." 
 
    "But you won't." 
 
    "No, I'll stay, although it means I'll have to join the madness. They are sending half of what remains of their fleet to destroy Freeland." 
 
    "I'm available if you need help." 
 
    "No, they would need three fleets to breach Freeland, and they are sending half of one. And they are being led by fools. We will need to talk afterward. The Ecitoni aren't going away." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The four day trip back to Freeland seemed like months as I contemplated the upcoming war. Terril worked out with Wei several times and was in a good mood. Although I would also have loved to work out, I needed to be focused on the confrontation to come. It made me sick, thinking about destroying sixty-one cruisers and the men and women on those ships who were just following orders—illegal orders since the captains were mutineers. Sixty-one ships we needed against the Ecitoni. Yet, I knew I couldn't negotiate with whoever was in charge. He or she was crazy mad. All I could hope for was that at some point some of the captains would come to their senses and surrender. 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    Freeland - Déjà vu 
 
    When we arrived at Freeland, I called an emergency meeting—unsure how fast the SAS fleet would arrive—and invited Gebauer to attend. 
 
    "I would rather leave this galaxy than do what we must to stay, but that would mean deserting Freeland to certain genocide. The SAS fleet will soon arrive at Freeland on a mission of revenge against me. You could relieve me of command and negotiate with whoever is in charge. I'd gladly offer my life to avoid the war." I paused for comments. 
 
    "I personally wouldn't trust them as partners in a war. They're insane. They should be joining with the UFN and the Riss to fight the Ecitoni. Instead, they're attacking Freeland," Pavao said, her eyes as bloodshot as mine. "If we abandon you, we effectively abandon the Riss. I'm not willing to do either." 
 
    "I'll hate killing so many innocent men and women, but I'll hate it more if Riss have to die because of their…madness," Zhang said. 
 
    "Tell us how you want to engage them," Sheva said, her voice determined but sad. 
 
    "Can you win?" Gebauer asked, clearly concerned. "They have sixty one cruisers, which include eleven Heavies and ten Hunters." 
 
    Da'Maass laughed. "Admiral, we aren't debating whether we can win. We're debating how to keep from losing any Riss cruisers, since we have the Ecitoni to fight afterward." 
 
    "You, like whoever is in charge, assume it's sixty-one to eleven. On Hayjar that was true, but on Freeland it's not. We have forty Irises, which are each equivalent to one and one-half cruisers. Our cruisers are invisible to them. Their fighters aren't invisible to us. They are increasingly vulnerable when exiting the Wave, and they are stupid mad, which means they aren't thinking." 
 
    Gebauer nodded. "You're right. I know you, and even I forgot about the Irises…and the modifications the Riss made to our ships. Admiral Zhu is right. You do see the future." 
 
    "I would like to give them the option to leave, but I can't. Not after they killed their SAS designated representative and intended to hold us at Hayjar while they destroyed Freeland. The best we can do is to respect any ship which cuts its engines in surrender." I met each individual's eyes. "They will rely on us fighting the way we did when the JPU invaded Freeland. That is, stopping them as they exit the Wave. Consequently, they will skip immediately and then reform into an attack formation. I suspect the main target is Freeland." 
 
    "Why?" Sheva asked the question many had on their minds. 
 
    "For two reasons. One, revenge for what they believe will happen to Eden and the other SAS planets. Two, to draw us out of stealth mode. So, I suggest we place only five of the Irises close to the Wave. Use ones without red-Wraiths. Unless the cruiser captains are stupid, they should skip before they can be targeted. That will make it look like we are doing what they anticipated. We place the second line of twenty Irises at four light-seconds from the Wave, and the remaining fifteen at eight. One Riss cruiser at the Wave exit, four at four light-seconds, three at six, and the remaining three at eight." 
 
    "Why, Leader?" Ja'Sai asked after looking at Da'Maass, who was frowning in thought. 
 
    "Da'Maass, what would you do?" I asked, knowing he was a shrewd tactician.  
 
    He took a drink of his wine while staring back at me. 
 
    "Shrewd, dybbuk," he said. "They would need to jump past the Irises and our main line to reorganize and hopefully draw us out of stealth mode. Maybe even get us to use our skip capacities, since that is our strength. Four light-seconds is a safe skip since they will assume we have reinforced Freeland space, and it will give them a four second skip reserve to approach Freeland." 
 
    I looked around the table. "Any other thoughts?" 
 
    "I like it," Pavao said, followed by a short laugh. "Ironically, it's the strategy I would have used before I knew what you intended. Who goes where?" 
 
    "Jaelle, you are at the Wave exit directing the Irises. If you can, direct your fire at the Heavies. Save some missiles. You may get a chance if some decide to retreat." 
 
    "I thought…" Jaelle sat with her mouth open and looked confused. 
 
    "We don't fire if they surrender. Retreating is not surrendering. Da'Maass, Alena, Elissa, and Zhang: you are at the four light-second mark. Your first priority it to activate the Spiders, and your second is to use the Irises to take out the Heavies and Hunters. Ten of your Irises will have the red-Wraiths, and then use your judgment. Bradshaw, Ja'Sai, and Katlin, you are at six light-seconds and are a reserve. You are close enough to either jump toward the four light-second mark or back to the eight. Pavao, Sheva, and I will be at the eight light-second mark with the remaining fifteen Irises." 
 
    "Spiders?" Gebauer asked, frowning as his eyes darted around the room. 
 
    "Yes, creepy crawly things that infect the software. You call them bugs. We call them Spiders. But while bugs are annoying, spiders are poisonous." Elissa said with an evil smile. 
 
    I stood and raised my hand. "I say for the Riss: fight smart—no heroics." I waved to Gebauer. "Admiral, I'd understand if you didn't want to participate in the upcoming confrontation. I could have you delivered to the space station or Freeland." 
 
    Gebauer shook his head and smiled. "You and I have come a long way since the Peregrine. Back then I felt like those captains think today. I wanted you and all the Riss-humans out of the navy. The problem then was me. You had done nothing wrong. The captains coming to punish you are wrong. Again, you have done nothing wrong. They are blaming you for Gleason and others’ actions. I probably can't help, but I'd like to stay and help if I can. And call me Karl." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Six hours later, the Irises had been moved to their new locations and the Riss cruisers were in their assigned positions. 
 
    <Why so many cobras?> I asked Terril as we made our way to the Mess to get something to eat. She had eight Cobras on duty. 
 
    <Because none of the Riss-humans wants your position,> Terril sent with no hint of amusement. 
 
    "I'm surprised you aren't eating in your conference room, given the attack could come at any time," Gebauer said looking around the mess hall, which was moderately full. 
 
    "We are on Standby, which means the stations are manned one-third for all shifts. The idea is to relax while we can, so that we will be at our best when the dross hits the fan. And since I'm here eating, they know there is no reason to worry." 
 
    Gebauer shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    Halfway through our lunch, my SID buzzed and r-Galene's face appeared. 
 
    **Leader, Jaelle reports ten cruisers just exited the Wave and immediately skipped. Da'Maass reports they jumped four light-seconds.** 
 
    "R-Galene, declare Battle Stations, stealth mode, all systems passive." I had just finished saying it when red lights began flashing and my SID buzzed with the status change, but no klaxons sounded indicating stealth mode. "Time to go to work," I said, rising to leave. 
 
    When we arrived at the Bridge, four Cobras remained in the hallway and four entered with Terril, Karl, and me. I settled into the captain's chair and checked the VTH. Because of the imbedded chips, the VTH had a very detailed picture of the activity: eleven Heavies designated H1-H11, ten Hunters designated Hu1-Hu11, and forty Lights designated L1-L40, meaning Jaelle had disabled two at the Wave exit. Rj1 designated Jaelle, Rd2, Rz3, Ra4, and Re5 designated Da'Maass, Zhang, Alena, and Elissa, and Rb6, Rj7, and Rk8, Bradshaw, Ja'Sai, and Katlin, and finally Rp9, Rs10, and RL11 Pavao, Sheva, and me. 
 
    It was like watching a movie in fast forward as the SAS blue lights changed from blue to yellow or red—functional to marginally functional or destroyed. They hadn't been out of their four-second skip more than thirty seconds when the Heavies and Hunters began disappearing. I assumed Da'Maass was using the red-Wraiths—he had two on each of his ten Irises. After less than sixty seconds, two Heavies and two Hunters went yellow, and seven Heavies and six Hunters turned red. In addition, ten Lights went yellow and ten Red. It must have been frustrating for them, not having one Riss cruiser to target and having to target Irises. 
 
    Suddenly, twelve Lights and the two Heavies cut their engines. 
 
    The remaining eighteen Lights, two Heavies, and four Hunters skipped. Two seconds later, they appeared at the six light-second mark. As I watched, Da'Maass, Zhang, Alena, and Elissa released their fighters, presumably to guard the fourteen ships that had surrendered. 
 
    "Cerberuses, you are each to target a Light and fire a full load at it. Then skip to the four light-second mark when they return fire," I said into the open connection I was maintaining with all the Riss cruisers. "Sheva, take command of the remaining eight Irises at the four light-second mark. Those cruisers who appear to have surrendered are all fully functional. Destroy them when they come back online. Da'Maass—" 
 
    "We'll take out four Lights and join you." He laughed.  
 
    I’d thought the crafty old-salt would know what I wanted. He was an excellent tactician. Seconds later, the Cerberuses fired and one Light went from blue to red and the other two to yellow and shortly afterward to red. Thirty seconds passed and the SAS cruisers still hadn't fired, either they were slow at acquiring the Cerberuses’ positions, or they were expecting them to jump when they did. A tactical mistake, and the Cerberuses fired again, destroying three more Lights. Finally, the SAS cruisers all fired and the Cerberuses immediately jumped. They had no sooner arrived at the four light-second mark when Da'Maass, Zhang, Alena, and Elissa skipped to the six light-second mark and fired, destroying three more Lights. They waited, and when nothing happened thirty seconds later, fired again, destroying three more Lights. They skipped to the eight light-second mark when the SAS cruisers fired seconds later. 
 
    A minute later, the SAS cruisers at the four light-second mark came online, and seconds later the eight Irises fired. Although out of red-Wraiths, they still had more than half a load of their Demons and didn't require reloading, spewing a missile every two seconds. Before the twelve could skip, seven had gone red and another seven yellow. 
 
    The seven from the four light-second mark skipped and two seconds later the thirteen from the six light-second mark skipped. They arrived as one. Unfortunately for the SAS, it was twenty cruisers against twenty Irises, ten of which had two red-Wraths each. Pavao and I had split the ten Irises with red-Wraths between us and I had taken the Heavies while Pavao targeted the Hunters. Sheva with the remaining ten Irises targeted the Lights. 
 
    The SAS were at a severe disadvantage, because they couldn't see the Riss cruisers to target, yet the Irises could easily target the SAS cruisers which had their systems hot. To be safe, Pavao had agreed to use two red-Wraths on each Heavy and Hunter. They went red within twenty seconds of arriving and then the Irises would have been used to support Sheva's. It wasn't necessary. Between Sheva's Irises, Da'Maass, Zhang, Alena, and Elissa, and the fact that eight of the Lights had already sustained previous damage, they didn't have time to fire a single missile. 
 
    "My god," Gebauer choked out as the last of the blue dots disappeared. "Their...our prejudices lead us to the same old beliefs: the Riss aren't as smart as us humans, they are cowards, and they are disgusting animals that should be isolated from humans. And these beliefs force us to deny reality: the Riss were instrumental in finding the Raiders’ home planet, in defeating the Aliens, and in preventing the JPU from crushing the SAS." His fist slammed down on the arm of his chair. "And losing three fleets—seventy thousand men and women—and maybe the war to the Ecitoni." 
 
    "I'm sorry, Karl. I would have liked to talk with them first, but I couldn't risk losing Riss cruisers. We still have the war with the Ecitoni." 
 
    "My first reaction is to blame you, the Riss. But Gleason had no right to refuse Admiral Plimson's orders, and those captains had no right to blame you for Gleason's actions. Plimson agreed with you and Admiral Zhu. And…I do too. We needed more information before we committed our navies. Although these captains thought the data Captain Katlin brought back indicated our combined forces would have won, I'm not sure. Katlin wasn't sure, and she witnessed the battle. It's too easy to jump to the conclusion the Ecitoni are bugs and not as smart as us." Gebauer lapsed into silence. 
 
    "All ships," I said into my open connection. "We need to check the SAS ships for survivors. Those that surrendered need to be treated; however, take no chance with those that refuse." I clicked on Iglis's SID.  
 
    She appeared, looking tired. 
 
    "Yes, Leader?" 
 
    "Send the following message:" 
 
    To Admiral Zhu: 
 
    The SAS fleet at Hayjar attacked Freeland. The war with the Ecitoni is now our sole responsibility. If you are willing, I'd like to meet with you on Hayjar in two weeks to discuss our options. 
 
    Signed: Leader Reese.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    Military Free Zones 
 
    "I need one Riss cruiser to stay on Freeland. Any volunteers?" I asked at a combined meeting of the Riss-humans, senior group leaders, and the Freeland Elders. 
 
    "Why?" Sheva asked. 
 
    "Two reasons. I want a Riss cruiser here to discourage one or more armed merchants from deciding to punish the Freelanders, who had nothing to do with the destruction of the SAS Fleet. Equally important, we need someone on site to set the priorities for the factories. We are going to need missiles and parts and maybe people. Elder Ni'Shay, I'd like the merchants to be our pipeline to Hayjar or wherever they are needed." 
 
    Ni'Shay nodded. "We have three available…" He left several questions hanging: do you need more, can we build more, future trading, the future of Freeland. 
 
    "Yes, you are authorized to start building merchant ships, so long as it doesn't interfere with the Riss' needs. The security of Freeland is our military, so that must be our number one priority." 
 
    "I understand." 
 
    "I'll stay," Alena said a bit hesitantly. "But it would be nice if we could rotate." 
 
    "That's a good suggestion, although how often will depend on circumstances," I said, and Alena nodded understanding and a willingness to stay. 
 
    "Alena, our priorities are fighters, missiles, a standard Riss cruiser and a Cerberus…and about thirty Eirises in that order. On second thought, the Eirises are a higher priority than the cruisers. Jaelle, stop at Baraz and Alborz. Elissa, stop at Afyon. You are to collect the Eirises and deliver them to Hayjar." 
 
    "Why?" Pavao asked. "The quarantine?" 
 
    "The Ecitoni are a higher priority, and I may have a better use for them. We leave for Hayjar as soon as the survivors are ready to be sent home." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Nadya, the survivors have been registered, and the wounded treated. There are two thousand six hundred and fifty-five. Per your instructions, I've collected the fourteen highest ranking officers: four captains, five XOs, and five commanders," Pavao said, and added almost to herself. "This should be interesting." 
 
    When I walked into the room, the five women and nine men rose, and I was bombarded with emotions: hate and fear in equal parts. The five Kraits' weapons rose as well as those of the four Cobras accompanying me. Terril looked relaxed but I'd wager she’d be the first one in action if necessary. 
 
    "Sit, before you make my guards nervous. I'll make this quick. Your wounded have been treated and are fit for travel. You will be loaded onto our cruisers and flown to Fool’s Hope. For the trip, you will be housed in shuttle bays. It won't be comfortable, but it's only for two days. One of you will be in each bay to explain what I'm about to tell you." I paused and looked at each of the officers. "Given your bay doesn't cause any trouble, you will be released when we arrive. If you cause trouble in transit, then you will be spaced," I said to wide-eyed shocked faces. In fact, we had placed sleeping-gas cylinders in the bays in case of trouble. I turned and left the room. "I'm hoping that will keep them placid for the two-day trip. Let's get them loaded. The faster we get rid of them, the better." 
 
    It took a day to load everyone, two uneventful days to Fool’s Hope, and half a day to unload the prisoners. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I spent most of my time on the way to Hayjar in my office—when I wasn't on the Bridge—writing my proposal, a revised Mutual Support Agreement with the UFN. I hoped to have a well thought out draft ready for my meeting with Admiral Zhu. I finished the last day of travel and called Gebauer—who had asked to come along—to my office. In a way, I considered him a representative of the SAS—a relatively sane one. 
 
    "How can I help, Leader Reese?" he asked when he entered. 
 
    "Help yourself to something to drink and have a seat. I'd like you to read a revision to the Riss' Mutual Support Agreement with the UFN." 
 
    "Why me?" he asked as he fetched a cup of kaffa and sat. 
 
    "It affects the SAS, and I'd like your opinion." I handed him my tablet with the document. He gave me an appraising look before accepting the tablet. 
 
    <Not shocked, concerned, amused, resigned,> Thalia sent as he read. Interesting, as his facial expressions showed little reaction. 
 
    "An interesting proposal which assumes you can defeat the Ecitoni. The SAS won't like it, but it's generous considering our long ingrained hostility toward the Riss." 
 
    "Where do you stand, Karl?" 
 
    "Do I have a choice? My attitude toward the Riss hasn't been all that good." 
 
    "I respect you, so yes, you have a choice." 
 
    "Can I be neutral, an ambassador of sorts?" 
 
    "That sounds like an excellent idea. A role I believe you're well suited for," I said, thinking he might make a good conduit between the Riss and the SAS. Time would tell. 
 
    * * * 
 
    When we arrived, the Dynasty and the Imperial Dragon were already in orbit. I arranged for a meeting with Emperor Okuda and Admiral Zhu on the Golden Dragon that night. 
 
    When I exited the shuttle on the Imperial Dragon, a bugle sounded, and the twenty-commando honor guard in the bay braced to attention. Then Captain Tang stepped forward and saluted. 
 
    "Welcome to the Imperial Dragon, Leader Reese." He stepped aside and Zhu stepped forward. "The Emperor is looking forward to talking with you, Leader Reese. He finds you an interesting person, and like me, believes you can see the future." 
 
    "Thank you, Fleet Admiral Zhu. I look forward to seeing the Emperor." 
 
    Zhu and his security, Master Yu, led me to the emperor's dinning room, where Okuda awaited. I gave him a bow of respect, which he returned. 
 
    "Was it fortunate or unfortunate that Admiral Gleason chose to defy Admiral Plimson?" Okuda asked, his face expressionless. 
 
    "It has provided us with a better picture of the Ecitoni but cost nearly one hundred cruisers we can ill afford to lose." 
 
    "And the attack on Freeland?" 
 
    "It has removed the SAS from a say in the coalition against the Ecitoni." 
 
    Okuda smiled. "Does it not also give us more time?" 
 
    "I think not. Like a cancer, the Ecitoni will grow each day, making it harder if not impossible at some point for us to stop them. It may make the decisions less emotional but no less urgent." 
 
    "And the reason you asked me to attend?" Okuda said. 
 
    "I would like to change our Mutual Support Agreement." I handed Okuda and Zhu each a tablet with the new MSA and the creation of Military Free Zones, MFZs. 
 
    They were quiet for a long time after carefully reading the document. 
 
    "An interesting concept, Leader Reese. This suggests you know how we can defeat the Ecitoni." 
 
    "I think so," I said, marveling at Zhu and Okuda's ability to think through a problem before speaking. Unless I had the cart in front of the horse, that was exactly what the revised MSA suggested. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We met the next day to discuss the implementation details. Emperor Okuda had left early that morning, giving Zhu his authority to work out the details, since Okuda agreed he and the UFN Committee would approve it. We met on the Mnemosyne: the Riss-humans, Zhu and Admirals Iwata, Kishi and Husing. 
 
    "Let me summarize what the UFN and Riss have agreed to do. First, the SAS and JPU space will be designated as Military Free Zones, MFZs. That means neither the SAS nor the JPU will be allowed to build military aircraft. They will be allowed merchant ships but with severe restrictions on the weapons they can support. All merchant ships—which includes those of the UFN and of Freeland—must be registered with the United Coalition of Merchants, UCM, which will be administered by the UFN and Riss. UCM registered merchant ships are free to trade in the UFN, SAS, and JPU but are subject to unscheduled inspections upon entering and leaving a system. Ships not UCM registered are subject to seizure and destruction. Each system will have an UCM Eiris installed, which will log all ships in and out of the system," I said to shocked and confused faces. 
 
    "The SAS isn't going to like that, even though it won't matter. They have no navy to stop the UCM from enforcing the new rules," Sheva said. 
 
    "Don't we have to solve the Ecitoni problem first?" Bradshaw asked and received a few nods of agreement. 
 
    "I've concluded we cannot defeat the Ecitoni in the conventional way. Maybe if we had thirty fleets and were willing to lose twenty-five of them. Admiral Gleason proved that. With ninety eight cruisers, he hardly made a dent in the Ecitoni Mother ship, and I'd wager they have already replaced a significant number of the fighters they lost and made repairs to the small section of the Mother ship that was damaged. They are a floating factory with millions of bodies." 
 
    "That was the impression I got," Katlin said. "Shooting missiles at the Mother ship was as meaningless as shooting at an asteroid." 
 
    "Starve them," Da'Maass said.  
 
    Zhu gave an imperceptible nod of agreement. 
 
    "Yes. That is one of the reasons I wanted the Eirises. They must send out scouts to locate inhabitable planets for when they are ready to move. If we can intercept them leaving or returning, that might freeze the Mother ship, which would eventually cause it to die from a lack of resources. The Eirises could help us identify the scout ships and provide us with advance notice. If that doesn't work or they have already scouted the area or tend to move without knowing where to go next, we will have to eliminate their shuttles. Without shuttles, the Mother ship cannot survive." 
 
    Alena was notified and informed that ten Eirises were a priority. The Riss reprogramed the Eirises that Elissa and Jaelle had retrieved to send a report of all ships entering and exiting the system to the Hayjar Comrelay, and the Cerberuses were dispatched to install the modified Eirises at Lingwood, Ruchild, and Lord’s Landing. While we waited on the Cerberuses, I suggested we visit Eden. 
 
    "Why? The new rules aren't negotiable," Zhu asked. 
 
    "I'd like to avoid destroying merchant ships if I can. Maybe if Eden sends out the rules, the merchants will listen. Besides, Eden needs to know we're serious. They tend to live in their own little reality." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The Mnemosyne, Eirene, Maat, and Minerva entered thirty minutes before Admiral Zhu and Green Fleet, to ensure the SAS Irises wouldn't be a problem. 
 
    <They are set to automatically destroy Riss ships. Spiders stopped the code from executing,> r-Diona, the ECM operator, sent with a hint of amusement. 
 
    <I don't think they like us,> Thalia sent with an image of signs hanging everywhere in space: Riss free zone, Riss-humans trespassers will be gut shot, we tar and feather Freelanders… I couldn't help a laugh and sent the image to Terril, who choked. 
 
    <I guess they should have bought their Irises from someone else,> Terril sent with a hint of relief, having witnessed what they were capable of doing. 
 
    <Reset to ignore all ships,> I sent to r-Diona. 
 
    <All twenty reset,> She sent after several minutes. 
 
    Several minutes later, Admiral Zhu and the Green Fleet began entering Eden space. When they were assembled, we made our way to the planet, ignoring the frequent attempts to communicate with us. 
 
    Once in orbit, I had r-Galene make contact with Eden central and included Zhu and the Riss-humans on the connection. 
 
    "What do you want?" a male voice asked in a command tone. 
 
    "I'm Leader Reese and I have Fleet Admiral Zhu with me. We would like to speak to the core group of the SAS council. I have news of their three fleets," I said, thinking that would get their attention without a long explanation. 
 
    "I'll tell them," he said and then a few minutes later, "How did you get past the Irises?" 
 
    "By asking nicely." I cut the connection and heard Zhu's soft laugh. Thirty minutes later, Central connected and the faces of President Trostel, Ms. Naples, Ms. Flamer, Mr. Usher, and Mr. Krick appeared in individual sections on the monitor. 
 
    "What do you want, Reese? We met your conditions," he spat out like a bitter taste. 
 
    "You did, President Trostel. However, you made it clear you were forced to declare Martial Law, and that Plimson was under my thumb. As a result, Admiral Gleason decided he wasn't subject to Plimson's orders and ran off with First and Second Fleets, which he lost to the Ecitoni. The remaining group of captains killed Plimson and decided to commit genocide on Freeland—following the SAS Council and Yorke's original intent. As a consequence, the SAS no longer has a single navy cruiser. I returned the two thousand six hundred fifty-five survivors to Fool’s Hope. I'm here to congratulate you and ask how you are going to fight off the Ecitoni." I heard Terril snort. There was a stony silence, then the audio was cut and the five could be seen talking to each other. 
 
    "You…what do you want?" Trostel asked, fighting to keep from lashing out at me. 
 
    "Nothing from you. Emperor Okuda and I have decided the SAS, like the JPU, cannot be trusted as allies or even as neighbors. Therefore, we are declaring the SAS and JPU spaces as Military Free Zones. That means you are not allowed to build or operation military ships of war—" 
 
    "And if we do?" one of the women shouted. 
 
    "That ship will be destroyed, along with the factory which produced it, the space station, and the system quarantined—nothing in or out. We realize that the MFZ will leave you defenseless. But unlike you, the Riss are not seeking revenge on you for declaring war on them or for planning genocide, nor do they wish you harm. We will therefore provide you military support in the event it's necessary, and we will allow merchants registered with the United Coalition of Merchants, UCM—which will be run jointly by the UFN and Riss—to trade in the SAS, JPU, and UFN." I went on to explain the new organization. "Of course, these rules are not optional." 
 
    "What about the Ecitoni?" a different woman's voice asked. 
 
    "You're right to be concerned, now that you have lost your entire navy by your actions. Right now the Ecitoni are on Port Lost, Earthol, and Sparrow’s Nest. Judging by Ossicwater—which is devoid of life—they eat about a million people per week." When I finished, no one spoke. "I wanted you to understand the conditions under which the UFN and the Riss will provide you military support. Under our rules, you will be a free nation. Violations while we fight to save you from the Ecitoni could result in us withdrawing our military activities in the SAS, and afterward, a quarantine of any systems that survive the Ecitoni." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "That was interesting," Zhu said as we sat eating dinner on the Dynasty late that evening. We had spent more than eight hours answering questions about the Ecitoni, the loss of their fleets, and the UCM rules. "They really don't like the Riss…or you." 
 
    "I used to think I could change their minds and did everything I could to help. It was never enough. Prejudice is an emotional response, not a logical one. Since I now realize I can't change their attitudes toward the Riss and me, I'll settle for them being unable to kill me. Of course, we will have to destroy a cruiser or well-armed merchant now and then, but that is preferable to killing tens of thousands of crew who are just following madmen." 
 
    "Nadya, the UFN will share in monitoring the rules. We too would like peaceful neighbors." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We met on the Mnemosyne six days later: the Riss-humans; Zhu; and the admiral leading the Green, Red, and Yellow Fleets. The Cerberuses had installed Eirises on Ruchild, Lingwood, and Lord’s Landing and had modified the Irises on Eden and Corona. The Eirises and modified Irises would now report daily to the Comrelay on Hayjar the activity of ships coming and going, which would include any Ecitoni scout activity. 
 
    "Tomorrow, we begin Operation Earthol. Remember, we are there to test the possibility of starving the Ecitoni Mother ship—the viability of a siege, if you will. We are not there to try to destroy the Mother ship through a direct attack. I want us to fight smart, which means picking battles we can win. We cannot afford a war of attrition with the Ecitoni. If we're correct, the combat shuttles provide the Mother ship with raw material and food. Without raw metal they can't replace the shuttles we will be destroying, and without the shuttles they will run out of food." I paused to look around. "The existence of the UFN and Freeland may depend on clever captains, not dead heroic captains." 
 
    "Admiral Kishi will command the Green Fleet and coordinate with Leader Riss to defeat the Ecitoni Mother ship on Earthol," Zhu said formally.  
 
    Kishi stood and bowed to Zhu then me. 
 
    "Captain Bradshaw," I said, "you will proceed to Sparrow’s Nest and Captain Katlin to Port Lost to observe the Ecitoni and to watch for scouts leaving or returning. If you detect scouts returning, you will destroy them if possible without endangering your ship. Captains Ja'Sai, Zhang, Sheva, and Da'Maass will accompany me to Earthol. Captain Pavao, you are Leader on Hayjar. If necessary, I will communicate with you through Lingwood or Ruchild. If I send Deploy, I want you and the other Riss captains to come to Earthol." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We entered Earthol slowly—two to three cruisers every ten minutes to minimize the Wave disturbance, hoping the Ecitoni either wouldn't notice or wouldn’t care. As Katlin had noted, the Ecitoni didn't seem to react until their Mother ship was attacked. 
 
    <Comm, tight beam to the Green Dragon,> I sent. 
 
    <Connected.> Kishi appeared smiling. "What do you suggest, Leader Reese?" 
 
    "What if I send scouts to determine the Ecitoni's current activity and the best locations to attack isolated groups of combat shuttles? I'm sure their activity has shifted over the past several weeks." 
 
    Kishi nodded. "I and my fleet are eager to rush in and kill Ecitoni. A very heroic and traditional response. But you are right—patience. This battle will be fought over weeks, not days." He gave me a small bow and cut the connection. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Riss captains.> 
 
    <Connected.> The faces of Da'Maass, Zhang, Sheva, and Ja'Sai appeared. 
 
    "Zhang, scan the planet from north to south. Ja'Sai, from east to west. Determine the locations of the current activity, the best groups to attack, and their total strength. Take your time. Admiral Kishi is right. This will take weeks if not longer to accomplish." 
 
    Two days later the Maat and Cerberus-2 returned, and we had a joint meeting on the Green Dragon. 
 
    Zhang was first to report. "You were right. The major cities they were attacking when we were here before are now desolate and the Ecitoni have moved on. I found three cities currently under attack. The first besieged city had eighty combat shuttles and eight Lights. The shuttles had a supply line going to the Mother ship. The other two had all the shuttles on the ground with their Lights orbiting above. One had thirty shuttles and three Lights, the other twenty and two." He pointed to the hologram to show the exact locations. 
 
    Ja'Sai was next. "A similar result with one Light for every ten shuttles. I identified four cities under attack, with fifty, fifty, fifty, and twenty shuttles respectively. The last two had their shuttles on the ground. The first two had a line to the Mother ship." 
 
    "So the Ecitoni attack squadrons are composed of one Light cruiser—either for support or command—for each ten combat shuttles," Kishi said, summarizing what he had heard. "That’s a minimum of three hundred combat shuttles, thirty Lights, and anywhere from thirty to sixty thousand soldiers in the initial assault. And the supply lines could be providing additional troops on the return leg. That is the equivalent missile power of two fleets, if each combat shuttle has two missile tubes." 
 
    "Admiral Kishi, what do you say we take out their Lights and you take out the shuttles on the ground, when they can't use their missiles?" I said.  
 
    He smiled, his eyes bright with excitement. 
 
    "Here is what I propose," I said. "For this mission we will designate Ja'Sai's four sites as J1, J2, J3 and J4, and Zhang's three sites Z1, Z2, and Z3." I brought up a hologram of Earthol with the areas tagged red and white. "Position your squadrons one light second above sites J3, J4, Z2, and Z3, tagged in red. These are the areas with combat shuttles on the ground. Wait for us to destroy the Light cruisers, then you can destroy the shuttles on the ground. Our first target will be J3, then J4, Z2, and finally Z3." 
 
    "I will tight-beam you when we are in position," Kishi said. "Where would you suggest we rendezvous?" 
 
    "Back here. I'm curious as to how they will respond, and this appears a safe place to watch from. The Ecitoni response will dictate our next move." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Three hours later, the Green Dragon sent In position. 
 
    <Comm, send to all Riss cruisers: proceed to J3 at stealth speed.> 
 
    <Nav, a vector to J3.> 
 
    <Leader, vector on helm's board.> 
 
    <Helm, execute.> 
 
    <Comm, announce ship's status Standby.>  
 
    It would take a couple of hours to reach J3, so there was no need for Battle Stations. Seconds later, blue lights flashed and individual SIDs lit with the status. It was interesting to watch the VTH as we approached the planet. The VTH displayed the Mother ship, UFN squadrons, Ecitoni Lights, and the combat shuttles on half of Earthol. I wondered what the Mother ship saw, since they hadn't reacted to Kishi's squadron’s movement. Was it they didn't perceive him as an immediate threat? Maybe Katlin's observation was correct, and they didn't react until you disturbed what they considered their area of threat. 
 
    <Maybe people expendable?> Thalia sent with a feeling of sorrow. 
 
    <Easily replaced?> I sent. If they were like the ants they resembled and the Queen produced millions on a regular cycle, that could explain it. 
 
    <Or breeding.> Thalia send a vid of ants coming off an assembly line, forming lines, and marching out the door.  
 
    I shuddered. That would explain a lot. In a sense, it would make the smaller Ecitoni organic robots directed by those in the Light cruisers. I laughed. Just like in Earth's ancient past, without the commoners, the nobles’ system would fail. R-Kharis jerked me back to the present. 
 
    <Leader, sixty seconds to target.> 
 
    <Comm, announce Battle Stations, stealth mode.>  
 
    Moments later, red lights flashed and SIDs lit with the change of status. As we approached J3, the VTH showed the five Ecitoni Lights and tagged them E1 thru E5. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Riss captains.> 
 
    <Connected.> The overhead monitor lit with the faces of the four captains. 
 
    "Zhang, you have E1 and Ja'Sai, E2. After you destroy them you are free to move on to J4 and destroy the two Lights there. Sheva, you have E3, Elissa, E4, and I will take E5. Send Ready when you are in position. To be on the safe side, I think we should have Wraiths ready in case they have fighters and are able to launch any." Hearing no comments, I cut the connection. 
 
    I positioned the Mnemosyne fifty thousand kilometers from E5 and waited for everyone to get in position. I clicked my SID on Byer’s channel after receiving Ready signals from everyone. "Byer, prepare to release ten Ghosts on my command. If the Ecitoni Lights carry fighters, they may get lucky and be able to launch a few." 
 
    "We'll be ready, Captain." 
 
    <Comm, send fire in ten seconds.>  
 
    I didn't have to send notice to r-Maia on Tactical, as she would have seen my order to r-Galene manning the Comm. I stared at the VTH, hoping a full load of missiles—twelve—would disable an Ecitoni Light and wondering if they had fighters on board, how many, and how fast they could respond. The answer was quick in coming. E1, E3 and E4 went red and E2 and E5 yellow. I intentionally withheld the Ghosts, wanting the answers to my other two questions. Part of our reason for selecting the smaller Mother ship was to learn more about the Ecitoni's methods and cruisers. As I watched, E2 went Red. 
 
    <Tac, fire when ready.> 
 
    <Fired,> r-Maia sent twenty seconds later, after the missile tubes were reloaded. E5 went immediately Red. 
 
    <Comm, send to Elpis and Minerva: send Ready when in position at Z2.> 
 
    <Sent,> r-Galene acknowledged. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to Z2.> 
 
    <On Helm's board.> 
 
    <Helm, execute stealth speed.>  
 
    I decided to keep the ship status at Battle Stations, because anything could happen after destroying the Lights. A minute later, I noticed a squadron of UFN cruisers descending on J3. 
 
    To my surprise, nothing happened during our twenty minute trip to Z2. The attack on the three Lights went off much like it had at J3—two full loads of missiles each destroyed the Lights and no fighters emerged. Minutes later we were off towards Z3. 
 
    <Comm, connect the Elpis and Minerva and include Byer in the connection.> 
 
    <Connected.> Byer, Da'Maass, and Sheva's faces appeared on the monitor in separate boxes.  
 
    "We will designate the Lights E1 and E2. Da'Maass, you take out E1. Sheva, you will fire a half load at E2 and go passive. I want to see if they have fighters, and if so, their response time. Byer, you will launch ten fighters on my command. Send Ready when you're in position." I cut the connection except to Byer. 
 
    <Tac, be prepared to fire a full load at E2.> 
 
    "Byer, I suspect the fighters will be Kamikaze types, so I'll send out a dummy missile to distract them." 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, the Minerva and Elpis sent Ready, and I gave the order to fire. E1 went yellow immediately, as did E2. Thirty seconds later, E1 went Red with the Minerva's second load of twelve missiles. 
 
    "Byer, release your Ghosts." 
 
    <Tac, fire a Dummy,> I sent.  
 
    Shortly afterward, E2 fired six missiles in the direction of the Dummy, and one minute later ten fighters emerged from the Ecitoni Light and turned in the direction of the Dummy. The Ghosts chased after them. The Dummy destroyed five and the Ghosts the remaining five. During the brief fight, E2 fired six more missiles, forty-five seconds after the first. 
 
    <Tac, fire on E2,> I sent when no more fighters emerged.  
 
    Ten seconds later it went Red. 
 
    <Comm, send return to rendezvous.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    "How did it go, Admiral Kishi?" I asked, although by the look of satisfaction on his face and his erect posture, I knew he was pleased. 
 
    "The attacks went flawlessly. Of course, although we destroyed their shuttles, there are many Ecitoni left unhurt, and they will continue to…feed off the land." 
 
    "That is unfortunate but can't be avoided. There are too many of them to drop our commandoes. We will have to be content with the knowledge that we are saving other planets," I said for everyone's benefit. "You destroyed close to forty percent of the Mother ship’s source of the raw materials it needs to survive." I looked to Zhang and Ja'Sai. "How did it go with J4?" 
 
    "They died quickly," Zhang said with obvious sadness in his voice. Like the Riss, he took no enjoyment in killing anything. It was just something that needed to be done. 
 
    "Besides making a significant blow to the Mother ship’s ability to support itself, we learned their cruisers have ten fighters each, they are kamikaze-like, have six-missile tubes which reload in forty-five seconds, take a couple of minutes to react to an attack, and that it takes twelve to eighteen missile hits to destroy one," I said, summarizing what we had discovered. 
 
    "And the Mother ship did not respond," Sheva said. "But why?" 
 
    "Maybe no resources to send," Ja'Sai suggested. 
 
     "Then why not divert the cruisers at the other sites?" Sheva asked. 
 
    "Maybe their lives aren't important enough to protect," Zhang said, frowning in thought. 
 
    "I think you're right," Sheva said. "They probably have hundreds of thousands back on the Mother ship, so the individuals may not be important, but the shuttles are necessary to their survival. Unless they have the resources to make more quickly." She shrugged. 
 
    "Those are two metrics we need to resolve if we are going to defeat the Ecitoni. How many shuttles do they need to support the Mother ship, and at what rate can they produce shuttles and Lights. That should determine what it will take to kill a mini-Mother ship, and by extension, what it will take to kill the older Mother ship on Port Lost." 
 
    "Do we attack the remaining shuttles now?" Kishi said, sounding eager to finish the mini-Mother ship. 
 
    "Now we wait to see what they do. That may answer the questions I've proposed. Eventually, they will send out new raiding parties. When the shuttles land, we use our previous tactics." I looked to Zhang, who looked concerned. "It may seem like a heartless strategy because our delay will cause more of the Earthol people to die, but attacking shuttles going to or from the Mother ship will give the Ecitoni a chance to destroy our cruisers. That is obvious from Admiral Gleason's attack. Cruisers that may make the difference in Port Lost. The older Mother ship could have ten times the resources of a mini-Mother ship and be far more aggressive. Gleason should be a good reminder of what happens when you rely on overwhelming force or get too aggressive. Many will consider my approach cowardice and attacking in force heroic. To me, each battle must be judged based on its importance to winning the war—destroying the Ecitoni. Remember, the Mother ship has hundreds of kamikaze-like fighters, and the Lights have ten each, and the shuttles two missiles each. Losses could be extremely heavy if we chose to take them on directly." I hoped Kishi could overcome the coward-hero traditional urge. 
 
    Kishi gave me a small bow. "Admiral Gleason's action was heroic but twice foolish—he chose to forsake his allies and risk his nation's security on an all-or-nothing strategy. Since Fleet Admiral Zhu respects you, I forego being a hero." He gave me a genuine ear-to-ear smile. That produced grins from everyone. 
 
    * * * 
 
    For two days, shuttles came and went from J1, J2, and Z1. On the third day, the activity at J1 and J2 stopped. A half day later, a hundred shuttles emerged along with ten Lights. Two of the Lights left the pack and headed in opposite directions. Three hours later the two returned. After a minute, one group of seventy accompanied by seven Lights went one direction while the other group of thirty with three Lights went in another. 
 
    "Sheva, follow the group of thirty. Zhang, follow the group of seventy. Let us know via tight beam what they do," I said, wondering at the impact on the Mother ship of losing another hundred shuttles. 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Elpis requesting connection.> 
 
    <Connect.> 
 
    "Captain, the Ecitoni have landed thirty shuttles on a small city, location: 34.20815 and -121.85632." 
 
    Two hours later, the Maat reported his group had landed all seventy shuttles at location 40.1776 and -110.3325. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Green Dragon,> I sent. 
 
    <Connected.> And Admiral Kishi appeared. 
 
    "Admiral, the Ecitoni shuttles have all landed. I'm sending you the coordinates of the two groups, designated L1 and L2. If you will let me know when you're in position, I will begin our attack on L2, which is the larger group." I cut the connection when he nodded. 
 
    <Comm, send to Riss captains. Proceed to L2 at stealth speed. Send Ready when you're in position.> 
 
    <Sent and acknowledged,> r-Galene sent after several seconds. 
 
    The next two hours dragged by as we slowly made our way to the L2 location. Ironically, the seven Lights, designated E1 thru E7 on the VTH, didn't seem any more alert than the previous Lights, as only their radar systems were active. 
 
    <Comm, connect tight beam to the Riss captains,> I sent when we were still fifteen minutes from the target. 
 
    <Connected.>  
 
    As soon as they were all present, I gave them their assignments. "Zhang, you are assigned E1 and backup for the Elpis. Da'Maass, E4 and backup for the Mnemosyne. Ja'Sai, E5. Sheva, a full load on E2 and a red-Wraith on E3, and I'll take E6 and E7. Sent Ready when you are in position." I had received Kishi's Ready signal some thirty minutes ago. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later after I had received the Ready signal from everyone, I clicked on Byer's SID. He appeared instantly. "Byer, send out a red-Wraith. Your target is E7." 
 
    <Tac, full load on E6 on countdown.> 
 
    <Comm, to all captains. Fire in twenty seconds.> 
 
    I watched the VTH as the chronometer ticked off the twenty seconds. The Mnemosyne shuddered, and nine seconds later the seven Ecitoni ships began changing color: E1, E4 and E5 went yellow and E2, E3, E6, and E7 went red. Thirty seconds later E1, E4, and E5 went red when the second load of twelve missiles hit. There was no need to let Kishi know, because he would see the explosions. We moved on to location S1 and destroyed the three Lights. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "This has been too easy, not that I'm complaining," Sheva said, shaking her head as she did. Four days had passed since we destroyed the second group of Ecitoni shuttles. There had been no retaliation; however, the three groups which had been active finished and returned to the Mother ship late two days ago. Nothing had happened since. 
 
    "What do you think they’re doing?" Ja'Sai asked. "Making more shuttles and cruisers?" 
 
    "Deciding how to protect their remaining shuttles," Da'Maass said. "Based on our original count, they had four hundred and we've destroyed three hundred. That leaves only a hundred to feed and supply the ants on the Mother ship." 
 
    "It would certainly be good to know the demands on the Mother ship: salvageable metal,  food, etc.," I said. "That would enable us to predict how seriously we hurt it, if at all, and what it will take to destroy—" 
 
    <Leader, the Mother ship is changing position,> r-Kojin sent. 
 
    "Admiral Kishi, are you up for doing something heroic?" I asked, thinking Da'Maass had been right. 
 
    "That would read better in the UFN history books." He smiled. "Attack the Mother ship?" he said with a note of amusement. 
 
    "Exactly." 
 
    "You're joking?" Kishi said in surprise. Even the Riss-humans looked shocked. 
 
    "I think the Mother ship is positioning itself over the spot for the next city they are going to raid. The Mother ship on Port Lost had over a thousand fighters, so we have to assume this one has several hundred. If we try taking out the shuttles, I would expect them to release their fighters, and three hundred could be a serious threat to your squadrons. So we need to distract the fighters." 
 
    "Gleason's attack on the Mother ship drew the fighters to the fleet…and destroyed it." Da'Maass said, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Admiral Kishi, if you positioned your fleet one and one-half light-seconds from the Mother ship and fired several loads of missiles at it, I suspect it would send out its fighters." 
 
    "And then I release my fighters…" 
 
    "How many do you have?" I asked, hoping he outnumbered the Ecitoni. 
 
    "Ten per Light, fifteen per Heavy, and twenty on the Green Dragon. Eighty percent have been upgraded to Ghosts." 
 
    "If my calculations are correct," I said while looking at my SID. "You have over five hundred and sixty fighters, of which nearly four hundred fifty are Ghosts. It's reasonable to conclude your fighters will outnumber those on the Ecitoni Mother ship. I'm suggesting you position your fleet about one and one-half light-seconds from the Mother ship and fire missiles until they release their fighters. When their fighters are one light-second from your fleet, drop your Ghosts and then pull back a light-second or two to give your Ghosts time and room to engage them. The Riss will get in position as you do, so that we will be ready to destroy the Lights while you are entertaining the Ecitoni fighters. Afterward, our Ghosts will destroy the last of their shuttles." 
 
    "That will look good in the history books." Kishi nodded as a smile creased his lips. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Over the next several hours, Kishi moved the UFN fleet slowly toward the Ecitoni Mother ship, stopping one and a half light-second from it. The other Riss ships and I skirted the Mother ship and positioned our cruisers some forty thousand kilometers from the ten Lights, designated E1 thru E10. When each cruiser had released five fighters along with one red-Wraith, I signaled the Green Dragon via tight beam that we were in place. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later, over four hundred missiles streaked toward the Mother ship. A swarm of Ecitoni fighters exited the Mother ship only thirty seconds before the UFN fired another four hundred sixty. The first UFN missiles and the Ecitoni met thirty seconds later. The collision destroyed or otherwise sent off course forty percent of the missiles and destroyed seventy Ecitoni fighters. The over two hundred that struck the Mother ship appeared to have little effect, other than breaking off chunks of material—no explosions. 
 
    We waited as the Ecitoni fighters met the second wave of missiles, but this time the missiles destroyed or deflected over sixty percent, leaving less than one hundred fifty to meet the UFN Ghosts. 
 
    I had assigned Zhang E1 and E2, Sheva E3 and E4, Da'Maass E5 and E6, Ja'Sai E7 and E8, and me E9 and E10. When the Ecitoni and UFN fighters met thirty seconds later, we struck. First with twelve missiles against one target and with a red-Wraith against the second assigned target. And finally with a second load against any Ecitoni Lights not red. Subsequently, we released our Ghosts, which descended upon the planet and destroyed the defenseless shuttles. 
 
    After collecting our fighters, we made our way back to our rendezvous point. Earthol space felt quiet. I tried not to think about what was happening on the planet. Although we had destroyed the shuttles, there were still Ecitoni running loose on the planet—maybe they would be for months or years. Just those ten shuttles had carried close to two thousand, not to mention the other two hundred destroyed shuttles—over forty-two thousand Ecitoni—not counting any reinforcements. 
 
    We met on the Mnemosyne eight hours later. Kishi had an extra bounce to his step as he exited his shuttle. We exchanged bows. 
 
    "That was more like the history books' version of war," he said as we made our way to the third level. "I lost only fifty-one fighters. We can restock and move to Sparrow’s Nest." 
 
    "You don't want to share the war with the Red and Yellow Admirals?" I joked. 
 
    He grinned. "I guess they could use the practice." 
 
    "Unfortunately, the Mother ship isn't dead—and it would be nice to look inside. The information may help when we have to take on the Port Lost Mother ship," I said. 
 
    "They have no way to feed whoever is left." Kishi said. "They will starve to death." 
 
    "The Mother ship is a factory with maybe a million Ecitoni. Many will die, but they will build more shuttles and Lights—enough to feed a significantly reduced population—and slowly regrow. We need to monitor the Mother ship, kill any shuttles or Lights they produce, and eventually enter the ship to ensure the colony is dead." 
 
    "That wasn't in the history books I read." Kishi gave a small laugh. "We could send one of the other Admirals to do that." 
 
    "I suggest we leave a small force here to monitor the Mother ship, while the main force returns to Hayjar to restock and update everyone," I said. 
 
    After a brief discussion, Kishi agreed to leave two squadrons, four Heavies, and twelve Lights, and I left the Elpis and Cerberus-2.


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    Hayjar - Reevaluating the strategy 
 
    "Admiral Kishi has briefed me on your successful tactics against the Earthol Mother ship. It sounds like it can be used against the other two Mother ships," Zhu said as the Riss-humans, Byer, Seng, Iglis, Admiral Zhu, and his three fleet Admirals convened for a strategy session on the third level of the Mnemosyne. 
 
    "I think it has a reasonably good chance of working on the mini-Mother ship on Sparrow’s Nest. It's the same size as the one on Earthol and whoever is in command would have the same experience or lack of. But I'm not sure about the older Mother ship on Port Lost. That ship has been on Port Lost for close to two months and may be getting ready to move. I don't think we can stop it, so we may want to wait. And, I would imagine the commanders on that ship have more experience." 
 
    "Maybe they have never run into humans before, or if they have, maybe they weren't as advanced," Elissa said. 
 
    "Or smart. Look at Admiral Gleason," Sheva said. 
 
    "If they move, another planet will be infected with Ecitoni. Millions will die even if we destroy their shuttles," Zhang said. 
 
    "I agree, Zhang. It sounds inhuman, like the Riss don't care. That's exactly what Admiral Gleason and the captains who attacked Freeland thought." 
 
    "I didn't mean…" 
 
    "We all agree with you, Zhang. We just don't know how to do it without potentially putting millions at risk," Pavao said. "Sometimes there are no good choices." 
 
    "Yes. Vesta did point that out to me." he nodded and closed his eyes in meditation. 
 
    "I'd suggest we send one UFN fleet to Sparrow’s Nest along with five Riss cruisers to destroy the Mother ship there, and I will go to Port Lost to assess the situation." 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day, Yellow Fleet left for Sparrow’s Nest along with Pavao, Zhang, Jaelle, and Elissa. I left for Port Lost. Da'Maass stayed in Hayjar with Zhu and with his Green and Red fleets. 
 
    "Iglis, what system do you think the Port Lost Mother ship will go to next?" I asked at my staff meeting the first day out. Iglis gave me a wild eyed look and her face lost of bit of color. Then she took a deep breath and looked at her SID for several minutes. 
 
    "Lord’s Landing," she said in a whisper, then louder. "Lord’s Landing." 
 
    "I wonder what would happen if Captain Katlin killed off its scout ship?" Byer said, looking to Iglis. 
 
    "If I had to guess, I would say it would enter the Wave and probably exit at Lord’s Landing, although Saipha and Eden are possibilities." 
 
    "So if we do kill the scout ship, it is unlikely the Mother ship is going to wait indefinitely and will move, probably in the direction of Lord’s Landing. Conversely, unless we have evidence of a scout ship visiting one of the systems, we will have no idea what system the scout found and whether we would be better off killing it." I paused for everyone to consider that. "The real question is how long the Mother ship will wait for a scout’s return." 
 
    "You're saying we’re going to lose another system," Seng said. 
 
    "I'm saying we can't stop the Mother ship from moving, nor direct its movement, unless we know what system the scout found." 
 
    "Wouldn't that be playing God?" Byer asked. 
 
    "No, my friend, it's the ugly truth about war. We're looking for an advantage that will allow us to win. If the system the Mother ship chooses has a small population, it may move again and again before we can starve it to death. The ideal system would be one large enough to keep it…satisfied long enough for us to destroy its shuttles. We might not get the chance to direct the Mother ship, but if we do, we have to consider our options." I paused to take a sip of kaffa. "People on one planet are as precious as people on any other. Our obligation is to stop the Ecitoni as quickly as possible, since I suspect they will grow stronger the longer they are in system. Therefore, our decisions must be tactical, not emotional. Our goal must be to save as much of our shared population as we can—not specific people." 
 
    "You're right, and I'm glad you have to make those decisions not me," Byer said to nodding heads. 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Comm, contact Cerberus-3 on a tight beam,> I sent after we had exited the Wave into Port Lost and were within three light-seconds of the Mother ship. 
 
    <Leader, connected.> Katlin's face appeared, smiling. 
 
    "Captain Katlin, anything new?" I asked. 
 
    "No. But I think they’re getting ready to leave." 
 
    "Why? Has there been a scout ship recently?" 
 
    "No. The Eiris hadn't detected any ships coming or going until you entered. The activity level has been decreasing for the past several days. When it did, I took several passes around Port Lost. The planet looks…dead, few heat signatures anywhere. And they’re cleaning up the debris from the old battle sites. They are getting ready to move," Katlin said with assurance. "How did it go on Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest?" 
 
    "On Earthol, I believe we successfully destroyed the Mother ship's ability to sustain itself. And we've sent a task force to Sparrow’s Nest to duplicate our success on Earthol." 
 
    "What about Port Lost?" 
 
    "We need them to move before we can begin the process. The strategy is to destroy their shuttles, which are their only means of survival. Attacking their shuttles in transit is too dangerous. We won't win a war of attrition, so we need them near a resource-rich planet, where we can attack their shuttles on land." I looked at the VTH. "Katlin, I should be near you within a couple of hours. Why don't you and your staff join me for dinner tonight? Say seventeen hundred hours." 
 
    "Thank you, Leader. I'd like that." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Before dinner, I had Iglis give a brief account of our activities in Earthol, which lasted almost two hours because of the questions. During dinner each member of Katlin's staff sought out his or her counterpart to question. 
 
    "Captain Reese, have you decided who will be involved in destroying the Port Lost Mother ship?" Katlin asked as dessert was being served. 
 
    "Anxious to see action?" I took a bite of my hot-berry pie, awaiting her response. She was new to war, so I was curious. 
 
    "No, ma'am. It's exciting being a captain of a warship and more so a Riss cruiser, but I know war isn't exciting…in an exhilarating way. I just want to help to protect the Riss and end the war." 
 
    "How many shuttles do you estimate they have?" I asked. 
 
    "It's difficult to tell. Neither their Lights nor their shuttles broadcast identification numbers or symbols, and they all look alike. But conservatively they have at least fifteen hundred shuttles." 
 
    "That means one hundred fifty lights. Best case, we will need one Riss cruiser for each two Ecitoni Lights, so seventy five Riss cruiser sorties. And right now we have eight tied up on Freeland, Earthol, and Sparrow’s Nest. That leaves you, me, and Da'Maass." 
 
    "That's exciting," Katlin gave a snort. 
 
     


 
   
 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    Lord’s Landing 
 
    <Leader, the Mother ship is moving toward the Wave.> 
 
    <Comm, connect to Cerberus-3.> 
 
    <Connected.> Katlin appeared immediately, indicating she had also noted the movement. 
 
    "Katlin, I'm going to follow the Mother ship into the Wave. You are to follow me five minutes later. We should know in a few hours whether they’re going westerly toward Lord’s Landing or northerly toward Ruchild and Lingwood." 
 
    "Do you have a feeling which way?" 
 
    "No. Iglis thinks toward Lord’s Landing. If it is Lord’s Landing, that will be a problem, because they won't be there long enough for us to destroy all their shuttles—not even if we had ten Riss cruisers available, and we don't. As soon as you see where I exit, I want you to head to the nearest system with a working Comrelay and notify Da'Maass that I want him to join us there and to tell Admiral Zhu I suggest he bring at least his two fleets." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am." She cut the connection. Damn, I muttered. 
 
     <Saipha's in that direction,> I sent, realizing the Wave to Lord’s Landing also went to Saipha…and Eden. 
 
    <Fortunately you saw future.> Thalia sent a vid of Riss skiing in the mountains with party hats and noise makers. A Red Dwarf was in the background. 
 
    <Some stayed.> 
 
    <Only old stayed. Would have stayed regardless.> Vid of ants struggling to climb and run in snow-covered mountains while the Riss sat on crags laughing at them. 
 
    <Thanks,> I sent. That was a good image to keep. 
 
    Four hours later the Mother ship began breaking apart in two kilometer sections just before entering the Wave in the direction of Lord’s Landing. I had wondered how a ten kilometer cylinder had entered or exited the Wave without a massive disruption destroying the ship. The problem now was whether they were splitting up or would recombine when they reached wherever they settled. All I could do was follow the last section. Five minutes later, the Mnemosyne entered the Wave. 
 
    "What do you think, Nadya?" Terril asked. 
 
    "Although each section is independently capable of entering the Wave, I'm hoping they are not independent sections." 
 
    "The two that broke off were, why not these?" 
 
    "I'm hoping eight to ten kilometers are necessary for survival—a section to breed, a factory to build cruisers, a section for reclamation, a section for storage, etc. When it gets too crowded, they build a detachable section and load it with everything the new Queen needs to get started." 
 
    "To avoid competition internally, or for food?" 
 
    "Could be either or both or some cultural norm we may never discover. But it's probably a survival tactic." 
 
    "Scary. Then the new Mother ships on Sparrow’s Nest and Earthol in a year or two would have grown into a twelve kilometer Mother ships." 
 
    "If not stopped, they certainly had the food and raw materials in this sector to grow and prosper," I said, wondering if after they finished, they somehow split up, each going in a different way. The scavengers of the galaxy, cleaning up the mess intelligent life leaves in its wake. I wondered idly if the Council of the Gods knew of the Ecitoni, and if so, why they were content to quarantine us to our planets knowing the Ecitoni would eventually come and we would be defenseless—or was it to stop us from stopping the Ecitoni from doing their work? 
 
    <Exiting the Wave into Lord’s Landing in five minutes,> r-Kharis sent. 
 
    <Comm, announce Battle Stations, stealth running.> 
 
    We entered Lord’s Landing just behind the Mother ship and slowed. Over the next few hours, the five sections slowly reattached into a long cylinder. When they reached within two light-seconds, several Light cruisers left the Mother ship and raced toward Lord’s Landing as the ship began decelerating. 
 
    <Cerberus-3 requesting a connection.> 
 
    <Comm, connect.> 
 
     "Leader, what do you want to do?" Katlin asked. 
 
    "Wait and see what they do," I said. 
 
    "Captain, we know what they are going to do." 
 
    "True. They are going to kill everyone on Lord’s Landing, and because there are less than two million people, they will be gone in a week or two. Realistically, we cannot stop them from killing the two million or from moving on to the next system. They have well over a thousand shuttles. Therefore, even with Da'Maass, you and I are not going to destroy them before they leave Lord’s Landing. Maybe not even before they leave…Saipha, if that is their next stop." 
 
    "What if it's Eden?" she asked, concern in her voice. 
 
    "It doesn't change anything. We can't attack the Mother ship—Gleason proved that, and we can't destroy their shuttles until they put them on the ground. And even then, we are going to need more than three Riss cruisers." I paused, waiting for Katlin to acknowledge the reality. "If you have an alternative strategy, I’m interested." 
 
    Katlin slowly shook her head. "No, Leader. It just feels like we should be doing something." 
 
    "We are. We're pursuing a strategy developed on Earthol that works with the minimum loss of ships. And before you say what about people, there are more than fifty planets out there, of which Eden is only one. However, if we lose our military, we lose them all." 
 
    Katlin and I circled the planet several times to see what the Ecitoni were doing. Once, we destroyed a group of three Lights and thirty shuttles, mostly to make Katlin feel like she was making a difference as we waited. 
 
     * * * 
 
    Da'Maass and to my surprise Admiral Zhu along with the Red and Green fleets arrived the next day. We met on the Dynasty. 
 
    "What is the status here on Lord’s Landing?" Zhu asked after we had finished a leisurely dinner and had been served drinks. 
 
    "I think they will be leaving in a week or so, the time it takes to clean up. They have invaded all twelve cities. Seven have been destroyed and five are in the active stage with shuttles coming and going to the Mother ship. The five active sites currently employ one hundred, one hundred forty, ninety, eighty, and sixty shuttles," I said. 
 
    "And you don't recommend taking one on?" Zhu asked. 
 
    "No, sir. Even taking on the smallest one, we would face six Lights, sixty shuttles, and an unknown number of fighters from the Mother ship. We could take out the Lights, but the sixty shuttles would be discharging around three hundred missiles a minute, not to mention their kamikaze fighters…unless." I stopped as an unanswered question surfaced. "It appears the same number of Lights always accompany the shuttles. They are most likely there to support the shuttles, but I wonder if they also direct and organize their activities." I looked to Katlin. "Katlin, didn't you say that the fighters attacking the SAS fleets broke off in groups with Lights accompanying each group?" 
 
    Katlin look down in thought before answering. "That's true. They did." 
 
    "I wonder how dependent the shuttles are on those Lights—worker ants versus supervisors," I said, thinking out loud. "Admiral Zhu, would you like to try an experiment?" 
 
    "What do you have in mind, Leader Reese?" 
 
    "Move your main force four light-seconds from the Mother ship, which will leave you four light-seconds from the Wave. Move three squadrons one light-second from the sixty-shuttle area. You have Riss on board, so if things go bad they can skip back to the fleet and the fleet can leave if necessary. When we destroy the Lights, have the squadrons fire two missiles at each shuttle." 
 
    "You're hoping the absence of the Lights will somehow confuse the shuttles," Zhu said after a minute of silence. 
 
    "That's what I'd like to determine. If the Lights are command ships, what happens when they’re destroyed? But we must destroy the Lights before the squadrons fire on the shuttles." It was a gamble, but a worthwhile one it if it helped to defeat the Ecitoni faster. 
 
    Over the next two hours, Da'Maass, Katlin, and I maneuvered closer to the six Lights while four squadrons of Red fleet moved into position. The Ecitoni Lights were clustered within ten thousand kilometers of each other and didn't appear concerned with the Red squadrons’ approach even though this was now within one light-second of them—three hundred thousand kilometers. 
 
    The VTH tagged the Lights E1-E6 and the Riss cruisers RL, RD, and RK: Leader, Da'Maass, and Katlin. 
 
    <Comm, connect to Minerva and Cerberus-3.> 
 
    <Connected.> Da'Maass and Katlin were both grinning when they appeared. 
 
    "Kind of like Russian Roulette," Da'Maass said. "Either the chamber is empty and the shuttles ignore us, or sixty shuttles turn on us." 
 
    "You forgot about the Mother ship's fighters," Katlin added, but didn't look concerned. 
 
    "Correct. So preset a one second skip to vector nine zero point zero by four five point zero in case the chamber is loaded. In any event, that is our rendezvous point—away from the Blue squadrons and the Mother ship. Da'Maass, you take E1 and E3, Katlin, E2 and E5, and I'll be responsible for E4 and E6. Send Ready when your red-Wraiths are deployed and ready. We attack fifteen seconds after I send…Pull the trigger," I said, receiving smiles before they disconnected. 
 
    "Byer," I said into my SID. "Release your fighters with two red-Wraiths. Remind the pilots the second red is to be used only if our assigned Lights, E4, or E6 aren’t destroyed with the first red or twelve missile salvo." 
 
    "Understood, Captain." 
 
    Over the next three minutes I received Ready signals from everyone including Byer. 
 
    <Comm, send Pull the trigger.> 
 
    "Byer, release the red in fifteen seconds." 
 
    <Not help,> Thalia sent as I unconsciously crossed my fingers. 
 
    <How do you know?> I quipped while staring at the VTH. 
 
    <Mother's mother.> Thalia sent a long line of Riss with fingers crossed. Seconds later, the barrage of missiles and Reds struck the Lights. Almost simultaneously all six Lights went Red. 
 
    <See, it works,> I sent with relief while I let out a deep breath I had been holding. 
 
    "Byer?" I queried, and waited. Thirty seconds later, he responded. 
 
    "Ghost are on board." 
 
    <Helm, execute vector on your board.>  
 
    Immediately the Mnemosyne's Bridge faded out and in like we had passed through a bank of fog. The shuttle-brigade to and from the Mother ship appeared not to have changed and seconds later shuttles began vanishing from the VTH as Red squadron missiles began arriving. The images were surreal. The shuttle-brigade kept moving as if they didn't know they were being attacked—or didn't care. Like the Charge of the Light Brigade at the Battle of Balaclava during the Crimean War on old Earth, they had been given orders and would carry them out faithfully. A few made it back to the Mother ship and a few to the landing site, but eighty percent had been destroyed. 
 
    "That was the strangest sight I've ever witnessed," Da'Maass said when we had established a tight-beam connection. 
 
    "The worker ants are like organic robots," Katlin added. 
 
    "Katlin, as soon as we know where the Mother ship is going next, you are to proceed to Earthol and collect Sheva and Ja'Sai. Da'Maass, you are to proceed to Sparrow’s Nest and collect Pavao, Zhang, Jaelle, Elissa, and Bradshaw. Explain to the UFN Admiral on station what we have discovered and let them know we will send replacements as soon as we destroy the Port Lost Mother ship. With ten Riss cruisers, it shouldn't take long." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I met with Admiral Zhu that evening on the Dynasty. I had brought Da'Maass and Katlin, and he had included admirals Kishi and Yang. 
 
    "I thought you right, Leader Reese, but I thought the result would be confusion. I doubt anyone expected no reaction, except you." He gave me a small bow. 
 
    <He gives me too much credit,> I sent to Thalia. 
 
    <Human. If works, get credit. If not, get blame.> 
 
    <And the Riss?> 
 
    <If works, expected.> 
 
    <And if it doesn't, get new position.> 
 
    <No. Try again.> A vid of me with a sledge hammer hitting a boulder again and again as the day went to night and night to day. 
 
    "I hope we now have the key to quickly destroying the shuttles whether they are on the ground or shuttling back and forth from the Mother ship. And without shuttles, the colony must die." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "It's going to Eden," Terril said after having been told what to look for after the Mother ship was in the Wave. The Wave entrance on Lord’s Landing went west toward Saipha and the Darkov Sector or east back toward Port Lost. Once in the Wave to the west, the ship went to Saipha unless it took a tributary which led to Eden. Ten minutes ago the Mother ship had taken the tributary toward Eden. In two days, we would be in Eden. 
 
    "That's probably best." I said, considering the issues. 
 
    "You mean because there are Riss on Saipha?" Terril said, frowning in thought. 
 
    "No. Saipha is small, therefore the Mother ship may have left before the Riss cruisers arrived from Sparrow’s Nest and Earthol. Besides, Katlin and Da'Maass can take a route through Ruchild to Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest, which is far quicker than going from Saipha to Port Lost to Sparrow’s Nest and then Earthol." 
 
    "Sorry. This captain business is complicated. As a gunny, I was told where and when to go. That's much simpler." 
 
    "You may never have the position of captain, but better you are prepared if it does happen." 
 
    "Good. I like my current position and don't want to trade. Anake agrees." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Comm, get me a connection to Eden,> I sent as we exited the Wave. 
 
    <Connected.>  
 
    President Trostel appeared immediately. "You led the Ecitoni here. Are you satisfied?" 
 
    "President Trostel, you are in charge of Eden, but I suggest you deploy your military into the cities. We will be attempting to destroy their troop carriers, but we can't stop them from landing a great many. If we are lucky, we will eventually stop the Ecitoni Mother ship before they have destroyed Eden, but even if we do, you will have to kill those that land on the planet." I cut the connection, tired of all the bigots and their raw hatred. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Dynasty.> 
 
    <Connected.>  
 
    Admiral Zhu appeared. "What would you like us to do or not do?" he asked. "The Ecitoni could solve your problem with the SAS." His face looked neutral, but his eyes looked amused. 
 
    "I'm certain President Trostel and the Council believe I'm responsible for destroying the SAS fleet and for the Ecitoni finding Eden, and that I'm enjoying the destruction of their planet. The fact that we're doing nothing to stop the landing parties will reinforce their beliefs. But there is nothing we can do to stop the Ecitoni from landing troops until the Riss cruisers arrive." 
 
    Zhu nodded. "War requires leaders to make many difficult and frequently unpopular decisions, which will be analyzed by those who were never there, years after the events, and their conclusions will be based on hearsay and rumors." He paused for a sip of tea. "I concur with you. Trying to stop the Ecitoni from landing troops would result in heavy losses and accomplish little. Better to wait." 
 
    I called a staff meeting to keep everyone informed. People took their seats immediately, ignoring the sideboard. 
 
    "By now you know the Mother ship chose Eden—by design or mere accident, we may never know. I have sent Captains Da'Maass and Katlin to Sparrow’s Nest and Earthol to bring the Riss cruisers to Eden. When they arrive, I believe we and the UFN can destroy the Ecitoni Mother ship's ability to survive." 
 
    "Millions will die…" Byer said, almost to himself, "while we wait. The UFN have no vested interest in helping Eden, maybe even an advantage in waiting." 
 
    "Neither does Freeland," I said to stunned faces, and noticed Terril and my two Cobras straighten slightly as if preparing for action. "But they and we are here risking our lives for a nation that hates us and twice invaded Freeland with the intention of committing genocide. The Coalition formed to fight the Ecitoni is short three fleets because the SAS military acted irrationally. So while you have a right to be sickened over the devastation the Ecitoni are causing, be careful not to blame the Riss-humans, Riss, or the UFN for the problem." 
 
    "Here and now I can empathize with Admiral Gleason. I had that same urge to rush in and kill the Ecitoni. The hero syndrome—rush in and save the day." Byer's face was a bit flushed. 
 
    "We will defend Eden because humanity is being threatened and—contrary to what they believe—we are doing our best to minimize the destruction and aren't seeking revenge." 
 
    * * * 
 
    While we waited, I had the Irises moved to the two-light-second mark and reprogrammed to ignore the UFN and Riss ships. Seven days later, two merchant ships arrived with supplies from Freeland. Over the next couple of days, Katlin and Da'Maass arrived with the other Riss cruisers and I convened a meeting on the Mnemosyne. 
 
    "What is the status on Earthol?" I asked, looking towards Sheva. 
 
    "I think the Mother ship is dead. Several days ago, they sent out a Light and four shuttles. We destroyed them and haven't seen any activity since." 
 
    "What about Sparrow’s Nest?" I looked to Pavao. 
 
    "We have destroyed all of their shuttles and fighters. Your strategy at Earthol worked to perfection. We left two squadrons from the Yellow fleet to destroy anything they manage to produce, so I think the Mother ship is in its death throes." 
 
    "Excellent, now all we have to do is to get rid of Big Momma. The bad news is they have been landing shuttles for the past ten days. They now have over eight hundred shuttles in service: Three hundred-shuttle brigades over Eden City, and upcountry three more hundred-shuttle brigades and three eighty-shuttle brigades." I paused to let everyone come to grips with the current situation. 
 
    "The three over Eden City?" Elissa asked. 
 
    "Too close together," Da'Maass said.  
 
    Sheva and Zhang nodded agreement. 
 
    "That's my assessment," I said. "We could take out twenty lights—two of the hundred-shuttle brigades—but not three. If we only destroy some of the Lights, those remaining may be able to direct all three hundred shuttles. I'd prefer to work on the shuttle brigades upcountry." Ironically, everyone was worried about Eden City as if those people were more important than the ones upcountry. 
 
    Over the next hour, we identified the location of the three hundred-shuttle brigades and tagged them Sb1, Sb2, and Sb3. 
 
    "Admiral Zhu, if you could move several squadrons about one light-second from each of those positions, we will get into position beginning at Sb1." 
 
    "Yes, Red Admiral Yang, you will move three squadrons to cover Sb1 and three to cover Sb2. Green Admiral Kishi, you will move three squadrons to cover Sb3." 
 
    "Yes, Fleet Admiral Zhu," they said in unison. The two admirals stood, gave Zhu a low bow, and left. 
 
    "Da'Maass, E1. Zhang, E2. Sheva, E3. Bradshaw, E4. Elissa, E5. Jaelle, E6. Ja'Sai, E7. Katlin, E8. Pavao, E9. And I'll take E10," I said, looking to each person in turn. "Use a full load. I want to save the red-Wraiths for emergencies." 
 
    "It's unfortunate we didn’t arrive earlier, when their shuttles were all on the ground," Zhu said. "But fortunate that you discovered it’s possible to attack them while they are active. That will save many lives." 
 
    <Eden won't see it that way,> I sent to Thalia in frustration. 
 
    <They will see what they want.> Thalia sent an image of people wearing horse-blinders. 
 
    <Fortunately they don't have a navy to punish me.> 
 
    <Very,> Thalia sent a vid of people on Eden burning effigies of me—like the bonfires on Guy Fawkes Day in England. 
 
    <Nadya Reese Day.> I had to laugh. It was unfair, but nothing I could do would change their perception. Saving Eden wouldn't help, as I couldn’t do it fast enough. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to Sb1.> 
 
    <Leader, on Helm's board.> 
 
    <Helm, execute vector at stealth speed.> I sat back, knowing it would take nearly two hours to reach the area.  
 
    <Comm, declare Battle Stations, stealth mode,> I said and immediately red lights flashed throughout the ship and SIDs were notified of the status change. 
 
    "I wonder what I would have done if I were Leader," said Terril. "Hundreds of thousands of people died as we waited for the other Riss cruisers, and hundreds of thousands will die as we take the careful approach, and even after we destroy the Mother ship, tens of thousands will die because of the Ecitoni left stranded on Eden." It didn't sound like criticism, just someone trying to understand. 
 
    "Gleason will be considered a hero and the Riss, cowards in the history books, because they think in terms of heroes and cowards," I said. 
 
    "But I have a Riss position. What am I if I fail to do my position?" 
 
    "Someone who tried but didn't succeed." 
 
    "But what if I ran, deserted?" 
 
    "The Riss would consider you someone who was put in the wrong position and would give you a new position if you wanted. Gleason thought it heroic to attack the Ecitoni in an all-or-nothing gambit and lost two fleets. The captains that killed Plimson thought the Riss cowards because we wouldn't join Gleason, and they lost their only other fleet. To the Riss, they weren't heroes or cowards, they were men in the wrong positions." 
 
    "Well, I'm not ready for the Leader position, and Anake agrees." She laughed. 
 
    I was interrupted as Ready signals began coming in from the Riss cruisers. 
 
    <Tac, twelve missiles at E10 at my command.> I waited for all nine cruisers to report. 
 
    <Comm, in ten seconds, send Fire.>  
 
    I waited as the seconds passed. R-Maia fired when the ten seconds were up. All but three went red on the first salvo. 
 
    "On to Sb2," I said into the tight beam connection as the last three Ecitoni cruisers went red thirty seconds later. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Admiral Zhu nodded to Admiral Yang. 
 
    "Fleet Admiral Zhu, we’ve destroyed eighty-five percent of the Ecitoni shuttles going and coming from the Mother ship, including the six that were on the ground at Sb1. The result was the same at Sb2. Hard to understand why they ignore us when they have missiles." 
 
    "Cultural, I would think," Zhu said after a long pause. "What do you think, Leader Reese, you who can speak for the Riss?" 
 
    "I think it's similar. When I speak for the Riss, it's because I believe it is in the Riss' best interest, so they follow because it is my position to lead. I conjecture that the workers in the shuttles listen to those in the Ecitoni cruisers because they have the position of speaking for the Queen and the wellbeing of the Ecitoni. Without orders from the Light cruisers, they follow their last order." I looked around the room for comments but saw only nodding heads. 
 
    Zhu sat with his eyes closed before speaking. "I have been surprised that the Mother ship didn't issue new orders or send replacements. Because they must have known the Lights had been destroyed." 
 
    "That has troubled me as well. Maybe it's like a caste system and only the people on the Light cruisers can give orders to the people on the shuttles. And it's the reason I have been avoiding the three shuttle-brigades attacking Eden. The shuttle-brigades we've attacked to date were not close to each other, so the other Lights might not have been able to take over, because they were out of communication range. What happens if we only destroy some of the Lights within range? Can or will those that remain take control? If they do, we could have over six hundred missiles directed at the UFN ships." 
 
    "That would be interesting, wouldn't it Admiral Kishi?" Zhu said with a slight twitch of his lip. 
 
    "Not for you on the Dynasty, Honorable Admiral Zhu, but far more interesting for the Green Fleet than our encounter at Sb3, which was much like Red Fleet's results." He smiled and bowed. 
 
    "I conclude you would like to take out the two remaining shuttle-brigades of eighty before attempting the ones at Eden?" Zhu said, sounding more like he was asking than making a statement. 
 
    "Correct. Not only are they close to each other, but also the Mother ship has positioned itself closer to them. That could mean they are expecting us to attack them." 
 
    We spent the next several hours planning the raid on the last two groups currently operating away from Eden, only to find that the Mother ship had sent out two more parties of sixty each, judging by the number of Lights accompanying them. 
 
    It took another three hours to reprioritize our targets and assignments. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "It's almost like the Ecitoni are cooperating," Pavao said when everyone had settled down and given their reports. We had destroyed the twelve Lights guarding the shuttles at the two new sites, and squadrons from the Red fleet had destroyed all the shuttles on the ground. Then we had destroyed the sixteen Lights guarding the two eighty-shuttle brigades upcountry from Eden, and squadrons from Green fleet had destroyed ninety percent of the shuttles. 
 
    "Let's not forget what the Mother ship at Port Lost did to Admiral Gleason's two fleets," Sheva said with a hint of caution. "And that it's the same Mother ship we’re playing with." 
 
    "True, and that brings us back to our previous discussion," Zhu said. "My admirals estimate we have destroyed five hundred shuttles, leaving the Mother ship with somewhere around five hundred, which is probably sufficient to sustain them for a long time. However, if we destroy the three hundred attacking Eden, that leaves them with less than two hundred. If that is correct, it could spell the death of the Mother ship and leave fewer ships to fight. Leader Reese?" 
 
    "I'd like to prepare for the worst scenario and hope the Ecitoni make it easy." I paused for a sip of kaffa and a moment to think. "One option is for ten Riss to take out the ten Lights that manage the closest hundred-shuttle brigade and see what happens. A second option is for five Riss cruisers each to take out ten Lights that guard two of the hundred-shuttle brigades and see what happens." 
 
    "It seems to me that the second scenario is best, twenty Lights and two hundred shuttles," Admiral Kishi said. 
 
    "Under the first option, if the second ten Lights notice and can take control of the first shuttle-brigade, you have two hundred shuttles firing at you. That could be as many as eight hundred missiles per minute. Plus, firing on a shuttle this close to the Mother ship may cause it to think it is under attack and to launch its one thousand fighters. Under option two, you could face one thousand two hundred missiles per minute and one thousand fighters." 
 
    "Leader Reese is correct. If we do not see the future, we may not have a future." Zhu said, stroking his long white tail of a beard. What would you suggest?" 
 
    "I think the Mother ship is going to send out its fighters under either option, even if the shuttle-brigade doesn't react, because the missile attack on the shuttles may appear like an attack on the Mother ship. This isn't a bad thing if we’re ready for them. I'd like to try option one. If you agree, you can assign two or three squadrons to take up positions a light-second from the closest hundred-shuttle brigade, designated Sb1." I looked to Zhu. 
 
    "Red Fleet," he said, looking toward Red Admiral Yang, who acknowledged Zhu with a nod. 
 
    "When the Riss cruisers destroy the ten Lights guarding Sb1, we will skip past the two adjacent shuttle-brigades, Sb2 and Sb3. That will be the Red squadron’s signal to fire on the shuttles. If the Mother ship releases its fighters or the shuttle-brigade shuttles turn on you, I'd suggest you skip back to the UFN fleet positioned at the two light-second mark," I said, not sure what the reaction was going to be when the Lights were destroyed but sure the Red squadrons would be destroyed if they stayed to fight. 
 
    "Shouldn't we stay until we finish the shuttles?" Yang asked, obviously reluctant to retreat. 
 
    "That will be up to you, based on what the shuttle-brigades and the Mother ship do, but I don't think we want a fair fight with the Ecitoni. Admiral Gleason proved that was a bad idea. Hit-and-run proved very successful at Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest against the Mother ships." 
 
    "Leader Reese is correct. We have wounded the Mother ship, but it’s far from defeated," Zhu said. Yang bowed in his direction, acknowledging it was an order. 
 
    "When the UFN fleet has repositioned to the two and one-half light-second mark—a half light-second behind the Irises, which we moved to the three light-second mark—you will be in a good position to safely fire on the shuttles when the red squadrons are clear. This should provoke the Mother ship into releasing its fighters if it hasn't already. The Ecitoni fighters will have to negotiate your missiles, the Irises, and then your Ghost fighters before they can reach the fleet. With the Ecitoni fighters destroyed, the Mother ship will be defenseless and unable to support its shuttles." 
 
    It took several hours to establish the UFN squadron positions and consider various what-if scenarios and another two hours for everyone to get in position. While Zhu organized his fleets, we established a rendezvous point designated Rz1,which was located one light-second from Sb3—well away from the three shuttle-brigades. We agreed to maintain a tight-beam connection to the Mnemosyne in order to respond quickly to any developing scenario. Once in place, each ship would send Ready, and then the Mnemosyne would give the Fire command. The jump to Rz1 would be automatic after each ship's assigned Light went red. 
 
    It took two hours at stealth speed to get in position. The first Ready signal came from the Minerva. Five minutes later I had all nine signals. 
 
    "Byer, release a red-Wraith." I had ordered red-Wraiths dispatched, not wanting to give an injured Ecitoni Light a chance to give an attack order to the Sb1 shuttles. 
 
    A minute later Byer replied. "Fighters away." 
 
    <Comm, send Fire in ten seconds.>  
 
    Ten seconds later r-Maia fired on E10.  
 
    As I watched the VTH, six of the ten Lights went red instantly and shortly afterward six Riss cruisers skipped. Two more Lights went from yellow to red seconds later as explosions erupted, and another two Riss cruisers skipped. I waited until the last two Lights were destroyed seconds later with red-Wraiths and the fighters recovered and the remaining Riss cruiser disappeared. 
 
    I had expected some kind of reaction and was surprised that none of the three shuttle-brigades had responded to losing the Sb1 ten Lights. 
 
    "Riss captains, attack Sb3 using red-Wraiths!" I half shouted, seeing the Ecitoni's non-response as an opportunity and feeling a sense of urgency. Using the red-Wraiths would provide us an opportunity to attack Sb3 without having to wait for the missiles to load, if they hadn't reacted to the Red squadron’s assault on the Sb1 shuttles. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to Sb3.> I clicked on Byer's channel. He appeared immediately. 
 
    "Byer, prepare to deploy a red-Wraith to take out E10. Wait for my command to release the red-Wraith." 
 
    <Leader, vector on Helm's board.> 
 
    <Helm, execute vector.> I waited for the Ready signals. I had no sooner given the command than the Red squadron fired its first salvo of sixty missiles at the Sb1 shuttles. Still no reaction as I received the last Ready signal. 
 
    "Fire and then skip to Sb2." 
 
    <Nav, a vector to Sb2.> 
 
    <Leader, vector on Helm's board,> r-Kharis sent as r-Galene reported Byer’s fighters back on boards. E10's status was red. 
 
    <Helm, execute vector on board.> As I finished the thought, the Bridge faded to a mist for a second. The weapons officer knew the target, so I didn’t need to do anything but wait for the Riss cruisers to report Ready. A minute later, I had the last Ready signal. 
 
    <Comm, send Fire and return to Rz1.> 
 
    <Fired,> r-Kharis sent. Five seconds later E10 went red. 
 
    <Helm, execute vector,> I sent, although it was unnecessary. R-Maia knew I wanted the vector to Rz1 and had it computed and already on the helm's board. I smiled. Half of my commands were more tradition than necessity. I sat back, watching the VTH for the return of the Riss cruisers and the general action. The Red squadrons had fired a second salvo. The first salvo appeared to have destroyed at least forty shuttles. 
 
    Just then the Mother ship released its fighters, which looked like a deadly desert Haboob—a thousand tiny grains of sand racing toward the Red squadrons. They disappeared, and seconds later the UFN fleets fired—a salvo of close to four hundred missiles. Accompanied by a hundred Light cruisers, the fighters raced towards the UFN fleets. 
 
    Ironically, what few shuttles remained continued to and from the Mother ship. I waited for a minute and a half, time for the Ecitoni fighters to move a light-second away. 
 
    "Captains, you are free to fire on the shuttles. R1 through R5, fire on Sb2. R6 through R10, on Sb3," I said, knowing r-Kharis would take that as his assignment. 
 
    The Ecitoni fighters had disrupted sixty percent of the UFN missiles with chaff and phosphorus material but lost fifteen percent—one hundred fifty. The remaining eight hundred fifty continued to race toward the UFN fleet. By now, the UFN had fired another salvo of missiles and the fighters were under fire from the Irises' fifty centimeter lasers. They lost another twenty-five percent—two hundred and twelve—but the surviving six hundred and eighty-five continued on like a greyhound chasing a rabbit. But now they reached the UFN Ghost fighters and lost eighty percent. Good, but not good enough. One hundred and thirty-seven reached the UFN fleet, destroying eight Lights and damaging seven others. 
 
    Suddenly, Eden space was quiet. The Ecitoni fighters had been destroyed and the surviving shuttles were either in the Mother ship or on Eden with no one to give them orders. 
 
    <Not quiet on Eden,> Thalia sent with a feeling of sadness. 
 
    <No it isn't, and won't be for a long time,> I sent, knowing that though the Ecitoni had no way to get back to the Mother ship, they had a readily available food source, so they would have to be hunted and killed. That would be a slow process. Judging by Doctor Dayton's description, killing them wouldn't be easy. Well that was tomorrow’s problem. 
 
    "Well, Riss brothers and sisters, let join the UFN fleet and decide on our next move," I said into the tight-beam connection. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zhu scheduled a meeting for the next day, because his fleet was still in the process of providing for the injured and making ship repairs. I decided to call a staff meeting and include all Riss-humans. We met several hours later. 
 
    "When we aren't needed here, Ja'Sai and I should return to Earthol to make sure the Mother ship is dead. I'd like a look inside. They seem stupid, but they had space traveling ships, a traveling factory, and who knows what else," Sheva said, looking excited at the prospect. 
 
    "And some of us should return to Sparrow’s Nest. I think the Mother ship was in its death throes when you called us to Eden, but we should make sure," Da'Maass said. "Sheva's right, we should examine the Mother ship to verify it can't regenerate itself and to see where they have been and whether we can expect more." He laughed and took a gulp of wine. 
 
    "You are both right. We need to ensure the three Mother ships are dead and to see what we can learn from them. At the same time, enough of us must remain in Eden space until this Mother ship is no longer a threat," I said, wondering what we would find out on the Mother ships about other species and humans. 
 
    "What about the Ecitoni on Eden?" Zhang asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "A problem we can't solve." I sighed in exasperation. "Although we fought the Ecitoni to save the SAS, I'd wager the people on Eden feel we intentionally let the Ecitoni invade the planet when we could have stopped them, and they plan someday to get even. As a consequence, the commandos would have as much to fear from the Edens as the Ecitoni." When no one commented, I continued. "We will decide tomorrow at the meeting with the UFN how to split our forces. For now, each of you should send me an inventory of your weapons so we can ensure that each cruiser has an adequate supply." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We met on the Mnemosyne the next morning. I felt a bit guilty as I waited for Admiral Kyu and his party. The UFN had suffered significant deaths and casualties where the Riss hadn't. 
 
    <War not over,> Thalia sent with no images or emotional content. 
 
    <You know what I mean.> 
 
    <Whining. Feel sad for friends. Happy for Riss.> 
 
    <Yes, oh wise one.>  
 
    Thalia was right. The object was to win each battle, not to be fair or heroic. Seeing Master Yu look out the shuttle’s door snapped me back to the present. Kyu exited, followed by Yu, his admirals Kishi and Yang, and their security. 
 
    "A great victory, Admiral Zhu. Your fleet destroyed their fighters with their ability to defend the Mother ship as well as destroying their shuttle-brigades." 
 
    "Thank you, Leader Reese. A good team effort. I noticed you destroyed thirty Light cruisers, which if we are right will mean they have less Lights to direct and defend their shuttles." 
 
    We were quiet on the way to the third level. "I have food and drinks on the table. A mini celebration. I think our actions yesterday have given us the advantage." 
 
    Zhu nodded and proceeded to collect a cup of tea before joining the semi-circle of Riss-humans along with his admirals. 
 
    "My fleet commanders estimate the Mother ship may have two hundred shuttles remaining but less than ten Lights to support them…and no fighters." He smiled. 
 
    "I agree. The question is how many fighters, shuttles, and cruisers can the Mother ship manufacture and how long can they wait for…supplies," I said, wondering out loud. 
 
    Zhu sat with his eyes closed for several minutes. "I imagine food is the priority. If there are millions in that Mother ship, they have to be fed or the Mother ship and all its functions will cease." 
 
    "And the timing will depend on their stockpile of food." I shook my head. "I wish we had been able to look inside one of the mini-Mother ships. That would have given us a hint. It could be that…animals are a necessary or preferred supplement, but they grow something that can sustain them for months or years," I said reluctantly, hoping I was wrong. 
 
    "A depressing thought. I would hate to send marines into the Mother ship knowing the Ecitoni could number in the millions and are much stronger and their reflexes faster." 
 
    I gave a snort. "True. That thought even depresses me, since it would mean we couldn’t kill the Mother ships on Earthol or Sparrow’s Nest by starvation." 
 
    "I suggest we wait a week. If this Mother ship does nothing, I will send Admiral Kishi and the Green Fleet with you to Earthol so we can attempt to discover the secrets of the Ecitoni Mother ships," Zhu said. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Alright, the Mother ship appears content to wait us out, which means they have food and are probably making new cruisers and shuttles and fighters. Consequently, Admiral Zhu and I believe we need to infiltrate the Earthol Mother ship, which appears dead. He has agreed to send Green Fleet with us for support. The question is who should go and who should stay. Any volunteers to go to Earthol?" I asked and got an immediate show of hands from everyone present. "That's a help." I shook my head in frustration. 
 
    <How am I supposed to choose?> I asked Thalia, knowing she wouldn't help. 
 
    <Dice. Low number wins.> She sent a vid of all the Riss-humans rolling dice. 
 
    <How many?> Which was the other problem. 
 
    <Lowest number.> 
 
    <That's a great way for a leader to make a decision.> 
 
    <Co-pilot way. Leader smarter,> she sent with a hint of laughter. I had to smile. 
 
    "Alright. Bradshaw, Katlin, and Zhang." I paused as smiles appeared on their faces. "You are going to Sparrow’s Nest to support UFN in keeping the Mother ship from getting supplies from the planet while we find enough information to develop a permanent solution. Pavao, Elissa, and Jaelle will remain here in Eden space to support the UFN in destroying any shuttles the Mother ship sends to the planet. Sheva, Ja'Sai, Da'Maass, and I will go to Earthol and see if we can get a tour of the Mother ship." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I hope you aren't planning on entering the Mother ship," Terril said, giving me a hard stare. "You're not a commando." 
 
    "I'm not planning to; however, we do need to look inside. They definitely have a manufacturing plant, a baby nursery, schools, and food production—because they make no attempt to occupy a planet after the inhabitants are gone. They couldn't survive otherwise. It took a month or two to get here from where they were. They had to eat during that time, to replace the ships they lost during encounters with other intelligent species, and to make repairs and extend the colony." 
 
    "If you already know that, why do you need to look inside?" Terril persisted. 
 
    "So we will know how to destroy their infrastructure. Otherwise, they can just move on." 
 
    "Wouldn't that be good?" 
 
    "They could move on, rebuild, and come back." 
 
    "Why not just shoot several thousand missiles at each Mother ship?" 
 
    "It may come to that, but what if the missiles ignite something inside of the Mother ship that causes an explosion that destroys all the ships in the area as well as the planet?" 
 
    "No more Ecitoni!" Terril grinned. "OK, I see your point. You're trying to fight smart, and that requires more information, which you are hoping to find inside the Earthol Mother ship." 
 
    "Any thoughts?" I asked, as that was Terril's area of expertise—boarding ships. 
 
    "Yes. You stay out." 
 
    "As Admiral Wattson would say, ‘That's your homework assignment. It's due when we reach Earthol in three days.’" 
 
    * * * 
 
    Shortly after arriving in Earthol, Admiral Kishi contacted me. 
 
    "Senior Captain Ba Li informs me that nothing has happened since we left. He thinks we can pronounce the Mother ship dead." 
 
    "That would be good news, Admiral Kishi. Why don't we meet when we reach Captain Ba Li's squadrons. We should be in his area of space…" I looked to r-Kharis. 
 
    <Five hours fifty minutes,> she sent. 
 
     "Within six hours. I invite you and whoever you think appropriate to the Mnemosyne to exchange ideas. Would fifteen hundred hours be convenient?" 
 
    "Yes, Leader Reese. That is most acceptable." Kishi nodded and cut the connection. 
 
    <Comm, notify the Riss captains of a meeting on the Mnemosyne at fifteen hundred hours.> 
 
    <Notified,> r-Galene sent a minute later. 
 
    I had a shower and a short nap and was in the shuttle bay in time to meet Admiral Kishi's shuttle. He exited the shuttle with four captains and their security. They stopped at the bottom of the steps and bowed. I bowed back. 
 
    "Leader Reese, this is Senior Captain Ba Li and his squadron leaders: Captain Chen, Captain Haru, and Captain Fai." 
 
    "Thank you for coming. If you will follow me, I'll take you to level three, where my Riss captains are waiting." 
 
    "We have heard much about your level three," Ba Li said as we rode the elevator to the third level. 
 
    "A place for everyone to relax during the boring days in transit or while sitting around waiting for something to happen," I said as we strode into the area. They stood with their eyes wide with disbelief. I made the introductions and then went on to describe the action at Eden. 
 
    Ba Li was quiet for several minutes. "Then you don't believe the Mother ships are dead, nor that we can starve them to death?" 
 
    "Destroying their shuttles may cause many Ecitoni to die, but I don't think it will result in the destruction of the Mother ship. I think they are alive and that their factory is running full time making replacements for the ships we destroyed. Of course, all this depends on how much scrap metal they have accumulated and how much food they have or can produce. We aren't going to find those answers watching the outside of the Mother ship. We need to get inside." 
 
    That generated a lot of discussions that lasted for most of the night but ended with a plan of action—we needed to map the Mother ship. 
 
    For the first phase, the Riss ships circled the cylinder, looking for likely landing pads or shuttle bays, missile or laser mounts, communications or sensors, and engines. That took three days and discovered what we thought were one hundred ten shuttle bays, no missiles—which was surprising, considering the kamikaze fighters—seventy laser stations, only one cluster of engines at the rear end, and forty antennae and sensors. 
 
    Phase two was the most dangerous. One ship was picked from three different squadrons of Green Fleet and three from the Riss to make a variety of exploratory attacks on the Mother ship. 
 
    The first attack was made by a Light from Green Dragon squadron one. The captain closed to two hundred thousand kilometers and launched eight missiles. Chaff disrupted three, automatic lasers destroyed four, and one struck the ship with little effect. 
 
    The second attack was by a Heavy from Green Dragon squadron two. The Captain raced by the Mother ship at five hundred gravs shooting twelve missiles—four every second—which targeted three different sections. His ship—which had been at two hundred thousand kilometers—sustained moderate damage from laser fire and scored four direct hits. 
 
    The third attack came from Da'Maass, who skipped to the center of the Mother Ship at a distance of ten kilometers, fired lasers and twelve missiles, and skipped five seconds later. Automatic laser fire caused some moderate damage, but no missiles were fired. All twelve missiles scored, but with little internal effect that we could see. Even the external damage didn't look bad. 
 
    The fourth attack was made by a Light from Green Dragon squadron three. The Captain fired three salvos of eight missiles each. He stayed one light-second distant and the salvos were sixty seconds apart. No missiles or lasers from the Mother ship. He scored only five hits. 
 
    I made the fifth run. We sent a duster to the approximate area Da'Maass had attacked, skipped a second later, and delivered twelve Riss-solution missiles. All twelve hit. 
 
    The sixth run was made by Sheva, who delivered two red-Wraiths to the area Da'Maass and I had attacked. 
 
    Ja'Sai made the final run, a slow survey of the Mother ship in stealth mode. Afterward, we met on Mnemosyne. I included the senior commando commanders, because I knew that would be the next phase. 
 
    "It's hard to believe—not only how little damage those attacks produced, but how much repair work had been accomplished in less than twenty-four hours," Ja'Sai said while reviewing his SID. He tapped on the device and a large vid of the thirty-minute scan appeared. "The only area where there is a gapping hole is where Minerva, Mnemosyne, and Elpis chose to concentrate their attacks. But even there, I saw no evidence of internal explosions or the deep penetration I expected." 
 
    "That is a true Dragon ship," Captain Ba Li said, shaking his head. "I am surprised it doesn't belch fire." 
 
    I stood. "Although I don't want to send anyone into that…Dragon's belly, we need more information. Maybe we could destroy the one on Earthol if we don't run out of missiles first, but I don't think that approach will work on the Mother Dragon on Eden. We need to understand what’s inside. That is where their weaknesses and strengths lie. Right now it’s a stalemate. To win, we need to know where they are vulnerable." I looked to Colonel Seng and the Senior Green Fleet commando, Colonel Ayaka. 
 
    Seng spoke first. "I hate to admit it, but I don't have a clue. Normal boarding actions don't apply here. We don't know what the inside looks like, nor how many Ecitoni are in there, nor the type of weapons they have, nor their commando equipment." He paused to look at Colonel Ayaka. 
 
    "Colonel Seng is right," Ayaka said. "It's a mission for heroes. Because of the Mother ship’s lasers, you can't support the landing party after they board." He shrugged. "Open a hole wider with a few more of those nasty Wraiths, deploy several combat shuttles, and hope the survivors can radio back enough information before they are killed." 
 
    Great, I cursed. Just the kind of stupid fighting I detested. "Admiral Kishi, I would like Colonel Ayaka and Colonel Seng to get their senior people together and come up with a plan that has a chance of getting the information we need—and has survivors." 
 
    Kishi stared at me for a long time, then grinned. "Colonel Ayaka, Leader Reese expects you and Colonel Seng to be smarter than the Ecitoni. To fight smart." 
 
    Seng gave a snort. "True. Our captain doesn't like her troops dying, even in wartime against overwhelming odds." 
 
    * * * 
 
    It took Seng and Ayaka two days to call for a joint meeting, this time as Admiral Kishi's guests. 
 
    "What do you think?" I asked Terril as we rode in my shuttle to the Green Dragon. 
 
    "It's a reasonable plan, considering we don't have a clue what’s inside that Dragon ship," Terril said with a grin. "Ni'Shay is right. You make people think you already know the answer, but we have to figure it out so we own it. Damn tricky." 
 
    <I thought it a joke,> I sent to Thalia. 
 
    <Like seeing future?> 
 
    <Yes.> 
 
    <That why Leader,> Thalia sent an image of an old fortune-telling tent with a sign engraved with Leader. I hated to concede her the point, but maybe that was the leader’s job—to force people to look beyond today, the obvious, tradition. 
 
    The shuttle light going green and Terril waiting in the doorway jarred me out of my musing. I rose and exited—to a very formal honor guard greeting. After a crisp salute and welcome, Kishi stepped forward. 
 
    "Tradition must be observed, or we will all be equal," he gave a short laugh. "They are waiting in the conference room." 
 
    When we entered, a lieutenant shouted attention and everyone rose. 
 
    "At ease." Kishi waved me to an empty chair at the head of the table. As I sat, a corporal set a cup of tea down in front of me and Colonel Ayaka rose. 
 
    "Colonel Seng and I have discussed many options with our senior people, looking to maximize our odds of obtaining useful information while we minimize our losses." He gave me a small bow. "We considered a diversion, but believe they have too many people inside for that to work—they could send a thousand people to twenty or more areas. We would like another attack on the weakened area to open it as much as possible. Right afterward, we intend to land four combat shuttles in the opening with four patrols of ten each: first group UFN, second Kraits, third UFN, and fourth Kraits. The fourth group would lay explosives to cover the three units’ escape…"  
 
    The briefing went on for two hours and was very thorough, including the type of equipment the commandos would be wearing and carrying. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next morning the Mnemosyne and Elpis exploded two Dusters in the area of attack, then jumped to within ten kilometers of the area, accompanied by two UFN cruisers. Each cruiser released a combat shuttle and waited as the Mnemosyne and Elpis each released two red-Wraiths and two fighters to control them. Then all four cruisers skipped two light-seconds away. 
 
    The fighter pilots maneuvered to within a thousand meters and one by one released their red-Wraiths into the crater produced by the previous attack, then left to join the cruisers. As the red-Wraiths exploded, the combat shuttles raced for the crater. 
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 Earthol - The Belly of the Beast 
 
    Lasers assaulted the shuttles seconds after they left the cloud of chaff from the Dusters. Fortunately, the distance was less than a hundred meters, because the cloud had expanded towards the Mother ship. Even so, the number three shuttle was heavily damaged. Two of the UFN commandos were killed and two injured. The senior sergeants decided to make that number four group rather than number one group—the one that would set explosives to cover their retreat. Number two group, Kraits, moved up to number one, number three, UFN, to number two, and finally number four, Kraits, to number three. With Gunny Rhett leading the way, the Kraits charged into the crater, which was open for a hundred meters. The floor was littered with debris, which slowed the group. The cavern looked like it might have been a shuttle bay, judging by how large and open it was. At the end, it narrowed into three tunnels large enough for six men to walk side by side. Two looked to have been connected before the missiles destroyed the walls, one going right and one left. The third one went straight ahead. 
 
    Rhett decided to take the one going into the ship. The walls and ceiling were black, but a strip of illuminated tubing on both sides gave plenty of light. He couldn't help stopping near a gouged-out area—because the wall appeared to be moving. No, on closer examination, it was growing to fill the hole in the wall. It looked and felt like rubber, which explained the lack of noise as they ran, and the soft feel. "Dumbass recruit," he said to berate himself for stopping to gape, then took off running with his troops following. He had gone only fifty meters when he came to another five tunnel entrances: straight ahead, left, right, up, and down. No stairs, just fifteen-degree slopes. 
 
    "Gunny Jordi, stay and cover these entrances. We are going…straight," he said into his communication unit, thinking one direction was as good as any, then raced forward. They hadn't gone forty steps when he heard gunfire behind them, and another ten when he saw Ecitoni five abreast, moving toward them like cheetahs chasing prey. As he dropped to one knee and began firing explosive rounds, his detail joined him. Blood and body parts were hitting the walls and ceiling, but they kept coming, jumping over dead bodies like gazelles. When the avalanche of bodies flowed closer, he realized they weren't carrying weapons, unless you ignored their pincer-like mouths and super-strong arms and legs that could kill and disable like a kick from a horse. But they kept coming, literally bounding over the bodies of the dead and flying toward his group.  
 
    One large Ecitoni came flying at him. He reflexively shot him in the air, the charge separating the abdomen and four legs from the upper body, which landed on him. As he struggled to push the body off him, he hoped some of this detail had managed to retreat, but he knew they had stayed shoulder to shoulder with him. While still struggling to get free, he suddenly realized the gunfire had stopped. Were they all dead, he wondered as he stood and wiped the blood and gore from his face plate. 
 
    "Gunny, you look dressed for Halloween," Corporal Hayes said with a laugh. Rhett looked at his group and was surprised to find them all alive, although a few looked to need medical attention. 
 
    "Well, let's go see what they don't want us to see." Rhett waved them forward.  
 
    The going was difficult, because the floor was solid bodies and body parts soaked with blood and slime. The good news, he couldn't see any more Ecitoni. Another seventy meters and the tunnel ended in a large cavern. He snapped several pictures, then ran right into the only tunnel entrance which didn't require crossing the cavern, where thousands of Ecitoni were doing something. He ran for several minutes before reaching another open cavern with thousands of Ants. Again he took pictures, then waved his detail into a tunnel entrance to his right, hoping this would lead him back to where they had left Gunny Jordi at the intersection, if he could find another tunnel going right. He knew their time was limited in these tunnels. As they ran, he could hear explosive charges going off behind them. He wanted to keep on running, but knew they weren't going to outrun the Ecitoni.  
 
    He held up his arm for everyone to stop, turned his detail around, and took up firing positions. Seconds later, the UFN troops came running towards them, firing behind them as they ran. Closing fast were hundreds of Ecitoni. The nightmare went on for a lifetime—sixteen rifles shooting explosive shells at a rate of five per second at a wall of advancing bodies coming at the speed of race horses. When they finally stopped coming, three Kraits and three UFN commandos were dead. He found the tunnel to the right he had wanted ten minutes later, and another cavern which he managed to capture on camera. He was moving slower now since they were carrying their dead and several of the group had injuries. Fifteen minutes later, He knew he had returned to the first intersection when we had to climb over bodies and the walls were lined with gore. 
 
    "Jordi," he shouted as soon as he saw the intersection, "it's Rhett. Don't shoot." 
 
    "About time, Rhett. We had just about decided you accepted an invitation for lunch," Jordi said. Looking around, Rhett noticed that every tunnel entrance had explosive charges set. 
 
    "I think we should leave, before we’re on the menu." Rhett waved the troops into the tunnel leading back to the shuttles. He turned back as he heard the charges explode. To his surprise, black matter blew out of the wall but nothing caved in as he would have expected. 
 
    They made it back to the shuttles without incident, but had a rough exit because the Ecitoni lasers had a clearer shot. Several Dusters exploded around them and minutes later cruisers were there to pick up the fifty percent that had survived. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Ingenious," Commander Byer said. "When under attack, they reduce the ship's pressure to near zero, which reduces the damage from missiles—no oxygen means no depressurization, fires, or secondary explosions. Their smart rubber-like walls absorb much of the impact, and its ability to repair itself means the damage is temporary. Well, we've discovered why missiles have so little effect." 
 
    "The pictures Gunnies Rhett and Jordi and Senior Sergeant Chow took in the caverns showed what Iglis thinks are breathing stations," I said, having talked with Iglis prior to the meeting. "Her analysts think the Ecitoni can store oxygen like whales, and can therefore work for sustained periods without masks. Explains the slow security response. I wouldn't be surprised if nonessential Ecitoni were hibernating, like the Riss. That would account for the fact they weren't wearing breathing equipment."  
 
    "Throwaway death squads," Seng said. "Store enough oxygen to meet the enemy in a win-or-lose engagement. Surviving is not a consideration." 
 
    "I'd like to thank the units of Blue Kraits and Dragon commandos who volunteered to enter the Earthol Dragon. Their bravery and sacrifice has provided us with the information we need to eventually kill the beasts," I said, wondering if I should design awards for the men and women serving on Riss cruisers. The Riss didn't have medals, but the humans did. Something to consider for tomorrow. "Colonel Sing, Colonel Ayaka, I'd like a list of their names." 
 
    <What do you think?> I asked Thalia. 
 
    <Riss not care, but humans like.> An image of a group of commandos looking up at other commandos on an elevated platform with a ribbon engraved with the word HEROES. 
 
    "Admiral Kishi, I recommend that a Riss cruiser and two or three UFN squadrons remain on Earthol until the Mother ship dies, which will take time—maybe as much as a year or more." 
 
    "I concur, Leader Reese. They are making shuttles and cruisers because they know they will need them eventually when their food reserves run out. We need ships here to destroy any such vessels as soon as they appear." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I left Cerberus-2 and detoured to Sparrow’s Nest. Much like at Earthol, the Mother ship had gone quiet. I convened a meeting of the Riss-humans, Admiral Iwata, his senior captains, and his staff. 
 
    "I just returned from Earthol, where two squads of UFN and Krait commandos entered the Earthol Mother ship—" I had to stop when multiple conversations erupted. I couldn't blame them for being excited. "Although they encountered several hundred armed Ecitoni, they were able to confirm what we suspected—the Mother ship isn't dead or dying, just recuperating. So we can expect another attempt at resupplying their ship. I'm recommending one Riss cruiser and two to three UFN squadrons remain in system until we can verify the Sparrow’s Nest Mother ship is dead." I spent the next hour sharing what the commandos had found. 
 
    "The Riss leave tomorrow for Eden," I said, ending the meeting. "Captain Bradshaw, if you would stay, I'm leaving you on Sparrow’s Nest for now and would like to discuss your responsibilities," I said, and heard snorts and coughs from the Riss-humans as everyone rose to leave. 
 
    "You could take me along," Sean said as we made our way to my quarters. 
 
    "I'd love to, but I've decided to leave the Cerberuses to support the UFN squadrons, while the rest of the fleet organizes and implements the Military Free Zone. You and the others will get relief as soon as I can free up some cruisers." 
 
    "The mission is to ensure no shuttles return to the Mother ship," Sean said. 
 
    "And no Riss die," I said as we undressed. "Nor any Riss-humans," I added as I wrapped my arms around his neck and melted into him. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Have a good night's sleep?" Terril asked as we made our way to the Bridge after seeing Bradshaw's shuttle leave. 
 
    "Yes to the first part and no to the second." I felt like a new bride—loved and happy. 
 
    Terril laughed. "Good, yes, and sleep, no. I'd suggest a workout, but you’re too distracted and tired to beat a four knot practitioner." 
 
    "The very reason I couldn't have Sean on the same ship. Bad enough he's on the same planet some of the time." I sighed, knowing this was not the right time for us to settle down and have children. A wonderful dream that I hoped would someday come true. 
 
    <You and Sean live long time.> 
 
    <Get new position?> 
 
    <Not so lucky.> Image of me in the captain's chair with grey hair and with three little children crawling around the Bridge. I laughed. 
 
    During the five day trip to Eden, I taught a few Si'jin classes, had several matches with Terril, and walked around the various departments talking with friends and comrades. 
 
    **Exiting the Wave in one minute,** r-Galene's voice box announced over the loud speakers, and the text scrolled across SIDs as an emergency override. 
 
    The transition was smooth and routine, and the VTH showed no unusual activity. In fact, space looked quiet except for the four Riss cruisers accompanying the Mnemosyne. 
 
    <Message from the Dynasty,> r-Galene sent, and my SID lit with the text: 
 
    Welcome home, Leader Reese. Dinner on the Dynasty, if you aren't otherwise engaged. 
 
    <Comm, send, Is Nineteen hundred hours acceptable?> I sent after looking at the chronometer and estimating six hours to reach the Dynasty and a two hour cushion. I decided to have a nap and freshen up, as I suspected it would be a long night. 
 
    When I woke, I just had time to shower, dress, and check in on the Bridge in case something exciting had happened. Of course, nothing had or I would have been notified. Terril and I were quiet on the way over. As I exited the shuttle, I received the bugle reception I hated but had come to accept as tradition. Kyu was there to meet me like he would a dignitary. 
 
    "It is good to see you back safe," he said when he stepped forward after the captain of the Dynasty greeted me formally. 
 
    "A necessary trip with no surprises," I said, not wanting to say anything that could create rumors. It was for Kyu to decide what to tell his fleet admirals and their captains. As usual, Kyu ignored work over dinner, which made it a relaxing affair. Only when we had finished dessert and had tea served did he mention my trip. 
 
    "You brought all but two Riss cruisers back with you," he stated as a fact, but it was really a question—why? 
 
    "We sent four squads of commandos into the Earthol Mother ship. I'm loath to say it was worth it, since half the commandos died, but they did confirm what we suspected—the Mother ships are far from dead or dying." I went on to explain exactly what we found and my conclusions. 
 
    "You are correct. We will have to monitor them for a long time to ensure they cannot replenish their food supplies. I will commit three squadrons each at Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest and four here until we can confirm the Mother ships are dead." 
 
    "Thank you, Zhu. I will commit two Riss cruisers on Eden and one each on Earthol and Sparrow’s Nest." 
 
    Zhu smiled. "Are you planning on implementing the MFZ…treaty soon?" 
 
    "I don't trust the SAS. Unless I'm wrong, they are already planning the destruction of Freeland and the Riss for untold treacheries against the SAS—destroying their three fleets, bringing the Ecitoni into this system, and directing them to Eden instead of Saipha." 
 
    "Why? Oh, because there are Riss on Saipha." He nodded sagely. 
 
    "It wouldn't surprise me if they eventually offered you a deal to partner with them against the Riss." I was feeling really paranoid about the SAS after recent events. 
 
    "I'm comfortable that the Riss don't seek power, and that their Leader can see the future." He bowed in my direction, which confused me until I saw the slight smile. Zhu might have been slow to speak, but he wasn't slow witted. He somehow knew I'd outlive him and that the technology we shared not only couldn't be used against the Riss, but would put the UFN at a serious disadvantage. "As partners, the UFN will help you implement the MFZ. Although the SAS probably doesn't hate us as much as you, it is in our best interest to have peaceful neighbors. And without warships, they should be very peaceful." He raised his glass to me and I raised mine and touched it to his. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Iglis, can you get ahold of Admiral Butler?" I asked, not sure what communication was currently available. 
 
    "If he's alive, I think so. The Intelligence community’s main facility is well out of Eden and it's well fortified." 
 
    "Try. I'd like to talk to him, no one else." I cut the connection. 
 
    <Comm, connect to all Riss cruisers.> 
 
    <Leader, connected,> r-Galene sent, and the monitor displayed each of their faces. 
 
    "Da'Maass and Katlin, I'd like you to stay in Eden to support the UFN presence here. Captain Zhang, I'd like you to go to Hayjar and establish a place for SAS merchants to get their ships authorized. Freeland will register its own merchants, as will the UFN, but all authorized SAS merchants will be listed in the Hayjar registry. Merchants not listed in the registry will be destroyed, as will any merchant ships with missiles or military grade lasers. Pavao, I'd like you to leave for Freeland with Sheva, Elissa, and Jaelle. There, the priority is production of Eirises and delivery to every SAS system, then to the JPU systems without one. In the process of delivering the Eirises, you are to set up patrols. No second chances for violators. For now, we will only destroy the merchant's ship, but the systems should understand that arming merchants can result in the destruction of their ship-building factories—and quarantine. Oh, and we should ensure the Riss cruisers have full loads of missiles." 
 
    "You aren't wasting any time," Pavao said, concern in her voice. "Shouldn't the Ecitoni be the priority?" 
 
    "The Ecitoni are contained, but the SAS isn't. Right now, I'll wager their factories are working non-stop to build cruisers and armed merchants. The Riss, Admiral Zhu, and I want peace. The Council of the Gods understood that there is only one path to peace—restrict access to ships. Not peace on the planets, but at least peace between systems and empires. I'm willing to ease that restriction and allow trade between systems, but only given the ships are registered, do not have military grade weapons, and subject themselves to inspections by Riss and UFN cruisers." 
 
    "What about the UFN?" Sheva said, looking to Zhang and giving him an apologetic smile. 
 
    "Admiral Zhu is smart enough to know the upgrades we are providing the UFN would put them at a disadvantage in a war with the Riss. It's his concession to peace." 
 
    "Leader Reese is correct. My older brother wants peace for the UFN and will encourage the newest upgrades to the fleet, knowing we have safeguards in the upgrades," Zhang said. "He wants the peace to last well past his lifetime." 
 
    "Probably in the long run peace will be to the SAS's advantage, although they will forever hate us," Da'Maass said. "No cruisers will mean more money available for domestic projects. It’ll also eliminate inter-planet raiding and change their focus from war to peace. Look at Freeland." 
 
    Pavao laughed and received strange looks. "You've done a damn good job at the Leader position, and since none of us wants it, we're off to Freeland to carry out your orders." She gave me a salute and cut the connection. One by one, the other smiling faces cut the connection. 
 
    <Am I wrong?> I asked Thalia, feeling sorry for myself. 
 
    <Will know in hundred years,> Thalia sent along with an image of an old Riss reading a book titled The History of the SAS. 
 
    My thoughts were interrupted when my SID buzzed, a connect request from Iglis. I clicked Accept. 
 
    "Admiral Butler is alive and at the Eden Intelligence Center." 
 
    "Tell him I'd like to talk to him on the Mnemosyne. Admiral Gebauer will join us." 
 
    "How…I'll tell him and get back to you with his answer," she said, leaving the channel open as she turned away and typed something on another machine. Several minutes later she turned to face me again. "He’s willing." 
 
    "Iglis, arrange the pickup details with Colonels Seng and Terril," I said, handing my SID to Terril. 
 
    "Do you think that's wise?" Terril asked, after arranging for a meeting in Colonel Seng's office. 
 
    "I'll let you know tomorrow," I said to an open mouthed Terril. "That's the answer Thalia always gives me when I ask her what if." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Terril arranged for a combat shuttle with a Ghost escort to pick up Butler just outside the Eden Intelligence Center. I was there to greet him along with Admiral Gebauer when he exited the shuttle. 
 
    Butler glanced around the combat shuttle bay before slowly walking over to Gebauer and me. "Why me, Reese?" 
 
    "Because you and Gebauer have always been the voices of reason. With Plimson murdered, there is no one else left." 
 
    "You're right. I doubt there is anyone in the SAS who doesn't hate you and want to see you … killed." 
 
    "That used to bother me, but I'm coming to accept it as human nature." 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    "A tendency to believe unsubstantiated rumors and an inability to overcome prejudices." I held up a hand to stop him responding. "Come, let's go to my conference room where I have assembled my staff. We can bring you up to date on the current situation. Gebauer is here as an independent observer with loyalties to the SAS, not the Riss or Freeland," I said as they followed me to my conference room.  
 
    When we entered, everyone stood. I went around the room naming each person, even though I thought he knew everyone except for Katlin and Ja'Sai. 
 
    "I'll let Iglis start the story from when I began to enforce the quarantine of the JPU. Feel free to interrupt and to ask anyone here questions." As I sat, Iglis stood and activated the room monitors. 
 
    Butler queried everyone multiple times, getting each person's perspective. The briefing took a day and a half, with breaks for meals and rest. 
 
    "So what do you want, Reese? I know you don't expect me or Gebauer to lobby the SAS Council for you," he said, looking concerned and feeling confused. 
 
    "True. Neither I, the Riss-humans, nor the Riss wish the SAS harm, but we have come to the conclusion we can never trust them. I'm willing to reach a Freeland-like compromise with the SAS. We will allow for merchants to move people and supplies and for the SAS Council to govern its people. The only conditions are on the merchant ships. They must be registered, can have no military grade weapons or armament, and they have to submit to inspections by Riss and UFN cruisers." 
 
    "I understand you're mad at the Council and some of the SAS leaders with good reason, but there are good people in the SAS—" 
 
    I held up my hand. "What I'd like is for you to get several SAS Comrelays for us to install on Eden, Sparrow’s Nest, and Earthol. That will enable the Riss and UFN to communicate with the units we have stationed there in case additional resources are needed to keep the Ecitoni in check. That will also enable continued communications between SAS systems. And if you want our continued cooperation and to be kept in the loop, Iglis will need your priority clearance." 
 
    "You want me to spy on my people?" Butler's voice was cold. 
 
    "When I met with the Elders of Freeland, I asked them to decide what they wished to be as a nation: isolated, member, integrated, ally, or adversary. I ask the SAS a similar question. What do they wish to be: trusted neighbor, isolated, or adversary? I've brought you here because I think you are in a position to help steer your nation. Without help, I believe they will eventually be isolated." I stopped for a drink of kaffa and to give Butler time to think about what I was saying. "I would wager the SAS council is encouraging systems to build cruisers and armed merchants. When we run across them, we will destroy the ships, the factory that produced them, the space station, and the SAS Comrelay. If that happens, eventually the SAS will no longer exist. It will just be a collection of isolated systems." 
 
    "What do you think, Gebauer?" Butler asked. 
 
    "If I were the Riss, I wouldn't trust the SAS. They have a long record of failing to honor treaties, hatred of the Riss and Riss-humans, and trying to destroy Freeland. I agree with Reese, the SAS Council will incite the systems to fight the MFZ, just as they incited Gleason to ignore Plimson and the captains to invade Freeland. The Riss are a peaceful nation in my experience and Reese has always honored her word. So, I not only think her question is legitimate, but that the answer will determine our future." 
 
    "What about the Ecitoni?" Butler asked. 
 
    "We will maintain a presence in the three systems that have Ecitoni Mother ships and eventually destroy them." I gave a snort, trying to stop a laugh. "After all, this is an MFZ." 
 
    "What about the Ants on Eden?" 
 
    "That's your battle to fight. Freelanders and UFN troops would have more to fear from the SAS citizens than the Ecitoni. Even if they didn't, we don't have sufficient troops to fight the Mother ships and the Ecitoni on the planets."  
 
    I left my ex-SAS staff and Gebauer to talk with Butler. 
 
    "What do you think Butler will decide?" Terril asked as we made our way to the Bridge. 
 
    "He'll agree. The real question is whether he can influence the SAS in the way that Ni'Shay and the elders helped steer Freeland." 
 
    Butler left for Eden eight hours later after arranging for the Mnemosyne to pick up three Comrelays from a top secret orbit station run by SAS Intelligence and provided Iglis with his access codes. After installing one in Eden space and giving Zhu's intelligence chief the codes, we departed for Freeland. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Iglis, what's the current status?" I asked as the Riss-humans, Freeland elders, and my staff met on Freeland. It had been forty days since my meeting with Butler. 
 
    "All the MFZ-Eirises are up and running. They each report once a day whether there is activity or not. With few exceptions, every system has had activity. Half of the reported activity is from unregistered ships and two activities appear to have been from cruisers." She paused, awaiting my reaction. 
 
    "How many merchants have registered?" 
 
    "Four from Freeland, six from the UFN, and ten from the SAS. Of course, some of that unregistered activity could be merchants heading for Hayjar to register." Iglis gave a small shrug. "The Iris factory informs me that they have six Eirises ready for the JPU and will have the final five ready in a week." 
 
    "Have you heard from Admiral Butler?" 
 
    "The SAS Council has officially retired the space-going navy. Butler is still in charge of Intelligence but is now a civilian, and his new position is Director of Intelligence. Eden has initiated a draft to build up the army to combat the Ecitoni remaining on the ground. Butler told the Council that I have access to the SAS Comrelays, so I doubt they will communicate anything controversial over them. He indicated they are unlikely to take him into their confidence or to use the Comrelays but might be communicating via the registered merchants—they don't like you." Iglis gave a wry smile. That caused multiple comments and chuckles. 
 
    "Let Butler know what you've found and that as of today, unregistered ships will be destroyed. Systems producing armed merchants or cruisers will have those factories and spaceports destroyed. That could include their Comrelay and produce a quarantine. If we find that SAS Council has encouraged the building of cruisers, we will quarantine Eden." I was shaking with fury. "While we fought to save the SAS, they took advantage of the distraction to begin creating warships." 
 
    "Not really a surprise," Pavao said, giving a shrug of her shoulder. 
 
    "I think we should quarantine Eden anyway. That may make everyone happy, including the other SAS systems. The Council is the main problem." I took a minute to calm down before continuing. "We need to resolve this problem before the Ecitoni get active. Alena and Jaelle, split up the JPU systems and begin delivering the new MFZ-Eirises. If you find any non-registered ship, leave the crew on the system they are in and destroy the ship. Registered ships are to be inspected going in and coming out." 
 
    "Yes, Leader," they said in unison. 
 
    "Pavao, Sheva, and I will split up the SAS systems. Any questions?" Hearing no questions, I added. "Don't take unnecessary chances. They are breaking the rules, and they know we're going to destroy their ships. Give your warning from a safe distance and approach with extreme caution." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Exiting the Wave in sixty seconds,> r-Galene sent, and the message went out over the loud speakers and SIDs.  
 
    I wasn't looking forward to the next month or two. I knew the SAS Council would be making waves and that thousands would die for their treachery. Echo space looked quiet. I clicked on Iglis's SID. 
 
    She had obviously anticipated me. "Captain, it appears there is an unregistered merchant in system and … two cruisers left and returned yesterday." 
 
    "Thank you, Iglis." I couldn't help the overwhelming anguish I felt, knowing lives would be lost for the arrogance of a few. 
 
    <Comm, ship status is Standby, stealth running.> A minute later, lights flashed blue and SIDs announced the current status. 
 
    "Do you have a choice this time?" Terril asked. She gave me a lopsided grin. I knew she was wondering not what I would do, but what she would do if she had to make the decision. 
 
    "No, we are officially at war with the SAS." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "They aren't building cruisers to fight the Ecitoni. They are building them to fight the Riss," I said, and it took all my control not to slam my fist on the arm of my chair. I sat fighting the urge to get drunk. Instead, I sat staring at the VTH. When we reached the halfway point between the Wave and Echo, I spoke. 
 
    <Comm, Battle Stations.>  
 
    Immediately, lights flashed red, claxons rang, and SIDs announced the change in status. The VTH showed two ships: a cruiser tagged C1 in orbit around Echo, and a merchant tagged M1 leaving the space station. Seconds later, a second cruiser, tagged C2, appeared with weapons hot about one light-second away. It had obviously been lying in wait at minimum power. 
 
    <Nav, a vector to within five thousand kilometers of C2, designated V1, a second vector one light-second on the same course, designated V2.> 
 
    <Tac, on my command a Duster to detonate within fifty thousand kilometers of C2, immediately followed by a Dummy. After we skip, a full load at C2.> 
 
    <C2 fired four missiles. Time to arrival forty seconds.>  
 
    They had fired before I could give them the option to surrender. I could only assume they thought they could surprise us. Whoever was the captain, he or she was being clever—fire four, wait for us to skip closer, and then fire the remaining four. 
 
    <Tac, fire Duster and Dummy.>  
 
    When the Duster and Dummy detonated in thirty-three seconds, I would have seven seconds to make a decision before the four missiles from C2 would reach the Mnemosyne. Thirty-three, thirty-four, thirty-five, thirty-six— 
 
    <C2 fired four missiles.> 
 
    <Helm, execute V1.> The Bridge and the Riss faded to ghosts for a second, then solidified. 
 
    <Tac, fire.> The Mnemosyne shuddered twice as twelve missiles raced away. 
 
    <Helm, execute V2.> The Bridge faded as the twelve missiles reached C2. 
 
    <C2 destroyed,> r-Kojin sent as the Bridge became solidified and the VTH showed C2 red. 
 
    <Self defense,> Thalia sent with a feeling of regret. I guessed that was better than No Choice. 
 
    "That was close," Terril said, her voice weak. 
 
    "The captain was being clever. He fired four missiles while withholding four, thinking I would skip in close and he could get me with the other four." 
 
    "Why didn't you skip behind the Duster cloud?" 
 
    "Because I could have jumped right into his four missiles. It would take his missiles five seconds to reach the cloud if we jumped only seconds after he fired." 
 
    "Da'Maass is right. You're in their minds." 
 
    "No different from Si'jin. Only the techniques are different." 
 
    <Nav, a vector to their manufacturing and repair station.> 
 
    <Vector on Helm's board.> 
 
    "What about the other cruiser?" Terril asked, frowning in thought. 
 
    "Unless I'm wrong, it will guess that's where we will go and be there waiting." 
 
    <Helm, execute vector.> 
 
    <Comm, ship's status Standby, stealth running.> 
 
    I watched the VTH as we and C1 approached the Echo Manufacturing and Repair station. It had grown over the years we were at war with the Aliens and later with the JPU and now looked like a seven story building under construction—a steel frame which still needed floors, walls, and windows. At least four partially built cruisers hung there with men and shuttles buzzing around like bees in a beehive. 
 
    I clicked on Byer's SID and he appeared immediately. "Release a couple of fighters along with a red-Wraith and get in position to fire. You're to hold your fire unless they fire." 
 
    "Yes, captain." He clicked off. Ten minutes later, my SID buzzed and Byer appeared. "Captain, the fighters are deployed with orders to fire if C1 fires." 
 
    <Helm, a one second skip on this vector, on my command.> I sat waiting to give the fighters time to get in position. 
 
    <Comm, broadcast the following message when we go active: Echo Repair station. You have eight hours to abandon the station before it is destroyed.> 
 
    <All systems active,> I sent, and Galene sent my message. Thirty seconds later, C1 fired four missiles. 
 
    <Helm, execute skip on board.>  
 
    We had just faded back when C1 went yellow, then red. I hoped many of the crew had been able to survive in the ship's escape pods. 
 
    We recovered the fighters and went back to the space station. The merchant ship which had been docked at the space station was registered, so after a brief inspection I let him collect his crew and depart safely. I wasn't worried about the merchant ship which had left as we arrived. Eventually it would be found. Ten hours later we destroyed the spaceport and the Manufacturing and Repair station. 
 
    I clicked on Iglis's SID. 
 
    "Yes, Captain?" 
 
    "Iglis, send the following message to Director Butler: Two SAS cruisers fired on the Mnemosyne. That is an act of war against the Riss. If we find one more SAS cruiser in space, we will quarantine Eden. No Comrelay and no space station or repair facility—not that it will matter, because no merchants will be allowed in or out. We will isolate Eden and its Council forever." 
 
    She hesitated for several seconds. "Yes, Captain Reese. That should get the Council's attention." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We entered Wahoo two days later. Space was quiet as we approached the planet. Three merchants were docked at the space station. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the…Star Trader,> I sent, and waited. Several minutes later, a middle-aged man with a goatee, curly brown hair, and a bright red shirt appeared. 
 
    "Good day, Leader Reese. I'm Captain To'Gass. A registered Freeland merchant." He smiled broadly. I clicked on Iglis while leaving the connection open. 
 
    "Commander Iglis, is the Star Trader registered?" I asked and crossed my fingers. I didn't want to destroy merchant ships from Freeland. 
 
    "Yes, Captain Reese. Captain To'Gass is registered." 
 
    "Thank you, Captain To'Gass, stand by for a routine inspection." 
 
    <Comm, connect to the … Space Runner.> Several minutes later an older man appeared, looking nervous and flushed. 
 
    "Yes, Captain, how can I help you?" he asked while nervously wringing his hands. 
 
    "Have you registered your ship?" 
 
    "Yes, Captain, several days ago." 
 
    "Commander Iglis, the Space Runner?" 
 
    "Yes, Captain Reese, the Space Runner is registered." 
 
    "Thank you, Captain. Stand by for a routine inspection—" 
 
    <Leader, the Lucky Lady is leaving the station.> 
 
    <Comm, inform the Lucky Lady that if she doesn’t cut her engines and prepare to be boarded, she it will be destroyed.> I sat watching as the merchant continued to accelerate. 
 
    <Tac. One Demon to explode ten kilometers from the Lucky Lady.> 
 
    <One Demon fired.> 
 
    I watched the VTH as the missile exploded and the merchant cut the engines seconds later. That close, I imagined it rattled everything loose inside that ship, since it had no battle metal. 
 
    "Commander Iglis, is the Lucky Lady lucky enough to be registered?" I asked, knowing it wasn't; otherwise, it wouldn't have run. 
 
    "No, Captain. She's not that lucky." Iglis tried to resist grinning, but failed. 
 
    I clicked on Byer and Seng's SIDs. "Commander Seng, please send a boarding party to confiscate the Lucky Lady. It's in violation of the MFZ rules. Commander Byer, ensure that the boarding party has no problems." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We left Waloo the next day, after inspecting the two merchants and destroying the Lucky Lady. Hopefully, the story of the Lucky Lady would encourage the merchants to register and follow the rules. A life-lesson was always better than threats. 
 
    I decided to stop in at Eden to get a status update on the Ecitoni Mother ship and talk to Butler. I took the opportunity during the two day trip to work out with Terril, visit the various compartments, and to hold a staff meeting to sense the mood—because many of the crew were ex-SAS navy. Not surprisingly, the mood in the conference room was sober when I entered. 
 
     "I know fighting against the SAS is uncomfortable, and some may see the new MFZ as unfair," I began as I sat. 
 
    "I haven't heard of anyone being uncomfortable with the MFZ," Send said. "It's sad having to kill SAS citizens; however, we know you don't want to and go out of your way to give them a choice. Freeland is now our homeland, and we will do whatever is necessary to protect the Riss and Freeland." 
 
    "I agree, Byer said. "The Riss has always done its best to protect the SAS. Personally, I think the MFZ may be as good for the SAS as it was for Freeland. Like Seng's people, we're uncomfortable killing SAS personnel, but know it's necessary to protect the Riss and Freeland." 
 
    "My people and I know firsthand the hate emanating from the SAS over the years. We have never heard the Riss ever say one disparaging word. You have our complete support," Iglis said. "Butler sent a message an hour ago. He gave your message to the SAS Council. They are preparing an urgent directive to all systems to decommission all SAS cruisers. He says they continue to hate you, but they got the message." 
 
    That provoked laughs and side comments around the room. 
 
    "I hope so. I'm tired of killing and would love to see no more war in this sector of the galaxy." 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Leader, the Dynasty is requesting a connection.> 
 
    <Connect,> I sent and Admiral Zhu appeared. 
 
    "Welcome back, Leader Reese. I would like to entertain you for dinner if you have time." 
 
    "I'd like that, Admiral Zhu. I'm available whenever you are free." 
 
    "Tonight at seventeen hundred hours on the Dynasty?" 
 
    "Yes, seventeen hundred hours on the Dynasty." 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Minerva and Cerberus-3.> 
 
    <Connected.> Da'Maass and Katlin appeared a minute later. Both were smiling. 
 
    "Any thing exciting happen while I was gone?" I asked, hoping the smiling faces meant there had been none. 
 
    "The Mother ship finally attempted to get more supplies. They sent two hundred shuttles out. Fortunately, they must be short on Light cruisers because they only had five with each group of one hundred," Da'Maass said. "So, Katlin and I had no problem with the help of red-Wraiths taking on five at a time." 
 
    "We think they must be running out of food with so many Ants on board," Katlin added. 
 
    "We notified Alena that we would like more red-Wraiths, although if our assumptions are correct, they are out of shuttles and Lights, or if not, they have only a few remaining." 
 
    "I agree but would rather err on the side of caution. We'll get together tomorrow. I'm having dinner with Admiral Zhu tonight." I cut the connection. 
 
    I clicked on Iglis's SID and she appeared immediately as if she had been waiting for my call. 
 
    "Yes, Leader. If you want to come to my office, I'm in contact with Director Butler. He's waiting to talk to you," she said, then hesitated. "It's more secure, unless…" 
 
    "No, your office is good." I made my way to the Intel area. The guards just stepped aside as I neared. Iglis waited just inside the door. 
 
    "He seems…nervous," she said as we approached the communications suite, a private area with the equipment to interface with the Comrelays and secure transmissions. 
 
    She nodded to the woman sitting at one of the consoles. The woman stood and handed the mike to Iglis and left. 
 
    "Director Butler, I have Leader Reese here," she said and handed the mike to me. I switched it to speaker. 
 
    "Good day, Director Butler. I'm sorry you have more Ecitoni on Eden, but that should be the last of them. Although they have the capacity to make more shuttles and Light cruisers, I don't think they have the resources to make sufficient numbers to matter." Food to feed the workers was the truth of it, I mused. 
 
    "I understand after my briefing, but of course, most think you are doing it on purpose. Never mind. Nothing you or I can say will change that." He paused and his next words were close to panic. "You wouldn't…can't quarantine Eden. It's the heart of the SAS." 
 
    "It's diseased, so I can and will quarantine Eden—unless someone has a cure. While the Riss and the UFN were off fighting the Ecitoni to save the SAS, the council was building cruisers to attack the Riss. All my career, I've done my best to support the SAS, but it hasn't helped. Again and again, the SAS has tried to kill the Riss-humans. Fortunately for the SAS, the Riss aren't the predators you are. They just want peace. The SAS systems can choose to live in peace and be free to trade and govern their systems without interference, or they can have war and be isolated." 
 
    Butler was silent for a long time. "Trostel and the senior members of the council would like to talk with you." 
 
    "No. I'm sorry, Butler. I've always considered you and Plimson people who could be trusted, but the SAS council has proven they can't be trusted. They need to choose—peace or war. I will abide by their decision." I cut the connection and retired to my quarters to freshen up and change uniform. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zhu looked amused as he watched me endure the bugle and honor guard ceremony as I left the shuttle. 
 
    "Welcome back, Leader Reese. Rumor has it you encountered a few rogue cruisers on your tour of the MFZ," Zhu said as we walked back to his office. Inside, he waved me to the table. "What would you like to drink, Nadya?" 
 
    "Wine. It won't help, but I'll pretend it does." I smiled and my tension eased. Plum wine magically appeared. 
 
    "Councils are frequently annoying. We are fortunate to have an emperor to overrule them on important issues. Maybe you should be the emperor of the SAS." 
 
    I choked on my wine, spraying it over the table. Zhu laughed.  
 
    "I see the idea doesn't appeal to you." He nodded to the server and the table was quickly cleaned and a new tablecloth and dishes put down. 
 
    "I'm not happy being the Leader of a magnificent and peace loving race. I would rather try to walk in space without a suit than be the emperor of the SAS." 
 
    "How does the future look?" Zhu asked, changing topics without changing the topic. 
 
    "Sort of like years ago when we had raiders. We will win the peace, but there will be those who feel they have to break the rules—for money, or power, or just to prove they can," I said, knowing it was in the human DNA. 
 
    "Yes, the merchants will have to be monitored regularly, because your Erises will seriously limit unregistered ships," he said.  
 
    Talk during dinner was more personal, reflecting back on our early years. Afterward we discussed the MFZ rules for the SAS and JPU, a tentative schedule for monitoring each system, and a formal treaty between the UFN and the Riss. 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
 
  


 CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    Earthol – Touring a mini-Mother ship 
 
    <One hour till exit into Earthol,> r-Galene sent, then announced it over the loudspeakers and sent messages to individual SIDs. 
 
    "Are you going to tour the Mother ship?" Terril asked, frowning with concern. 
 
    "Bradshaw says the Kraits inspected the ship and there are no Ecitoni left alive." 
 
    "Although I'm sure Bradshaw loves you and wants you safe, I'm responsible for your life, and an Ecitoni Mother ship doesn't sound safe." 
 
    "Bring whoever you feel necessary," I said, knowing she would anyway. 
 
    It took four hours to reach the Cerberus-1 and the UFN squadrons and arrange for a meeting on the Mnemosyne with Bradshaw and Senior Captain Jian, whom Admiral Kishi had left in charge. 
 
    I wanted to grab Sean and run off to my cabin, but had to settle for a hug and a kiss, because we were expecting Captain Jian within the next few minutes. 
 
    "I missed you, Leader Reese. Are you sure you don't need an XO?" he whispered in my ear as we hugged. 
 
    "You wouldn't want to be XO, and I couldn't concentrate with you on the same ship as me. So, we’re stuck with just leave time." 
 
    "Which you never take," Sean said, but held up his hand. "Understand, I'm not complaining. This is far better than before when I didn't see you for years at a time. But I'm staying tonight."
"Try leaving. Terril has orders to shoot you it you try," I quipped as the UFN shuttle slid into the Mnemosyne's bay. 
 
    "Congratulations, Senior Captain Jian. I think this entitles you to bragging rights. The first UFN Captain to kill an Ecitoni Mother ship," I said, and he gave me an ear-to-ear smile. 
 
    "To be honest, I had my doubts we could kill an Ecitoni Mother ship. Peace will be very boring," he said and laughed. "And promotions very slow." 
 
    I led him and Bradshaw to the third level, because the UFN personnel were fascinated by the serenity of the area. 
 
    "I know your commandos and the Kraits have inspected it, but I would like a tour in case we see more in the future," I said. Jian's eyes grew wide momentarily. 
 
    "Maybe boring isn't too bad." he laughed. "Who would you like to accompany you?" 
 
    "I'd like you and Captain Bradshaw and whatever security you and Colonel Terril think necessary—just in case something got overlooked. It's a monstrous ship." I said and Jian nodded agreement. 
 
    Terril spent the next two days coordinating security for the tour, while Sean and I spent a good part of each day in bed, talking about our lives, hopes, and dreams in between lovemaking. 
 
    <Thank you,> I sent to Terril when we reached the combat shuttle that would transport us to the Mother ship. 
 
    <I wanted you rested. The Mother ship is huge and there will be a lot of walking,> she sent with a feeling of amusement. 
 
    When we reached the opening, Captain Jian was waiting. Terril had brought all of my Cobra detachment and forty Kraits. I was tempted to say something but didn't. She was right. I was far too reckless at times, and she had a right to be nervous. 
 
    Surprisingly, the tunnel had no dead bodies. I stopped to feel the walls, which were like a hard rubber which I had been told could repair itself. It would be nice if battle metal could do the same. The first cavern we came to was the size of six of old-Earth's indoor sports arenas. The area was devoted to making fighters, and at least twenty were in various stages of production. Although there were a few bodies scattered around, the area was relatively clear except in one corner, where hundreds of bodies had been stacked. 
 
    "Sean, I'd like a large piece of that rubber-like material and one of these fighters taken back to Freeland for the Riss to study. They don't look fancy, but maybe we can learn something from them," I said while examining one of the half-built units. We left the cavern through a tunnel headed toward the rear of the ship. About a hundred meters later it opened into another cavern of equal size. This looked like a kitchen of sorts, except it appeared to have only one recipe—a light-brown paste. The Ecitoni were very tidy, and it was apparent the equipment hadn't been used recently. The wooden tables had little on them, although the bits and pieces remaining suggested that humans and animals were used in the processing of the paste we had found. I wondered if the paste was for immediate consumption or packaged for periods between inhabited systems. The next two sections were training areas with simulators of various types. Again the areas were relatively clear of bodies—the few scattered around the area looked as if they had just dropped dead while working. The last cavern contained eight massive engines and other machines that maintained the ship’s infrastructure: gravity, electricity, plumbing, air, water, and some yet to be determined functions. 
 
    Thinking we were on the lower level, we took a tunnel going up, which brought us into what appeared to be a storage area about a quarter full of missiles, weapons of various types, and harnesses. Moving towards the front of the ship, the next cavern contained a machine shop with ship components, ammunition, and electronic devices. The next cavern looked to be a sleeping area. Here lay thousands of bodies which looked to have died in their sleep, probably due to a lack of food. This area was two times larger than the other caverns. Then we entered the Queen's chamber, with tens-of-thousands of Ecitoni in various stages of birth or development. All dead, along with thousand of attendants, who appeared to have dropped dead in the process of tending the infants.  It was obvious from the thousands of bodies lying around that the Ecitoni weren't cannibals. 
 
    The Queen lay at the head of the chamber on an elaborate throne containing a suite of electronic equipment and several large Ecitoni who could have been guards or consultants or dignitaries. They looked like the Terracotta Army in China except all the figures were lying down rather than standing. The Queen was massive. I doubted she had been capable of moving, with or without help.  
 
    The next chamber was another sleeping area, but the occupants were the large Ecitoni which we assumed were the officer caste. Finally, we arrived at the Control room with its computer systems, weapons, and navigational stations occupied by the larger Ecitoni. We called it a day—a very long day at that point—and made our way back to our shuttles. 
 
    The next day, we discovered two levels below the one where we had entered and two upper areas above the one we had toured. They contained more manufacturing areas for processing raw material and building shuttles, more sleeping quarters, automatic laser bays, and launching platforms. There appeared to be no entertainment or non-work areas. The ship was a living organism like the human body where every Ecitoni’s sole responsibility was to keep the ship functioning. The tour left me feeling depressed. 
 
    <Like organic robots,> I commented to Thalia that night in bed. 
 
    <Riss positions taken to extreme.> She sent a vid of Riss bodies with metal heads on the Bridge and in the various departments. 
 
    <I wonder how they made space ships.> 
 
    <Like pyramids. A few great minds to create idea and millions to do the labor.> 
 
    I decided to assign a team of Riss to investigate the Mother ship, like we were doing at the Red Dwarf. Maybe they had stumbled on some innovative concepts we could use. If nothing else, we would be better prepared if we met another group of Ecitoni. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I next traveled to Sparrow’s Nest, where they too had decided the Mother ship was dead. They were preparing to investigate. I briefed Katlin and the senior UFN captain on what we had found so they would know what to expect. Afterward, I stopped in at Eden to see Admiral Zhu. 
 
    "You think we have won the war?" Zhu said as we sat in his office after a very pleasant dinner. 
 
    "Unlike humans, who would fight each other for the last scrap of food, I have the impression the Ecitoni are conditioned to serve the ship and therefore everyone would be fed so that all the functions continued. That's the feeling I got when I toured the Mother ship on Earthol. If I'm right, once the food supply is cut off, the whole ship collapses just like the human body will if starved of food." 
 
    "Good, I would like to get back to Dunn." He took a sip of wine before continuing. "My intelligence chief tells me you may have scared the SAS Council into submission with your threat to quarantine Eden." 
 
    "Maybe the next generation can be happy without wars." 
 
    "That’s what my brother Zhang and I admire about the Riss. They don't want power or to control anyone into thinking like they do, and the reason they must have a few human hosts is to navigate the humans' predilection to seek power and control. But …" He left the sentence hanging, but the meaning was clear—would the humans corrupt the Riss. 
 
    "Ironically, we serve at the whim of the Riss. None of the eleven Riss-humans could do anything the Riss did not condone. They can take complete control anytime they wish. It's the reason for the tattoo. The SAS has always worried the Riss wanted to control their human hosts. The Riss just wanted to be Riss in their Gorillai form, but they needed humans to help them achieve space. They will let us defend them, but no more." 
 
    "I wish we had some species to control us," Zhu said in a whisper. "Nadya, you must continue to see the future for us." 
 
   
 
  

 Freeland - Six months later 
 
    Everyone stood when I entered—although I would've preferred they didn't—but they ignored me, a concession to my position as the Riss Leader. 
 
    "Commander Iglis, for someone with so much responsibility, you look remarkably rested," I said as she walked to the front of the room for her usual presentation on the status of the MFZs. Under the old system, Iglis would now be a vice admiral. Today, she looked comfortable with her position and responsibilities. 
 
    "Leader Reese, elders, and commanders, I'm happy to report that the Ecitoni Mother ship on Eden has been certified as dead. In addition, MFZs are operating smoothly." She took a small bow when everyone clapped. "The SAS now has twenty licensed merchants, the UFN twelve, and Freeland six. All the JPU and the SAS systems have working Eirises, and they have detected no unlicensed activity. Furthermore, the UFN made fifteen merchant inspections and the Riss ten. No violations were noted." 
 
    "Kind of makes you want to run out and check the Eirises to see if they are working," Da'Maass said. "Unbelievable that no one has tried to beat the system." 
 
    "The potential punishments exceed the potential rewards," Sheva said. "And then there is the threat of the merchant losing their ship, and of Eden being quarantined." 
 
     "Has the time come for us to raise the next generation of Riss-humans?" Elissa asked, which got everyone's attention. 
 
    "When did you find time to look for a potential husband, Elissa?" Pavao's voice held a note of surprise and amusement. "Our Leader hasn't given me a vacation in… Never, come to think of it." 
 
    "I just thought we should start looking before we were too old to attract the right man or woman." Elissa smiled and her eyes twinkled. 
 
    "Before we start looking, we need to check with our Leader to see what's on her to-do list, now that Iglis has conveniently cleared her old one," Pavao said, holding her chin and staring in my direction. One by one, each person mimicked Pavao's posture, and the room went stony quiet. 
 
    <I don't have a to-do list,> I protested to Thalia 
 
    <You always do.> Thalia sent a vid of me erasing one whiteboard with my left hand while writing on a second with my right. 
 
    "I don't have a to-do list," I protested aloud, but no one changed position. "Well, maybe a bit of housecleaning." That invoked laughs and lots of comments. "But you're right, we should schedule planet-side time off for each cruiser. The troops need it," I added to more laughs. 
 
    "I wonder if we need a Riss-human clan house," Da'Maass said to grins and nodding heads. "A compound to call home when we are in-system and free." 
 
    "Why don't you and Ja'Sai look at available property and make a tentative plan of what the new compound would look like?" I said after seeing nodding heads. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Captain Reese," someone said after several knocks on the door to the rooms Sean and I had rented for a week. "A priority message for you." 
 
    The luxury resort, The Getaway, stood in what the Freelanders considered the back country—remote and sparsely settled. It was a favorite among people who liked to hunt and fish and the odd photographer or wildlife scientist. We loved the peace and quiet it provided. I untangled myself from Sean, threw a bathrobe around me, and opened the door. 
 
    "Sorry, ma'am," one of the two Cobras on duty said with a sheepish look, "but it says priority." 
 
    "Thanks, Britney. I guess we might make it over to breakfast for a change." I took the tablet from her and entered my authorization code, which sent the message to my SID and erased it from the tablet. 
 
    "Lunch, if you hurry, ma'am." Her lip twitched when I showed surprise. 
 
    "We should make it to dinner, then," I said to a smile before I closed the door. 
 
    "What is it, love?" Sean asked, raising up on his elbow to look at me. I stared at the message for awhile before answering. 
 
    "Not sure. R-Saga is requesting a ride to Freeland for herself and several members of her team and a meeting with the Senior Riss." Twice strange, I mused. Her wanting to come to Freeland rather than for us to go to the Red Dwarf, and I didn't know we had senior Riss. 
 
    <Thalia?> I asked, confused. 
 
    <New position,> she sent with a strong feeling of amusement. 
 
    <What is their function?> 
 
    <Copilots,> Thalia sent just as Sean broke out laughing. 
 
    "The Riss' version of a national committee," Sean said. 
 
    "Where are they when I need help with a decision?" I asked in frustration. 
 
    <Still learning position. Should be ready in a few hundred years.> Laughter rippled through me and I couldn't help a smile. 
 
    <Well, Senior Riss Thalia? Why call a committee meeting?> 
 
    <Find out when r-Saga arrives.> 
 
    "What do you think, Nadya?" Sean asked, rising and beginning to dress in a white-silk shirt and black pants tucked into leather boots. All he needed to complete the look was a cutlass and a patch over one eye. 
 
    "You look like Da'Maass's drinking buddy." I laughed and began dressing. 
 
    "When in Freeland," he said with a broad smile. 
 
    "I hope they haven't discovered another alien group knocking at our door. Or if they have, I hope they’re cousins to the Riss." I sent a request for a volunteer to get r-Saga. An hour later, Katlin offered to go. 
 
    When Sean and I arrived back, Da'Maass called for a Riss-human conference to discuss the Riss-human complex. I had Iglis, Byer, Dayton, and Seng included as honorary members. 
 
    "Ja'Sai and I found three hundred acres adjacent to the other major clan complexes." He tapped on his SID and a holograph of the area sprang to life. The area was color coded, using a separate color for each existing clan. "The property we found has never been used, because the terrain is in the foothills and rough. I think it ideal for the Riss to wander, and there is enough flat ground for a good-sized compound, which I've colored blue." He rotated the view to show the area from several perspectives. "There would be one large building where each of us would have a suite of rooms on the second floor. The bottom floor would have a kitchen, dinning room, several sitting rooms, communications suite, and guest rooms. As soon as any of us showed signs of acquiring a family, their houses would be built in the area colored red." 
 
    "I like it," Zhang said. "We would be close to the clans and yet have privacy." 
 
    "It's perfect, Da'Maass," Pavao said, standing and removing the roof of the three-meter model Da'Maass had made of the proposed clan house building. 
 
    "I agree," Sheva said. 
 
    "How do we pay for it, Da'Maass?" I asked, loving it but knowing it wasn't free. Da'Maass laughed and Ja'Sai had an ear-to-ear grin. 
 
    "Ni'Shay said Freeland would deed us the land and pay for the Riss-human clan house—for saving Freeland." 
 
    "Thank you for including us," Dayton said for the four non-Riss-humans. 
 
    "Except that your positions don't require you to be Riss-humans, you would all be one," I said. To me, they were family. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Eight days later, Katlin returned with r-Saga and six team leaders of the Red Institute of Discovery, RID. I immediately called a meeting of the Riss-clan members on the Mnemosyne. The room was quiet as r-Saga rose, clicked on his SID, and the room monitors came to life.  
 
    **As I told Leader Reese almost a year ago, we had made progress deciphering the Aliens’ picture-grams, for lack of a better word. At that time, we could only translate forty percent of a given picture-gram, which produced fuzzy pictures. The process was slow, so we only had time to process every one thousandth picture-gram. From that, we were able to gather that other species were in our neighborhood, that being an area of approximately one light year across.** She stopped signing and looked around the room. 
 
    "That's quite a large neighborhood," Pavao said. "Considering the SAS—our largest empire—is less than two light-weeks across." 
 
    **Not when you consider our galaxy is more than one hundred thousand light years across. But because of our small sampling, we made erroneous assumptions. First that the picture-grams were a historical record. They were and they weren't. Some of the picture-grams were prior events, but some were notes documenting what they thought would happen. For example, they showed pictures of the Ecitoni in the process of attacking several planets with animal life but no sign of a dominant species. The subsequent picture-gram notes showed the destruction of some ten systems and then movement in our direction within six years. It turns out the Aliens were off by one year, as it took the Ecitoni five years to reach the SAS.** 
 
    "I wonder why the Aliens bothered to quarantine us when they could have just waited for the Ecitoni to kill us?" Elissa asked. 
 
    "Maybe they were here preparing long before they discovered the Ecitoni," Sheva said. 
 
    "Maybe they couldn't be sure the Ecitoni would find us next," Ja'Sai said. 
 
    "Maybe both of those conjectures, plus uncertainty as to whether the Ecitoni could defeat us," I said. 
 
    **That is the conclusion we came to. We were correct about the three other space-traveling species they identified: the Arrith, a lizard-like people; the Issog, a bat-like people; and modern humans. But again, we thought the notes were history. Actually, the picture-grams depicted the early stages of the invasion of the Issog into human space. Unlike the Ecitoni who thought humans edible food, the Issog are blood suckers who capture humans and milk them for their blood.** 
 
    "And we thought the Ecitoni were disgusting," Ja'Sai said in shock, his face crunched up in pain. Several persons gagged at the thought. 
 
    **The Aliens' notes showed the eventual destruction of the humans, and shortly afterward the Arrith attacking the Issog, with the Lizards winning quite easily in a year.** 
 
    "I wonder why the humans didn't ally with the Arrith?" Jaelle asked, frowning in thought. "The enemy of my enemy is my friend." 
 
    "That works both ways," Da'Maass said with a grin. "The Arrith may have considered Issog the enemy of their enemy—the humans." 
 
    **That is what we concluded. The Arrith were building up their navy while awaiting the outcome of the war with the humans, hoping the winner would have insufficient resources remaining to win against them.** 
 
    "What stage of the war do you think the Issog and humans are at?" I asked. 
 
    **That is the reason for our request to speak with you, Leader. We need to know the answer to that question to further interpret the picture-grams. And that could lead to a better understanding of other information we have uncovered. Maybe a glimpse into their software language. We found what we think is software code we believe they overlooked.** 
 
    "To what?" I asked, excited and terrified at the same time. Certain technological breakthroughs the Aliens made I would rather have left a mystery, for example how to put a human mind into a mechanical device. 
 
    <Interesting. Go many places. No danger.> Thalia sent a vid with hundreds of Riss cruisers with each captain's back painted with Reese and a number on her back. 
 
    <While we sit home.> I sent an image of me sitting in a rocking chair. 
 
    <Boring.> 
 
    R-Sagas' voice box jarred me back. **We cannot be sure, since we did not recover it from an actual device. We found it on a standalone computer.** 
 
    "How will a better understanding of the picture-grams lead to deciphering the software code?" 
 
    **Many of us believe their picture-grams are related to their code symbols, like mini picture-grams or code-grams.** 
 
    "Why?" Zhang asked. 
 
    **Would your mind be a series of zeroes and ones or a series of patterns—pictures?** 
 
    "Patterns," Zhang said, his eyes closed in thought. 
 
    **That is what we think. Leader, we would like to go to the area the Aliens designated as HS78WAC1765.** 
 
    That shocked the room and me into silence for several minutes before multiple conversations erupted. 
 
    "What do you think the HS and WAC stand for?" I asked, not ready to even think about her question. 
 
    **HS could stand for Homo Sapiens or Hostile Species,** her voice box said, but everyone could feel her amusement. **The WAC may be the designation for this galaxy.** 
 
    "If that is correct…" I shook my head at the enormity of the idea. "There could be seventy eight systems or empires of humans in this galaxy." 
 
    R-Saga nodded. **Yes, Leader. It may be time to find out.** 
 
    <Thalia?> I asked, too numb to form a coherent thought. 
 
    <You Leader,> Thalia sent without emotion. 
 
    "Does anyone want to share what they are thinking?" I asked, but got only silence. 
 
    <What about the Riss Council?> I sent to Thalia—and immediately felt an eleven-way conversation, which lasted less than a minute. 
 
    <We want to see the stars, but Leader's decision why, how, when,> Thalia sent, and I heard snickers, snorts, and laughs from around the table. Then from the humans when Alena explained what had happened. 
 
    "Laugh if you want, but this time you don't get off passing the decision to me. I may be responsible for the finial decision, but each of you is going to help by clarifying the issues you see. And you will be part of the solution," I said, locking eyes with each person at the table in turn. Then I turned to face Terril, whose smile faded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Why a month?" Sean asked as we undressed for bed that night. "I'm sure we each have pros and cons." 
 
    "Yes, superficial ones, because you know you don't have to make the final decision. I want each of you to ponder the question from your perspective—do I want to go or stay, if I go what then, and what if I stay?" 
 
    Sean frowned and stood unmoving, with his pants around his ankles. "We can't all go, so each individual has to think about it from his or her perspective." 
 
    "And we can't stop our inspections of the MFZs while we consider the answer. I've asked Iglis to make a schedule which will have us all back on Freeland in thirty days. Hopefully, that will give everyone time to give the issues real thought." 
 
    "Can I have tonight off? I need to give my lovely wife my full and undivided attention," Sean said with a lecherous grin. 
 
    "Permission granted," I said and pushed him. With his pants around his ankles he fell face first onto the bed. I jerked off his pants and jumped onto his back. Laughing, we wrestled with getting our clothes off while kissing and tickling each other. True to his word, Sean gave me his full attention for over half the night. I went to sleep content and at peace. 
 
    As I toured the JPU systems over the next several weeks, I couldn't help the feeling I should check the Eirises. The lack of violations was too good to be true. Of course, it was early in the MFZ program, but the merchants were providing people transportation to visit relatives and change planets and to get necessary resources. They provided the same services the cruisers used to; therefore, the average citizen wasn't being impacted. Only Eden and Ormazd were impacted—they had lost part of their power, even though neither the Riss nor the UFN were interested in governing their systems. 
 
    "Well, Nadya. What do you think about going to HS78 whatever?" Terril asked one night after a leisurely dinner in my quarters. 
 
    "That's your homework assignment, not mine." I grinned at her. 
 
    "For me it's not too complicated. I'm staying with you. I'll have to appoint another head of cobras, to be in charge of the group staying or leaving, and I’ll have to determine if additional protection will be necessary, based on concerns I hear from everyone." 
 
    "What about deciding who wants to go and who doesn't?" I asked and received a frown. 
 
    "That could be a problem, but not one I can decide until we know who, if anyone, is going." She laughed. "You're going, so I'm doubling your Cobra detail." 
 
    * * * 
 
    As we entered Sivas late in the day, the Eirises recorded one entry, the Golden Rabbit, a UFN registered merchant. The ship had entered forty-seven hours ago and was still in system. 
 
    <Leader, merchant ship Golden Rabbit leaving the Sivas orbit.> 
 
    <Comm, Connect to the Golden Rabbit,> I sent while using the system to look up the Rabbit's registration. The Golden Rabbit was registered to a merchant Yeong out of the Huan system. I didn't feel it necessary to check UFN merchants, but to be fair, I felt all merchants had to be checked, even those from Freeland. 
 
    <Connected,> r-Galene sent, and the face of a small Asian man appeared. He looked as if he’d had a hard night or was sick. His olive complexion was pasty and his eyes tired and barely open. 
 
    "I'm merchant Yeong. What can I do for you, Captain?" His voice sounded raspy, matching his appearance. 
 
    "I'm Captain Reese of the Riss Navy. Please stand by for boarding and inspection." 
 
    "Is that necessary, Captain? Our two nations are friendly. We are returning to the UFN." 
 
    "It's part of the rules you agreed to when you registered. The inspection shouldn't take long," I said. He responded with a sharp nod. I clicked on Seng and Byer's SIDs. They acknowledged immediately. 
 
    "The ship is the Golden Rabbit out of the UFN. Seng, send the Kraits and navy inspectors to conduct a routine inspection. Byer, give them backup if they need it." 
 
    "Yes, ma'am," they replied and cut the connection. They were gone about an hour before the combat shuttle could be seen returning. 
 
    "Ship alert!" Terril shouted into her SID and red lights flashed in the hallways and SID registered the change in status. "Cobras, Status Black. I repeat, Black." 
 
    <Comm. Put level one cameras on monitors one and two.>  
 
    I watched each monitor split into twenty windows. The shuttle bay showed armed men still exiting the shuttle, and the hallway with access to the bay filled with armed men running in both directions—killing as they encountered humans or Riss. One group's advance was stopped short when they reached the Krait's area, but the other group was advancing up the stairs to the second level. 
 
    "We can't hold them," Terril said, and I felt her all-consuming urge to enter the fight. "How did they get that many into our shuttle…" 
 
    <Code White,> I sent, and seconds later the monitors showed the hallway lights flashing white, red, and blue repeatedly. My breathing stopped and Terril spun to look at me, eyes wide. She turned back to the monitors and watched as bodies began falling lifelessly to the floor. 
 
    "R-Kharis, you have the watch," I said as I left the Bridge. "Let's help the Riss collect the bodies and weapons before we wake everyone up." 
 
    "When did you have the canisters installed?" Terril asked, lips tight and a flare of anger in her eyes. 
 
    "I told the Freeland project manager to install the canisters during routine inspections and to inform the Riss captains when she did. I failed to realize you wouldn't have been informed as you weren't a Riss captain. Sorry. It's best only the Riss-humans know about this. If our people start putting on gas masks, the insurgents might also, which would neutralize the advantage," I said, while sending a message to all the Riss on their SIDs to collect the insurgents’ weapons, bind their hands and feet, and carry their bodies to Bay two, which was currently empty. 
 
    When I thought all the invaders' bodies had been found and were safely secured in Bay two, I returned to the Bridge. 
 
    <Cancel Code White,> I sent. As before, it wasn't directed at anyone specific. It was a general order to be acted on by any Riss or Riss-human who had access to the system computer. 
 
    "How are you going to explain the gas?" Terril asked. 
 
    "The truth, of course. My quick-thinking Colonel of security found a canister of gas  somewhere and released it into the system's air ducks. We on the Bridge had masks and cleaned up while we waited for the effects of the gas to wear off." 
 
    "And when they see the White, red, and blue lights flashing next time?" she asked. 
 
    "Hopefully we won't have to use this again, but in case we do, we'll have to change the signal." I laughed. 
 
    It took several hours for the effects of the gas to wear off and the wounded to be taken to the medical unit and treated. Then, accompanied by Cobras and Kraits, Terril and I entered the bay. 
 
    "Welcome to the Mnemosyne. Who's in charge?" I asked. No one answered. They needed an incentive, but what? If they had been Freelanders, I could have threatened their clans on the planets. But these were JPU troops, and I doubted they had any strong clan loyalty. Maybe self preservation, I mused as I clicked on my SID to the Bridge. R-Galene appeared. 
 
    **Leader?** 
 
    "R-Galene, send down ten Riss volunteers. We have some JPU that need a lesson." 
 
    **Yes, Leader. Ten Riss for a party,** she signed, and I'd wager she was laughing.  
 
    Terril gave me a strange look but said nothing. Ten minutes later, ten Riss strolled into the bay. Mumbled conversation started among the prisoners. 
 
    "I'm sure you recognize the Riss. The animals whose skins you and your people collect. They were made to watch while your comrades skinned their friends alive. And today, you killed three of their friends. The animals are in a very bad mood and looking for payback. I don't blame them. So, unless you answer my questions, I'm going to let them collect your skins to decorate their walls."  
 
    Panic greeted my speech, heads swiveled looking for someplace to run, and the blood drained from their faces. 
 
     "Knowing you're from the JPU, I believe you would prefer an example," I said, looking around the room. I picked out someone I thought looked like an officer. 
 
    <Can one of my sisters convince the man with the goatee that the dumb animals would enjoy skinning him alive?> 
 
    <Sounds like fun,> r-Saranyu sent.  
 
    The ten Riss stood grunting in what looked like an argument, then they began what looked like a paper-rock-scissor game, and finally one stepped forward, beating on his chest. I pointed to the man I decided to use as an example. Even the Kraits were stunned as r-Saranyu strode towards the man. Those in her path quickly shuffled or rolled out of her way. The man with the goatee turned and screamed incoherently as he tried to scramble away. She grabbed him by his long black hair, lifted him to a standing position, and began ripping his clothes from him. 
 
    "I'll tell you!" he screamed. I whistled like one might for a dog. R-Saranyu turned her head to look at me. 
 
    <Perfect,> I sent, and felt the other Riss sending a round of applause along with laughter. 
 
    "Who's in charge?" I asked. 
 
    "Lieutenant Stevan," the man said, pointing to another man with a mustache and goatee. R-Saranyu dropped the man and followed my finger to the other man, whose expression changed from defiant to neutral to fear as she approached him. R-Saranyu yanked him off the ground, ripped his shirt open, and ran a finger down his chest, leaving a thin line of blood from a shallow cut. 
 
    "We were ordered to put together a team to hijack a merchant…" 
 
    "And?" I prompted. The lieutenant's eyes traveled from me to r-Saranyu and back to me. 
 
    "The Supreme Council on Ormazd," he choked out, sweat beading on his forehead. 
 
    <That was fun,> r-Saranyu sent with a strong sense of amusement. 
 
    <Thank you. That was a masterful performance,> I sent to r-Saranyu, who bowed as she let go of the lieutenant—who dropped to the floor and lay there in obvious relief. 
 
    "Can we space them now?" Terril asked to grins and nodding heads from the Kraits and Cobras. In addition to the three Riss killed, six Kraits and two Cobras had also been killed. 
 
    "Not a bad idea," Seng said from behind me. He had entered as I was questioning the Lieutenant. 
 
    "For soldiers following orders?" I asked, although the human in me was split fifty-fifty on the idea. 
 
    "It could have been a lot worse if it hadn’t been for someone's quick thinking," Seng said, but I knew it a question—how? 
 
    I ignored him. This wasn't the time or the place. "Colonel, send another team to the Golden Rabbit. Take the Lieutenant with you…and r-Saranyu." I clicked on Byer's SID. "Commander, Colonel Seng is sending another combat shuttle to the Rabbit. Cover him." I returned to the Bridge and paced the floor while awaiting a report. 
 
    <Leader, connection from the Golden Rabbit,> r-Galene sent. I nodded and Master Sergeant Klaus appeared. 
 
    "Ma'am, the ship's secure. They caught our inspection team by surprise and only two were wounded. They left only five on board to guard our team and the crew. We killed two, and the rest surrendered with the Lieutenant's help." 
 
    "Good work, Sergeant. Bring Merchant Yeong and anyone who needs medical treatment to the Mnemosyne." I cut the connection. 
 
    Over dinner, Yeong explained how he had thought he was taking a family from Sivas to Ormazd, but that when his shuttle arrived, the six passengers turned out to be armed and took over his ship. They then used his shuttle to load the hundred plus troops and their weapons. I told him to report to Admiral Zhu and let him know what had happened. After he returned to the Rabbit, I sent Zhu a message detailing what had happened and what I planned to do. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Why are you taking the prisoners to Ormazd?" Seng asked at the staff meeting the next day. 
 
    "The problem is in Ormazd, just as the problems in the SAS come out of Eden. Those councils are reluctant to give up their power." 
 
    "But they haven't really lost power, except to start wars. Neither the Riss nor the UFN want to govern them," Iglis said. 
 
    "The problem is that humans see their power being derived from their military. Since we have taken that away from them, they feel they no longer have power. They are correct in that they can no longer force a system to comply," I said. "But to answer your question, I plan to dump the prisoners on Ormazd and then threaten the Council with isolation, much like I did with the SAS Council." 
 
    "What about the gas that disabled the JPU invaders?" Seng asked. When he did, he, Byer, and Iglis leaned forward. "And the White, red, and blue flashing lights." 
 
    "A life saving precaution," I said to blank expressions. 
 
    Finally, Seng spoke. "If we had known, we would have put on gas masks…which would have alerted the invaders to the gas." He nodded. "Yes, a life saving precaution." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We arrived in Ormazd space two days later and settled into orbit nine hours after exiting the Wave. 
 
    <Comm, a connection to Ormazd.> A minute later an older man appeared. 
 
    "I'm Communications Director Liutpold," he said as if talking to a junior officer. 
 
    "Director Liutpold, I'm Captain Reese of the Riss Navy. I'd like to speak to the senior members of the Jahoba Supreme Council. I would appreciate you arranging it." 
 
    "They're busy, Captain," he said with a sneer. 
 
    "I certainly wouldn't want to interrupt them. If you get time, you may want to tell them their arrogance has resulted in Ormazd being quarantined for the next several generations." I cut the connection. 
 
    "Iglis, disable the Ormazd Comrelay," I said into my SID, which was connected to her for just such a situation. 
 
    "Disabled," she said with a broad smile. 
 
    <Leader, Ormazd requesting a connection.> 
 
    <Connect,> I sent, and a group of three people appeared: two men and a woman. 
 
    "I apologize for the mistake, Leader Reese. Director Liutpold mistook you for the captain of a merchant ship. I'm the acting Supreme Leader of the Council, and with me are the Leaders of the Upper and Lower houses." 
 
    The Supreme Leader was a tall man who could have been the father of any of the last three JPU Fleet Admirals, except that his hair had streaks of grey at the temples and in his goatee. His black suit had a military style look. A black Iron Cross with a bone white skull positioned in a circle in the middle of the cross hung around his neck on a black ribbon. The man to his left was several centimeters shorter with a narrow beard framing his jaw. He was a bit overweight and his face not quite so narrow. He had a similar cross but its skull was red. The woman could easily have been taken for a relative of the leader, tall and lean with a narrow stern face. Her skull was black. 
 
    "The Military Free Zone was a concession from the Riss, enabling you to effectively govern your empire. The no cruisers or armed merchants restriction only prevents you from creating a war. I understand you don't like the restriction; however, it's not negotiable." I paused and took a sip of kaffa. "While on Sivas, an UFN merchant was hijacked. The Mnemosyne attacked. Men and women were killed. Why? Because you ordered it." 
 
    "We didn't order it," The woman said in a tone meant to end the argument. 
 
    "The next time any hijacking is attempted in a JPU system, Ormazd will be quarantined. That means your Comrelay will be destroyed and merchants will be prohibited from entering the system. In effect, that will dissolve the Jahoba Supreme Council, and the JPU systems will be free to determine their own fate." 
 
    "That's not fair. We can't control what each system decides to do," the leader said, extending his empty hands palms up in a gesture of helplessness. 
 
    "Then there is no need for the Supreme Council. You can't have it both ways. Either you rule the JPU, or you don't. Since you are the governing body, we must assume you can, and we will therefore hold you responsible." I paused to let them consider the alternatives. "If you are unable to rule during peacetime, maybe it's time the planets created a new governing body." I cut the connection. 
 
    I clicked on Iglis's SID. "Iglis, send a message to Admiral Zhu with the details of what happened at Sivas and my ultimatum to the Johaba Supreme Council." 
 
    "What do you think the JSC will do?" Terril asked as we departed for the Wave. 
 
    "They will do their best to stop whatever they had planned. Like all in power, they will be reluctant to relinquish it. But I suspect there will have to be a restructuring of the JSC. It can no longer be effectively run out of a central location. That was only possible because they had a navy to enforce their rule." 
 
    "Which means the SAS Council will also have to relinquish their power," Terril said almost to herself. "They will fight it." 
 
    "You're right. It will be interesting to see who emerges as the victors and what type of government evolves. I hope they don't revert back to old-Earth's philosophy of solving disputes through wars, but I wouldn't doubt it. War seems to be in our DNA." 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    Decision Time 
 
    We returned two days late for the scheduled meeting of the Riss-humans. I included Byer, Seng, and Iglis—since their reports could be involved—and the elders, because the decision could impact Freeland. 
 
    When I arrived there was food and drink on tables in the back of the room. I fetched a cup of kaffa and approached the conference table. As I did, everyone found seats. 
 
    "Good morning," I said, deciding to ignore the incident at Sivas and get directly to the issue everyone had on his or her mind. "Today, we face a historic decision. One that none of us can predict the consequences of, and therefore one that must be considered carefully. For that reason, I gave each of you a month to consider it—not only from your personal perspective, but as it relates to Freeland, the Riss, the MFZ, and the UFN. Who would like to start?" I sat. 
 
    "The Riss cannot go without Riss-humans," Pavao said. "Although they can fly and maintain Riss cruisers, they will be entering a hostile environment where three species are at war. I think their non aggressive nature could result in their capture or destruction and lead one or more of the warring species back to our sector of space." 
 
    <We agree.> Thalia sent a vid of Riss babies crawling around a room full of large humans, bats, and lizards firing at each other. 
 
    "Thalia and I imagine the other Riss agree," I said. "If we go, the ships must be manned by Riss-humans." 
 
    "And include fighters," Byer said. "You can't go into a war zone without fighters—" 
 
    "Or commandos," Seng interjected. "That would put the Riss at greater risk." 
 
    "What would be our objective?" Sheva asked. "Bendis and I have discussed it at great length over the past month. We think that will determine if we should go, and if we should, who should go." 
 
    **The Riss would like to go for the sake of knowledge. The trip would be the first step in exploring the stars and help us decipher the picture-images of the Aliens and the software we recently discovered,** r-Saga's voice box said. **And we might save the humans in the area.** 
 
    "Two distinctly different objectives, requiring dissimilar resources. We may be able to accumulate the information you want with one cruiser. We are unlikely to help the humans with one," I said to nodding heads. "So, Sheva is right. We have to determine our reason for going before we can decide anything else." 
 
    **We may find that the war is over,** r-Saga's box said. **That is one of our questions—are we interpreting the picture-images correctly? We believe they were taken approximately three years ago, but it could have been fewer or more years.** 
 
    "In which case the Lizards are fighting the Bats, and we split," Alena said to smiles. 
 
    "Or the Lizards have won and are headed here," Ja'Sai said to stunned looking faces. 
 
    "That may be the best reason for going," Da'Maass said. "To find our neighbors, their natures, and intentions." 
 
    <We agree,> Thalia sent, which I took to mean the collective opinion of the Riss ambassadors. 
 
    "I think we are all agreed. We have multiple neighbors, and understanding them may be the key to our survival." Looking around the table, I saw that everyone had come to the same conclusion. 
 
    "If we might choose to help the humans, we can't go with one or two cruisers," Alena said, and most appeared to agree. The elders were reserved, since sending more cruisers would weaken Freeland's security. 
 
    "We may choose to help the Lizards or Bats, if the humans are anything like the SAS," Zhang said to mixed emotions. 
 
    "I think Alena is right. We have to take a sizeable force in case we are forced to or choose to get involved, and Zhang is right that we currently have insufficient information to make an informed decision. We may find it's in our best interest not to interfere and to let the war play itself out." 
 
    "We have a commitment to the UFN to help support the MFZ," Bradshaw said. 
 
    "More Riss-humans?" Elissa asked. A logical solution to several problems—Freeland security, the MFZ, and to the pending sojourn. 
 
    "The current Riss cruisers weren't built for traveling the galaxy: food, environmental system, fuel, additional missiles if we must fight…" Pavao said. 
 
    "You have just succeeded in giving me an Ecitoni Mother ship sized headache," I said rising to fetch something to drink. 
 
    <What do you think? And no copilot answer. You and your friends started the problem,> I sent as I made myself a cup of tea after debating on a glass of wine. 
 
    <Our position: ask. Your position: decide,> she sent along with a vid of a puppy dog staring up at me wagging her tail. I had to smile. When I returned to the table, everyone was looking at me puppy-like. 
 
    "All right. Pavao, you are the Leader on Freeland while we maintain our commitment to the MFZ. Put out a call for Riss-human candidates … you may want to talk to Gebauer—" 
 
    "You're joking!" Pavao choked out in disbelief. I shrugged. 
 
    "Ni'Shay, start production on two more Riss cruisers and a Cerberus, and Da'Maass will need a couple of project managers. Da'Maass, you will oversee the modifications necessary to a Riss cruiser to maintain the crew for six months to a year without a home base." I turned to look at Zhang. "Zhang, you and I will visit your brother." 
 
    "I think we opened Pandora's Box—again," Pavao said, shaking her head. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Our entry into Dunn space was uneventful. With the war over and the SAS and JPU contained, the sentries were far less nervous and slower to activate their weapons, even when an unscheduled cruiser exited the Wave. 
 
    <Comm, send authentication codes.> 
 
    <Codes sent and acknowledged,> r-Galene sent. The VTH indicated two cruisers at two light-seconds, and little activity in Dunn space. 
 
    <Leader, the Dynasty requests a connection.> 
 
    <Connect.> A few seconds later, Admiral Zhu appeared. 
 
    "Welcome to Dunn. Are you bored, or are you here to give me a glimpse into the future?" 
 
    "Just to share recent events with you. Would it be convenient for you to join me for dinner?" 
 
    "I would enjoy that. Eighteen hundred hours?" 
 
    "Thank you. See you at eighteen hundred hours." I cut the connection. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Maat.> 
 
    <Connected.> Zhang appeared. 
 
    "You are invited to join your brother and me on the Mnemosyne for dinner at eighteen hundred hours." I cut the connection when Zhang nodded. 
 
    * * * 
 
    Zhang and I stood waiting as the Dynasty's shuttle slid into the bay. Zhu exited along with Dragon Yu at his side. 
 
    "Welcome, Fleet Admiral Zhu," I said, giving him the formality he was due. 
 
    "Thank you, Leader Reese. I'm glad you came to visit Dunn. Life was getting a little too boring. Even the UFN Council is having trouble finding something to complain about." Zhu smiled. He obviously thought that unusual and amusing. 
 
    When we each held a glass of wine and had settled in my office, I began by bringing him up to date on the incident at Sivas and about my discussion with the Johaba Supreme Council. 
 
    "The thought of losing all that power must have them in a panic. It will be interesting watching the SAS and JPU governments evolve without a navy to enforce their decrees. Tigers without claws and teeth." Zhu was silent for several minutes. "Interesting, but I suspect that isn't the reason for your visit." 
 
    "True. The Riss have been studying the material the Aliens left behind, which was what alerted us to the Ecitoni. They believe there are two other species involved in a confrontation with humans several light-months away. They think it will help them unravel some of the Aliens' data if they visit the area. I've agreed because I believe we need to understand our neighbors," I said. Zhu closed his eyes and was silent for a long while. 
 
    "I envy you, Zhang," Zhu said, smiling at his brother. "You have an exciting leader. While the Riss search for answers, Leader Reese seeks to see the future. I wish I could go along, but of course that is not possible. We wouldn't want to give the UFN Council ideas, and you will need stealth cruisers for the initial contact. What do you need from me, Nadya?" Zhu was a very perceptive man. He knew any weakness on the part of the Riss could give ambitious men or councils ideas of expanding their power, and that the Riss' expedition would require preparation. 
 
    "If you could increase your patrols by ten to fifteen percent, that would help. I'm obviously not taking all the Riss cruisers, but enough to make a difference. I'm again seeking Riss-human candidates and could use additional missiles and fighters for the three new cruisers." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Reese, how could you possibly think I'd want to be a Riss-human? I’m still amazed that you trust me after our early years," Gebauer said on my second night back from visiting Dunn. 
 
    "You're at a crossroads in your life. Should you return to the SAS, and if so, to do what? Retire? Should you stay on Freeland? And do what? Where do your loyalties lie? Not on Freeland. But do they lie with the SAS after their years of treachery? You would fit in with the Riss navy." 
 
    Gebauer laughed. "I'm old … and you know my feeling about the Riss-human project." 
 
    "Do me a favor. Talk to the Riss. There is no obligation." 
 
    "I've talked to the Riss…" 
 
    "Have you? Or have you listened to them talk? No, I mean talk to the Riss as fellow intelligent people. What can it hurt?" 
 
    "Alright, but I'm not promising anything." 
 
    I arranged for a meeting with interested Riss two days hence. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I can't believe he even considered the idea," Terril said as we walked away from the group of fifteen Riss that had agreed to talk with Gebauer. 
 
    "He's humoring me, but only because he's lost. He doesn't want to be a Freelander but sees no future with the SAS." 
 
    "You think the Riss will change his mind?" 
 
    "No. I'm hoping he will see the Riss as individuals to be admired—and a chance at a new and exciting life." 
 
    "You're devious." 
 
    "For a good cause," I countered. "While they talk,let's go see how Da'Maass is doing with his projects." It turned out he was at the R&D plant atRupea, which was only fifteen minutes away. 
 
    "Dybbuk, to what do I owe the pleasure? I hear you have Gebauer talking to the Riss. Poor man thinks he's humoring you. Like a fly playing with a spider." 
 
    "And were you a fly?" I asked. 
 
    "Yes, a very willing fly, trapped in a wonderful and magical web." 
 
    "Any progress?" I had to smile. Da'Maass was in love with life since becoming a Riss-human. 
 
    "We're very close to a new design," he said while taking out his tablet. "Here is a model of what we’re testing. Our standard environmental filtering system already produces grey water. That water is now diverted to tanks using a system of reverse osmosis, which eliminates viruses, bacteria, protozoa, and pharmaceuticals. The water is then disinfected by ultraviolet light. We estimate our standard water supply should last five to seven months, and we can now replenish from almost any water supply. The new gardens on level three should provide a food supply for six to eight months." 
 
    "But doesn't that make the third level a vulnerable area to attack and a major weakness?" 
 
    "We suggest the third level be maintained at zero vacuum during an engagement, to minimize the risk. The good news is that the proposed changes can be made in less than two weeks." 
 
    "Good work, Da'Maass. I think we can improve on it over the years, but it's a good start and will do for this sojourn." 
 
    "What about supplies: missiles, parts, etc.?" 
 
    "For this…sojourn, I recommend we build a Riss supply ship. It will be easier than trying to modify the Riss cruisers. I have plans for one." He smiled at my open mouthed expression. 
 
    When we returned six hours later, Gebauer and the Riss were still talking. 
 
    <Leave us, Leader,> Hawk Floating on the Wind sent. I turned, and we wandered far enough away as not to hear their conversations but near enough to know when the conference ended. When I saw the Riss rise, I walked over to Gebauer. 
 
    "Zhu claims you can see the future, and surprisingly no one contradicts him." He stood staring at me. "Is that the reason you tricked me into an interview with the Riss?" 
 
    "Thalia, my Riss companion, says my position as Leader gives me no choice but to strive for the best future. If I don't, the Riss Nation could cease to exist," I said, agreeing it was the leader's responsibility. 
 
    "It's difficult to talk with the Riss and think them parasites, just like it's difficult being around Freelanders and think of them as raiders," Gebauer said. 
 
    "Parasite is actually not the correct term. They do not attach to an animal and feed off it. The animal merely becomes the Riss's vehicle. The Gorillai, the Riss's current host, became the Riss's vehicle thousands of years ago. And contrary to some rumors, they are perfectly happy with their present hosts." 
 
    "Then why do they want human hosts?" 
 
    "They don't. But they realize that without human help, humans would eventually destroy them. They are pacifists living in worlds dominated by warriors. Look around you—Supreme Council of the Gods, JPU, Ecitoni, and the SAS. And somewhere not too far from us in this galaxy, the Issog, Arrith, and other humans are at war." 
 
    "Then they could take control of me," 
 
    "They could. The Riss have taken control of their human hosts in the past. Why? To be removed from their host. One human that hosted them violated the Riss's ethics, and several others took control for their own safety because their hosts couldn't tolerate another intelligent being as a companion." 
 
    "I would be a captain of a Riss cruiser?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You would trust me?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Would you speak for me as you do for the Riss?" 
 
    "No. Talk to Pavao, Sheva, and Zhang. They were not part of the Riss Project and had strong ties to the SAS and UFN." 
 
   
 
  

 Three months later. 
 
    "I plan today to commit the Riss to explore sector HS78. Are there any objections?" I waited. It was more of an official declaration than a proposal, since we had been making plans for such a trip for months. We had produced two new Riss cruisers and a Cerberus and had made three new Riss captains: Gebauer, ex-SAS; La'Fave, previous raider captain; and Kishi, ex-UFN. When no one responded, I continued. "First, how many cruisers do we send?" 
 
    "If there is a chance we will help the humans, we'll need a sizeable force," Gebauer said. I wasn't sure of his private reasons for deciding to become a Riss-human, but he appeared happy with his decision and with his companion, Eos,the Greek goddess of the dawn. According to Thalia, they were content. 
 
    "We must balance meeting our commitment to maintain the peace in this sector against security for Freeland and a force sufficient to support the humans." 
 
    "Why Freeland security?" Kishi asked. 
 
    "Although it’s unlikely," I said, "some group may see this sector as an easy target and decide to retire Emperor Okuda and Admiral Zhu. Or another group of Aliens like the Arrith or Issog or Ecitoni or one we don't know about may stumble into this sector." Slowly, heads nodded in agreement, including Kishi’s. 
 
    "What if we split the fleet, seven and seven?" Pavao suggested. 
 
    "All right. Next question. Who, since their cruisers will have to be modified?" I asked, hoping I would not have to select the seven. "Let’s start with who would like to stay." Looking around the room and not seeing any volunteers, I said, "So that's the way it's going to be, eh? We can't have all the experienced people go and all the less experienced people stay. And I don't want to assume this sector will remain stable. So I will split you into groups. In each group, only one person may go. My advice? Listen to your companions and remember our role as Riss-humans. 
 
    "Group one, Da'Maass, Ja'Sai, and La'Fave. 
 
    "Group two, Alena, Elissa, and Jaelle. 
 
    "Group three, Zhang and Kishi. 
 
    "Group four, Bradshaw and Katlin. 
 
    "And Group five, Pavao and Sheva." I smiled at the looks on their faces. 
 
    "That's sneaky," Pavao said, a small smile danced at the corners of her lips. 
 
    "You left the decision to me." I smiled back. 
 
    "Byer, Iglis, and Seng, you must decide if you want to go. If not, you will need a replacement. I think the humans on the cruisers going should also have a choice." 
 
    * * * 
 
    I doubted the Riss-human companions helped with the final decision, but I imagine they reminded each individual of their position and responsibility. As I had hoped, the five groups got together after their selection had been made and reevaluated their choices. Six hours later, each group announced their pick: Group one, Da'Maass. Group two, Alena. Group three, Kishi. Group four, Bradshaw. And Group five, Sheva. 
 
    "Thank you. Those would have been my picks, but you wouldn't have had the benefit of my logic. Those that are staying behind will be the first considered if there is a next time. Now that we know the ships, I'm hoping the modifications can be completed in two months, and we can be ready to leave in three." 
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 CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    Sector HS78 - Sojourn to the Unknown 
 
    The three months passed in a flash, although everyone was busy overseeing the modifications and going on shakedown cruises. Two stealth supply ships were built and each outfitted with a mini-factory to manufacture critical parts if necessary. In addition, they carried additional missiles, including fifty red-Wraiths each. 
 
    Finally, the day came and the Mnemosyne, Minerva, Themis, Cerberus-1, Cerberus-4, Elpis, and the Hestia departed for Sector HS78—destination: a system close the Arrith and human space that didn't appear to have inhabitable planets. 
 
    The ten-week trip was boring with nothing to do and no way to communicate with the convoy. R-Saga's team spent the time analyzing the Aliens' material and trying to improve on the clarity of the picture-grams. The Wraiths and the Kraits conducted daily exercises. Terril and I created weekly simulator exercises with an award for the best performance in each category: a crystal commando with an open chute and a World War II British Spitfire. Each rested on a metal base with the etched names of the weekly winners. 
 
    The competitions helped keep morale good. Terril and I taught daily classes and had our regular workouts. Still the days dragged by like weeks and the weeks like months. 
 
    * * * 
 
    <Leader, Wave exit in one hour,> r-Galene sent. 
 
    <Battle Stations, stealth running,> I sent, and the announcement went our over the loudspeakers and SIDs while red lights flashed in hallways and open areas. 
 
    "Why?" Terril asked, frowning in thought. "R-Saga says it’s an uninhabitable system." 
 
    "For carbon-based species. Since the galaxy appears occupied with a variety of intelligent life, I'd rather not assume it's uninhabited," I said. "Besides, someone else could use this planet as a meeting or staging system." 
 
    The space appeared empty when we exited the Wave, still I stayed in stealth mode. Several minutes later the Riss ships exited the Wave. 
 
    <Comm, message to all Riss ships. Captains’ meeting on the Mnemosyne in four hours.> 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I’ll need a vineyard if the trips get any longer," Da'Maass quipped when he entered the conference room. "Hopefully, the experience will justify the boredom." 
 
    "Hopefully, it's boring," I said. "I've had enough excitement for two lifetimes already, and I'm still in my youth." 
 
    "Each of us was desperate to go." Sheva laughed. "I doubt we'll be so eager next time." 
 
    <Riss excited.> Thalia sent a vid of Riss running around with large magnifying glasses while looking under rocks and crawling into caves. 
 
    <Careful what you wish for,> I sent with amusement, but couldn't help thinking I had gotten far more than I had expected with I volunteered for the Riss Project. 
 
    "How are we going to approach the humans?" Alena asked the question everyone had on his or her mind. 
 
    "Let's try to determine the current situation before we decide. R-Saga and her team have identified several systems in the human and Arrith empires. We can use the Aliens’ approach: visit those systems and then follow any ship that leaves. Alena, Kishi, and Gebauer, take the Arrith empire. The Red Institute of Discovery identified two systems: Ha'Hoo and Ga'Rook. Split up any way you choose. We will rendezvous back here in thirty days." When the three acknowledged with nods, I continued. "Da'Maass, Sheva, Bradshaw, and I will take the two human systems they identified. Da'Maass, you and Bradshaw take the one called Utopia. Sheva and I will take the one they call New Hope." I paused and stood to get everyone's attention. "Remember, watch but don't interfere. I want to understand the situation before we decide whether to introduce ourselves." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Five days later, the Elpis and the Mnemosyne exited the Wave into New Hope at Battle Stations and in stealth mode. The system was swarming with activity. As we moved in system in stealth mode, more than forty cruisers were visible. Over the next two days they formed into five lines: a small line of three Light cruisers, a line of nine cruisers, and another line of nine cruisers which included a Heavy. Then came another duplicate configuration of twenty-one Light cruisers and a Heavy. 
 
    I clicked on Iglis's channel and she appeared immediately, looking like she hadn't slept. "What have you learned?" 
 
    "They are human and speak a more or less understandable Standard. If I interpreted the communication we intercepted correctly, the Issog are vampires and are using the citizens of the planets they occupy as…milking animals." Iglis turned a ghostly white and gagged. "The humans are preparing to visit several planets occupied by the Issog." 
 
    "Keep monitoring them. The more we know, the better," I said. 
 
     "Oh, the human…nation is called the Commonwealth of Stars, COS. The planet is New Hope, and it is a staging area for the main offensive against the Issog." 
 
    * * * 
 
    We stayed for two days, observing the activity. On the third day, I sensed the cruisers were preparing to leave and contacted Sheva. 
 
    <Comm, tight beam to the Elpis.> A minute later, Sheva appeared. 
 
    "Looks like they’re going hunting," Sheva said. 
 
    "I agree. I'll follow the lead group and you follow the last group, just in case they aren't going to the same place," I said, wondering why the first three cruisers where going to enter the Wave before the next line of nine. Time would tell, I mused as I cut the connection and got in position to follow the three, as closely as possible to obscure our entry into the Wave. An hour later, we entered the Wave. 
 
    We were in the Wave for four days. When we exited, the system appeared empty to our passive sensors. Not wanting to go active, I followed the three Lights as they slowly made their way towards the planet. Several hours later, the sensors showed four Light cruisers—which I assumed were Issog cruisers—about a light-second from the planet. When the three-cruiser squadron closed to within four light-seconds of the Issog, one of the cruisers skipped to the four Issog cruisers, fired, and skipped away seconds after one of the Issog cruisers fired. The cruisers skipped four more times—one second skips—targeting and firing before the Issog could. The cruisers’ performance was the equal of the Riss, and therefore impressive. However, the last cruiser encountered a problem on its last skip. Multiple explosions occurred, and escape pods came bursting out only seconds later. Just then the first line of nine Light cruisers skipped and destroyed the four Issog cruisers, but only after a fifteen-minute dance of one and two-second skips, which the Issog used to their advantage.  
 
    It left me confused, because the Lights appeared to require thirty or more seconds to acquire a lock on the Issog, whereas the first cruiser had been twice as fast. I concluded that it must have been specially equipped. Not long afterward, it rained combat cruisers toward the planet. 
 
    I clicked on Iglis's SID. "What have you learned?"  
 
    "The system is called Berlin. It has been occupied by the Issog. They feel the Issog have abandoned it, and the four Issog would have been gone if they had entered a day or two later. Their concern right now is the captain of the Light cruiser that was destroyed. It appears she and her cruiser were special. There are still Issog on the planet, so they have dispatched commandos to retrieve her." 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Elpis.> Sheva appeared, nibbling on her lip and frowning. 
 
    "Leader, there is an unknown Light cruiser moving towards the Wave at minimum power," Sheva said. "Its signature differs from the humans’ ships." 
 
    "And the Issog?" I sent our senor scan of the Issog Light cruisers. 
 
    "Much different," she said after a minute examining the scan. "Could it be the…Arrith?" 
 
    "Could be. Although we can't be sure we have all the human and Issog cruisers identified, it does seem suspicious. Something to consider later." 
 
    The humans stayed in system for several days. 
 
    * * * 
 
    "Where do you think they’re going?" Terril asked. 
 
    "The next system. They had little resistance here, so there’s no reason for major repairs or additional supplies." 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Elpis.> 
 
    <Connected.> 
 
    "Sheva, same configuration as before. I'll take the lead squadron and you follow the last one." 
 
    She nodded and cut the connection. 
 
    This time, the trip took three days. The Issog had four Light cruisers only a light-second from the Wave, and they jumped almost immediately towards the Wave entrance, clearly in a hurry to leave. The COS squadron was quick to respond, and only one Issog cruiser escaped into the Wave. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I clicked onto Iglis's SID. 
 
    "Captain?" She asked. 
 
    "What are you picking up?" I asked after we had been in system for several days and nothing appeared to be happening. 
 
    "Mostly idle chatter between the captains. They claim the fleet will be staying in this system, called Alexandria, indefinitely while a Light cruiser called the Thor scouts the remaining three systems the Issog control. According to the rumors, the Thor is a modified cruiser with a specially trained captain. No one seems certain, and the talk is confusing." 
 
    "Typical rumors, some facts mixed in with a lot of hearsay." 
 
    "Oh … they are verifying what I heard. The Issog are vampires. They invade a planet and keep the humans as a blood bank." She looked pale. 
 
    * * * 
 
    The next day the Thor moved towards the Wave. In anticipation, I had moved the Mnemosyne close to the Wave, It would have been difficult to follow the Thor in stealth mode from deep in system. They took less than two days to reach their destination, which I learned was the planet Angeles. The Thor spent most of the day in system, but it proved empty of Issog. They returned to Alexandria and almost immediately left. This time the trip took two days. When we exited, the sensors showed the system alive with Issog cruisers. I watched in amazement as the Thor skipped six light-seconds into the Issog fleet or fleets and then back to the Wave. The Thor entered the Wave only seconds before missiles barraged it from several Issog cruisers. We entered after the missiles. 
 
    The Thor returned to Alexandria and was off again within hours. 
 
    * * * 
 
    We exited the Wave into Alexandria behind the Thor six days later. The result at the last system had been the same as the previous one, except this time the Issog scored several hits on the Thor before it entered the Wave. Still, the Thor captain's performance had been impressive. 
 
    <Leader, the Minerva requesting connection,> r-Galene sent. Stunned, I took several seconds to respond. 
 
    <Connect.> Da'Maass appeared, smiling. 
 
    "Fancy meeting you here," he said, raising a glass of wine in salute. 
 
    "How?" I asked, wondering how he found me. 
 
    "I arrived a few days ago and pinged for chips. To my surprise, I found the Elpis. Those chips were a stroke of genius. They not only help to locate our ships, but make it easy to establish a tight beam." 
 
    "Is Bradshaw with you?" 
 
    "No. Utopia was a beehive of activity, so we stayed over a week. The system turns out to be the capital of the Commonwealth of Stars and the airwaves were almost as good as having access to their daily news channels. When I thought we had collected the latest news, Bradshaw left to follow a Heavy cruiser. I stayed, awaiting something interesting to follow. A week ago, a Heavy cruiser arrived. I later found out it was an Admiral Simons, whom the news stated was a war hero. The news was all about her for the next week. She has been promoted to COS Fleet Admiral. Again, according to the news at Utopia, the COS has seven operational fleets. So I followed her when she departed, and here I am." He smiled, swinging his arm wide. 
 
    "From what I've seen, the Issog have pulled back and have consolidated their forces at two systems: Hydera and Kammu. They have about eighty Light cruisers," I said.  
 
    "Interesting, the COS's typical fleet has twenty-one Lights and one Heavy. That would give them one hundred forty seven cruisers. Given that, the COS would be lucky to have two or three fleets left after they engage the Issog, which would leave them easy prey for the Arrith." 
 
    * * * 
 
    Nothing happened over the next three days, then the fleets formed up and prepared to leave. This time the Thor left with the first line. We followed at the rear. I knew when we entered the Wave that we weren't going to either Hydera or Kammu, but back to New Hope. I was wrong. Six days later, we exited at Utopia. 
 
    <Comm, connect to the Riss cruisers in the area,> I sent, thinking Bradshaw might have returned to Utopia. He hadn't. 
 
    <Connected.> Da'Maass and Sheva appeared. 
 
    "Let’s return to our rendezvous. It's decision time." I wasn’t sure what it would be but thought we had sufficient information to make a decision. 
 
   


 
  

 CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    Ostriches or Eagles 
 
    When we arrived, Bradshaw, Gebauer, Alena, and Kishi were waiting. I promptly called a meeting on the Mnemosyne. I had a special array of snacks and drinks provided and the meeting felt like a celebration, although nothing had been decided. Eventually, a silence descended on the area and everyone settled down in a large circle. 
 
    I rose. "Well, r-Saga, this was your idea. Did you discover what you hoped?" 
 
    She rose and bowed. **My team has answered several of the questions we had and believe within a month or two, we can significantly improve the clarity of the Aliens picture-grams. That may also allow us to begin to interpret the software we discovered. But the tour proved exciting and interesting. The Riss have begun our sojourn of the galaxy. And someday we will travel between galaxies.** 
 
    "And meet the Aliens." Sheva snorted. R-Saga nodded her head in acknowledgment. 
 
    My head spun with the enormity of their dream for the Riss to See the Stars. 
 
    <Lots of stars,> Thalia sent with an image of hundreds of galaxies of different sizes and shapes: spiral, globular, Lenticular, and irregular. 
 
    <I thought you meant…local space. Manning spaceships.> 
 
    <What good spaceship if not travel?> Her laugh vibrated through me and I had to smile. 
 
    "Then you have no need to stay longer?" I asked r-Saga to make sure I understood. 
 
    **That is correct, Leader.** 
 
    "R-Saga and the Riss appear satisfied…for now. They have what they came for. The question for the humans is whether we should stay or leave. But before we take up that question, I'd like to review what we know about the current situation. Toward that end, I'd like to hear from each captain. Please keep the questions to a minimum, because each of us has only a piece of the puzzle. When we have all the pieces, then it will be time for questions and conclusions. Captain Gebauer, would you like to start?" I had to smile to myself at the frown on his face when I called him captain—and then an ear-to-ear grin appeared. 
 
    "Yes, Leader. I stopped at three systems, which my Intel group believes are called Sa'Mug, Sa'Maag, and Ha'Tuu. Two had major factories building the equivalent of our Heavy and Light cruisers. I counted fifteen in various stages of production. The three systems had a total of forty functional cruisers. My staff and I agree they are preparing for war." 
 
    "Captain Kishi?" 
 
    "I stopped at two systems, Ha'Hoo and Ha'Raa. No evidence of staging for war, but like Captain Gebauer’s systems, they appear to be preparing for war. Ha'Ras has a major factory for Lights and had eight in production. Functional cruisers totaled thirty." He looked to Alena and smiled. 
 
    "I visited Ga'Sith and Ga'Kiss. Both systems had factories with twelve in production and thirty-five functional cruisers with an eight to one ratio of Lights to Heavies. Ga'Kiss appeared to be the capital, at least compared to Ga'Sith. It looked to have a population about half the size of Eden and had two manufacturing platforms with thirty cruisers in production and forty-five functional. I can't be positive but think the Heavies had extra plating." She looked to Da'Maass with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "Captain Bradshaw and I began in the system called Utopia. Turns out that is the capital of the Commonwealth of Stars. Lots of activity, merchants and cruisers, and information. They thought they were on the verge of destroying the Issog and placed the COS's seven fleets under an Admiral Simons for the final battle—about one hundred forty seven cruisers. There is a major manufacturing plant in Utopia with five Heavies and three Lights in production, and five undergoing repairs. The First and Eighth fleets were in residence when I left for Alexandria and found our Leader. Captain Bradshaw followed a Heavy cruiser leaving Utopia our first week." He took a drink of wine and nodded to Bradshaw. 
 
    "The Heavy travelled to Rockland, Burning Sands, New Faith, and Delhi over the next couple of weeks. Rockland had a small manufacturing plant with three Lights in production. The Seventh Fleet was in residence when I visited. Burning Sands had no manufacturing facilities and no fleets, although they seemed to be building a platform of some kind. It was in the early stages of construction. New Faith had a manufacturing facility with six Light cruisers in production and four undergoing repairs. Fifth fleet was there. Delhi had the Second Fleet and a Manufacturing platform, which appeared to have been damaged and was under going repairs. Even so, they had three Lights in production and several undergoing repairs. That was the only system where I saw any evidence of a battle." He took a drink of kaffa as he looked around the circle, then smiled at Sheva. 
 
    "I visited the same sites as Captain Reese, but she visited several systems I didn't, so I'll let her summarize the action. New Hope had a manufacturing and repair facility, but it appeared to be doing primarily repair work." Sheva looked toward me with raised eyebrows. 
 
    "We began in New Hope, which turned out to be a good choice, since two fleets were gathering for an offensive against the Issog. We followed them to Berlin and later to Alexandria. But the Issog had apparently decided to consolidate their forces, and they encountered only four Light cruisers in each system. They later discovered the Issog had retreated to Hydera and Kammu. Each system had forty Light cruisers." I stood. "Let's take an hour to eat, refresh ourselves, and think about what we have collectively discovered." 
 
    * * * 
 
    "I don't guess we have time for a little rest and relaxation?" Sean whispered as we approached the table loaded with a variety of foods in serving trays and hot and cold drinks. 
 
    "I'd love to but I doubt an hour is enough." I sighed, loving the idea. 
 
    "You could have given them several hours instead of one," Sean said, amusement in his voice. 
 
    "We will have time tonight. Lots of time," I said, pinching his butt and winking as I made for the table. He caught up. 
 
    "We could refresh together," he said, running a finger down my back. My body tingled all the way to my toes and my hair felt alive with electricity. By the space gods, the man was gorgeous. 
 
    * * * 
 
    I stayed standing as everyone sat again, forming a circle. "Would anyone like to address the question of going or staying or helping or not helping?" I had made up my mind but wanted to hear everyone's opinion. 
 
    "The humans are between a Light cruiser and a Heavy," Sheva said, shaking her head slowly. "If they attack the Issog, they could win but would be left with only a few functional fleets to face the fifteen or more Arrith fleets. And I think I saw an Arrith cruiser watching at Alexandria, so they undoubtedly know the status of the war with the Issog. If the humans leave the Issog in control of Hydera and Kammu, they still have only seven fleets against a minimum of fifteen, and they can't stop the Issog from expanding their control." 
 
    "The question I have is whether we can make a difference. The Arrith have at least an eight fleet advantage," Alena said. "And at what cost?" 
 
    "We know nothing about the humans in this sector of the galaxy. Are they worth saving?" Da'Maass asked, amusement dancing in his eyes though he remained expressionless. "With those odds, we can't expect to get away without major casualties." 
 
    "Interesting observation, Da'Maass. One I would never have considered a couple of years ago. They are humans like us, and therefore we feel we owe them support. But after the recent incidents with the JPU and SAS and considering we are carrying close to forty percent of the Riss population… You have a valid point." 
 
    "Humans are humans," Kishi said, his eyes closed. "But under the right conditions… Consider Freeland, Emperor Okuda, and Admirals Zhu and Plimson…and Captain Gebauer." He bowed in Gebauer's direction. Gebauer bowed back deeply. 
 
    "We humans came here to find out about our neighbors and to determine if they were a potential threat. I doubt they could be a threat in less than five hundred years. Even if no one tries to rout the Issog out of Hydera and Kammu, whoever wins, the humans or the Arrith, have the Issog stymied. And a war between the humans and the Arrith will last for years and leave the winner weak," Alena said. "Not much of a threat." 
 
    "Yes," I said, considering the short sightedness of the human race. "Five hundred years is far into the future for humans—twenty-five generations. But only one generation for the Riss. And much could happen in five hundred years. An attack by an Ecitoni-like species, Robot-aliens returning, a conquering horde like the Huns on old earth, wanting to rule the galaxy…"  
 
    I stopped, realizing I had already decided. "We must decide whether the Riss will be Ostriches or Eagles." I walked over to the table to fetch a cup of kaffa and to give everyone time to think. Everyone was quiet when I returned. "We may fail like we did with the SAS and the JPU, and we could win like we did with Freeland and the UFN. But it's worth the risk. If we can build strong alliances, we will be better prepared to handle whatever comes along a thousand years from now. And maybe with our help, the Riss can be the peacekeepers of the galaxy." 
 
    "WOW!" Sheva said. "I wish Zheng were here. He would love that idea. I kind of like it myself, even though it seems impossible. But then I would never have believed Freeland would have turned out the way it did or that ex-SAS, ex-UFN, and Freelanders could crew a Riss ship without chaos. Count me in." She laughed, raising her hand. 
 
    Seeing nods and hearing words of agreement, I spoke. "It may be an impossible dream, but if we don't try, we will never know." I paused to consider the next step. "I think our first move is to contact the COS—carefully. One ship. The question is, who would be the best person to contact?" 
 
    <Why you?> Terril sent, a disgusted look on her face. 
 
    <Would you like to go?> I sent, trying to keep the amusement out of my sending. I noticed the area was suddenly quiet. Everyone knew by Terril's expression that she and I were having an exchange, and grins were appearing. 
 
    <No, but better they capture me than you.> 
 
    <Who would you suggest instead?> 
 
    <You aren't going alone!> 
 
    "COS Fleet Admiral Simons," Da'Maass said. Gebauer nodded and soon others did as well. 
 
    "I agree," I said. "Let's take a few days to rest and consider what-if scenarios, should things not work out well." 
 
    Five days later, the Riss fleet left for Utopia. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Continued in the novel Desperate Measures, due out in early May 2017. 
 
    Visit crdaems.com or talonnovels.com for status updates. 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [CK1]Above, it’s implied the SAS fleet will be destroyed in two minutes, so why would she stay for two days? I figure the two days is an error and it should be two minutes. 
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