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Introduction

Kyle Jamison sat at a table outside a restaurant and stared vacantly out at the traffic as it passed. Melbourne had grown over the last two years he had spent on Mars commanding the ship construction yards; he missed his hometown. He thought about what had just happened and his thoughts went back to where it all began and what brought him to this restaurant today.

He had arrived early in the morning on a space freighter and had immediately reported to Admiral Roland’s office to be debriefed. That process took three hours, and he received his new orders at the end of the debriefing. He immediately contacted Debra to tell her he was on his way home, but she told him to meet her at a restaurant in downtown Melbourne. He thought that was odd; they had been separated for more than two years and he thought she would look forward to some alone time at home.

He and Debra had moved in together four years earlier when she had entered medical school. They had dated for four months as she graduated from Melbourne University, and she told him she needed to find an apartment close to the medical school; she asked if he would help her find a place. After looking for three days, Debra told him there was no way she would be able to pay the rent on all the places they’d seen. He asked if she might be interested in moving in with him and she immediately accepted.

His quarters were located just three blocks from the medical school and was in easy walking distance. She agreed to try and pay half the rent, but he told her she could pay him back after she graduated from medical school. Less than six months later, Debra told him she loved him and that they should get married after she graduated. Kyle immediately accepted and his life was brightened by having Debra in it.

After a year, he began supporting her and paying her tuition, but he was glad to do it. Debra was incredibly smart, beautiful, and her smile brightened his life. After living together two years he came to love her with all his heart.

Then one day Admiral Roland called him in to inform him that he was being considered for higher command. He was highly thought of by the Senior Command Team and they were setting up a program to prepare him for promotion to admiral. The first stage of the program was for him to go to Mars and assume command of the ship building facilities on the Red Planet. He would be gone from Debra for close to two years.

He discussed it with her and told her that if she couldn’t accept it, he would refuse the program and stay on Earth with her. However, she insisted that he had to do what was necessary to advance his career in the Navy. He grudgingly agreed and left for Mars three weeks later.

Now he was back home and had been promoted to admiral. He was excited about the future he would have with Debra, who had completed medical school and was currently going through her residency. They could now be married, and Kyle wouldn’t have to leave on another long assignment for a long time. He contacted Debra just before he lifted from Mars and told her he’d be back on Earth in two months. He told her he looked forward to planning their wedding with her. She ended the contact saying she was needed in surgery and asked him to contact her when he arrived in Melbourne. He called her after completing his debriefing and she told him to meet her at this restaurant.

He arrived and found Debra sitting at a table away from the other diners and he rushed up to give her a hug, but she held up her hand and said, “Please sit down, Kyle; we have some things to discuss.” Kyle’s smile instantly evaporated, and his eyebrows came together. Debra nodded toward the chair across from her and she repeated, “Please sit down.”

Kyle sat down and asked, “What’s going on?”

“There have been some changes since you left two years ago,” she answered.

“What sort of changes?”

“I moved out of your apartment about three months after you left and started living with someone else. About six months ago, we were married.” Debra pushed an envelope across the table to Kyle and said, “I’ve kept track of what my share of the rent was during the time I lived with you along with all the money you spent on my tuition and other expenses. This is a check that covers everything with an additional twenty thousand pounds. I’m sorry it came to this but it’s hard to love someone who isn’t there.”

Kyle was devastated and his mind was in turmoil, but he was thinking clear enough to say, “If you moved out three months after I left, then you had to be seeing another man prior to my leaving. You had already decided to leave me for this person and you’re lying about it being hard to love someone who isn’t there. You insisted I leave and go to Mars so you would be free to pursue this new lover of yours!”

Debra stared at him and then smiled, “Well, I always knew you were smart.”

“He’s the one who wrote the check you gave me, isn’t he?”

“Paying off all my debts was part of his wedding present to me.”

Kyle was silent for a moment and then his expression turned dark, “You were the one who chased me, and you were also the one who suggested we get married. You were simply using me to have a place to live near medical school. You never loved me; you were simply using me.”

“Don’t try to tell me you didn’t enjoy every minute we were together, Kyle! I made you happy.”

“And you lied the entire time while you were doing it.”

Debra shrugged, “A woman has to do what a woman has to do.”

Kyle’s face turned red, and he suddenly heard from behind him, “Is there a problem?”

Kyle turned and saw a man dressed in an expensive suit along with two large men on each side of him. Debra stood up and smiled, “No, I was about to leave.”

Kyle saw the man was wealthy; his two bodyguards made that clear. Kyle stared at the man and said, “She is in no danger from me. I’ve never hit a woman in my life and that isn’t going to change now even though she richly deserves it.” Kyle turned to Debra and said, “So all the times you said you loved me, you were lying?”

Debra’s head tilted, “I never told you I loved you. We only shared an apartment as roommates, nothing more.”

Kyle turned back to the man and said, “Looks like she chose you over me.” The man tipped an imaginary hat and smiled. Kyle looked him in the eyes and said, “You feel good about that right now. You have no idea what you’ve won, and you will be the ultimate loser.”

Debra frowned and took the man’s arm, “We should leave, Armand. He’s lying trying to come between us.” Kyle watched them walk away and sat alone at the table staring out at the traffic.

• • •

After reflecting on the day’s events, he continued to sit and stare at the traffic as he considered what he would do next. On the surface he looked calm and collected but his heart was shattered, and he was barely keeping it together. All the plans he made were ashes and the happy life he envisioned lay in ruins. She had deceived him from the start, and he had fallen head over heels for her. He knew at some level he was wrong for feeling like he did, but he hated her. She had left a mark on his soul that might never be removed.

He sat at the table for two hours dealing with his pain and grief before he contacted Admiral Roland. “Kyle, how’s the wedding plans coming along?”

“Debra married someone else six months ago, Sir. I was wondering if you had another assignment for me outside Australia. I need to get away for a while.”

“I’m so sorry, Kyle.”

“I just need some time away, Sir.”

“I’m going to send you to the United States to take over a project that’s not making any headway. As part of that assignment, you will be required to go out and give presentations to college students about what’s happening on Mars and Europa. Are you up to doing that?”

“Give me a week or so to get it together and I’ll do it. What’s the project?”

“You’ll be heading up the study on the Rock.”

“Hasn’t that been going on for more than a hundred years?”

“Yes, and we really don’t expect a breakthrough, but it will give you time to get things in order. Your quarters will be in the building where the project is located on the Campus of M.I.T. in Boston, Massachusetts; your staff is already in place. Every new Admiral begins their new job heading up the Rock Project while they learn their new role in the Navy. I assigned you to be in Melbourne because of your wedding plans but you would have eventually been assigned to the project as part of your developmental program.”

“I’ll leave immediately Sir.”


Chapter One

Kyle flew out of Melbourne headed for Boston two days later. He first had to go to Fleet Personnel to sign his promotion papers and be sized for his new uniforms. That took a lot longer than he thought; they provided him with twenty-six different uniforms. Some were formal and others were one-piece to be worn on board ship under a space suit. Others were informal and casual. He had them loaded on the ship moving him to Boston and had the mover store all his things from his apartment. He hated going back in the apartment because it reminded him of his life with Debra. He hated that he was still heartbroken over losing her and he realized it was going to take some time to learn how to put his feelings aside. He wondered what the new man had that he didn’t. He received a message from one of his good friends with a magazine article attached to it. He opened the article and saw Debra standing next to the man with her arm around his waist. The article was done about the happily married couple. Armand was recognized as the best heart surgeon on Earth, and he was worth close to a billion pounds because of some patents he developed.

Kyle immediately understood what that man had that he didn’t, wealth and fame. Somehow, that bit of information made him feel better. At least he lost her to a rich and powerful Doctor; he decided he really couldn’t blame Debra for dumping him for Armand. But he did despise that she had misled him and lied about their relationship. He had made a terrible mistake in allowing someone like Debra into his life. He would not make that mistake again. Now if he could just get her out of his mind.

• • •

He arrived in Boston and took a military shuttle from the military base to the building at M.I.T. The movers had arrived a day earlier and moved his uniforms and belongings into his quarters, which was located on the top floor of the building. The view from his quarters was incredible and he spent the first day getting things organized.

The next morning, he took the elevator down to the lab located four floors under the front entrance. Senior Admiral Kuhn greeted him and introduced him to the scientists working on the project along with the members of his staff. Once that was done, Admiral Kuhn smiled and said, “Good luck; I hope you make more progress than I have.

Kyle nodded and saluted him, “So do I. I am relieving you, Sir.”

Ron returned Kyle’s salute and said, “I am relieved.”

Admiral Kuhn left the lab and Kyle immediately called the lead scientist into his office to discuss the status of the project. “Doctor Farrell, I’ve read the reports on the project coming here but there’s a lot I don’t understand. Please give me an overview of all that’s taken place and please start at the beginning.”

“Do you also want the history of the Rock.”

“I’ve read it, but yes, I want it all.”

Joe sat back in his chair and began, “Around a hundred and fifty years ago archaeologists studying ancient civilizations in the Eastern Mediterranean discovered stone spheres scattered around the Aegean Sea. They dated the stone spheres to more than seven thousand years BC. There was no trace of the civilization that made them, and the archaeologists suspected it was buried under lava from the Thera volcanic eruption that happened sixteen hundred years BC.

It was decided to use underground sonar equipment to search for more stone spheres. If they could find a place where there was a large number of them underground, that would have to be the location of the civilization that made them. They found such a place on the island of Crete. The sonar return showed hundreds of stone spheres located in a small area on the island, but they also discovered that when they sent a sonar signal into the ground, they received a return signal from something else.”

“It came from the Rock,” Kyle commented.

Joe nodded, “Yes it did. The return signal was twice as powerful as the one sent into the ground. The stones were located deep underground, and they confirmed the hypothesis that the civilization was buried under a volcanic eruption. Lava didn’t cover it, but more than twenty feet of volcanic ash fell on it killing everything in the small city.” Joe paused and then said, “It took three years for them to dig down to the city and another four to carefully remove all the hardened ash and sediment around it. They eventually discovered a large stone alter just outside the entrance to the city and sitting in the middle of that alter was a strange sphere shaped something. They ended up calling the thing a rock. They couldn’t think of what else to call it. It was the same size as all the stone spheres scattered around the ancient city, but it was clearly not made of stone. Its surface was constantly having waves of various colors move over its glassy smooth surface.”

“What happened to it after its discovery?” Kyle inquired.

“Crete is an integral part of Greece, and the Rock was sent to the University of Athens for them to study it,” Joe answered. “However, after ten years, they sent it to Germany to study. They were unable to determine anything about the Rock other than it was made from a substance that does not appear anywhere else on Earth. They did discover that the Rock was constantly emitting energy readings and after fifteen years of studying it, the Chancellor of Germany decided that it might be a possible danger; so, she offered the Rock to the United States to study. Over the next sixty years, the Rock was passed between numerous technical colleges to study, and it was eventually taken by the government to its current location. A building was constructed to house it and it has been studied here up until today. Now it’s your turn to see if you can find out anything other than it must have come from somewhere other than Earth.”

Kyle thought for a minute and then remarked, “Tell me what you know for certain about it.”

Joe shrugged, “The only thing we know for sure is that it emits energy.”

“I thought you said you know it came from somewhere other than Earth?”

“Based on the evidence, we hypothesized it didn’t originate on Earth, but we don’t have anything to prove it. For all we know aliens may have landed on Earth and created it thousands of years ago.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “Then what are you doing now to study it?”

“We’re recording every energy frequency it emits to see if there’s a pattern in them. We’ve been doing that since it was brought to this building years ago.”

“And you’re doing that because…..”

Joe shrugged, “There’s been speculation that it might be here to deliver a message and we’ve recorded the energy emissions to see if there’s any pattern to them.”

“And what have you determined?”

“If it were delivering a message, it would deliver it and then repeat it. At no time that we’ve recorded it has a pattern repeated itself. We don’t believe it is delivering a message, but just like everything else about this damn Rock, we can’t prove it.”

Kyle sat back and shook his head, “This feels like a huge waste of time.”

Joe nodded, “All of us believe we’re here to just babysit this thing in hopes that something happens. Admiral Kuhn and all the other commanders of this program have spent their time going out to give presentations to graduate schools. I suspect you’ll end up doing the same.”

Kyle stood up, “Take me to see it.”

Joe stood and said, “Follow me.”

After seeing the Rock, Kyle determined it was incredibly beautiful with lights flashing across its surface. He also determined that when he entered the room, the frequency recorder started beeping continuously. Joe sighed and said, “It goes crazy emitting frequencies whenever someone new enters the lab.” He turned to Kyle and remarked, “We have no idea why it does.”

• • •

Three months passed and Kyle was making a presentation to graduate students at Harvard University about all that was happening on Mars and Europa. He had the presentation down and he didn’t have to put any thought into delivering it. He received a standing ovation and after the applause died down, Doctor Weston opened the floor for questions from the gathering. Everything went fine until one of the students asked what he was currently working on. He answered that he was heading up the project on studying a strange rock that had been discovered in Crete hundreds of years ago. Every student in the room had heard about the Rock and questions began fast and furious. He finally held up his hands and said, “We really don’t know what this rock is. What we do know is that it’s made of a substance that is not found on Earth and that leads us to believe it came from somewhere else. It gives off energy, but we don’t know how it does it. It is constantly changing colors as it emits frequencies but again, we’ve not found any correlations between the two events. That’s pretty much all we know. I’m sorry but I have no answer to most of your questions.”

A young woman sitting in the front row raised her hand and Kyle nodded to her. “If it’s emitting frequencies, could it be trying to deliver a message?”

Kyle blew out a breath and shook his head, “We’ve recorded all the frequencies it’s emitting and if it were delivering a message, then it would deliver the message and then repeat it. At no time has the same pattern of frequencies been recorded. It is not delivering a

message.”

The room was silent as the students digested what was said which allowed Kyle to hear the young woman mutter softly, “Then it must be trying to communicate instead.”

Dr. Weston went to the microphone and announced, “Thank you for your attention, you may report to your classes now.”

Kyle walked down the steps from the stage and stopped in front of the young woman as she put her recorder into her pouch. Dr. Weston followed him down the steps and said, “Admiral Jamison, this is Dr. Jillian Turner. She’s recently graduated with a doctorate in linguistics and has received a grant to go to Egypt to work on some newly discovered ancient Egyptian writings.”

Kyle smiled and said, “I heard you say that if the rock is not sending a message, it must be trying to communicate. Why did you say that?”

“If it’s not repeating a pattern then the only thing left it could be doing is attempting to communicate in its language.”

“Are you suggesting a Rock can communicate?”

The young woman shrugged, “Would you agree that inanimate objects we make are capable of communicating?”

“I’m not sure I would agree to that.” Kyle remarked.

“Can you not contact your computer and ask it a question that your computer would answer? Your computer isn’t alive, but it is capable of communicating with you.”

Kyle frowned and commented, “But if it was trying to communicate with us, we should be able to see patterns in the frequencies it’s using.”

“That’s not true, Admiral Jamison,” she replied.

“Oh! Tell me why.”

“Well, let’s take Egyptian Hieroglyphics as an example. We’ve had examples of that ancient language since before the time of Christ. And all the way until 1800 AD, no one could decipher what they meant, and you can be certain thousands of scholars tried to translate them. It was only after the discovery of the Rosetta Stone in 1799 that scholars could translate Hieroglyphics. The Rosetta Stone had a message written in Hieroglyphics on it and repeated in Greek. It was only having the Greek on that stone that allowed scholars to start translating it. Without some sort of key in our language that can be used to compare to the frequencies you’re recording, the odds of making any sense of them is probably impossible.”

Kyle stared at her and asked, “Are you sure about that?”

Jillian laughed, “Any good linguist could prove it.”

Kyle stared at her for a long moment and then said, “Excuse me for a moment. I do have another question, but I need to make a call first.”

Jillian nodded and Dr. Weston smiled as he said, “Are you looking forward to your upcoming trip to Egypt?”

“I am! I tried for four months to be accepted on the project but was only chosen after one of the linguists came down sick with malaria and no one else could go on such short notice.”

Dr. Weston nodded, “That’s how it is with newly graduated linguists; they have to struggle to find work. This is a good break for you.”

“I know and I’m thankful for it,” Jillian replied.

Kyle walked up and they turned to him. “Dr. Turner, do you have your communicator with you?”

“Yes, I turned it off and put it in my pouch during your presentation.”

“Would you mind taking a look at it, please.”

“Why?”

“I believe you have a message you need to see.”

Jillian took her communicator out of her pouch, turned it on, and heard a ping. She looked at Kyle and asked, “How did you know I have a message?”

“Read it and you’ll know why.”

Jillian read the message and her expression changed from puzzlement, to shock, and then anger. Dr. Weston asked, “What’s going on, Jillian?”

Jillian looked at Kyle with an angry expression and said, “If I’m reading this right, it appears I’ve been drafted into the Navy and must immediately report to Admiral Jamison for my assignment. It appears my grant to go to Egypt has been canceled.”

Dr. Weston turned to Kyle and asked sternly, “Is what she’s saying true?” Kyle nodded. “Admiral Jamison, I do not appreciate your taking advantage of my students. I will file a complaint with your Commanding Officer and demand this action be rescinded immediately! Further, I will not be cooperating with the military and will not allow anyone to address my students in the future!”

“I will rescind the action if after hearing me out Dr. Turner agrees to my doing it.”

Jillian was hot and she said, “Of course I want it stopped. This trip to Egypt is important to my career!”

“Hear me out first and if you want it stopped, I will certainly do it.”

Jillian glared at him and said, “Say what you have to say!”

“This trip to Egypt you’re taking, won’t you be the most junior linguist going?” Jillian glared at him and then nodded. “Which means that you’re going to be used for grunt and hard work supporting the other linguists on the project. They will take all the credit for anything discovered and your name will simply be mentioned as having been on it and that’s all, right?”

Dr. Weston interjected, “But that’s how new linguists get their careers started. They have to go on numerous projects in order to earn being noticed by those who lead the projects.”

Kyle smiled and commented, “Well, consider this. What if instead of going to Egypt to study a long dead language, you were given the lead on deciphering and translating an alien language. Which of the two would lead to you being noticed in a rather large way by your community? Do you think that you could then choose whatever project you want to go on in the future?”

Jillian stared at him and then asked, “And just how would my working on this alien language become known?”

Kyle smiled, “I’ll write a press release stating that you have been chosen to lead the research on an alien language due to your skills in translating unknown languages; and I’ll release it to all the major news services.”

“And what if I’m not able to decipher this Rock’s language.”

Kyle smiled, “It won’t matter if you don’t. The fact you were chosen to do it will probably make you a household name in your community of linguists.”

Dr. Weston turned to Jillian and said, “I hate to admit it but he’s right about the prestige you’ll receive working on this project would give you. But is it necessary to draft her into the Navy?”

“It’s actually a bonus for her agreeing to do it.”

“How is that?” Jillian asked.

“Well, for starters, you’re being drafted as an expert needed by the military, and you’ll go in at the rank of Captain. You’ll have all your expenses paid including all the uniforms you’ll wear along with personal quarters, and meals at no charge in the building where the project is being done.”

“Will I be paid to do this?”

“A full Captain’s pay is ten thousand a month. Also, by being drafted instead of normally joining the Navy, all your student loans will be paid.”

Jillian’s mouth fell open, “Are you serious?!”

“Yes, I am, and you’ll remain on the project until I determine keeping you longer would serve no purpose. Once you’re released from the project, you’ll be allowed to return to civilian life with a retirement equal to fifty percent of your monthly pay.” Kyle stared at her and then said, “But if you don’t want to do this, I will not force you.”

Jillian shook her head, “You had me at paying my student loans. Please consider me on board and ready to serve to the best of my ability.”

Kyle turned to Dr. Weston, “Are we ok?”

“Yes, we are. I just didn’t understand what you were doing for Jillian. Now that I do I hope you’ll find other students here to work on government projects.”

Kyle smiled, “I’ll keep that in mind.” He turned to his right and raised his hand. A female lieutenant walked over, and Kyle turned to Jillian, “This is Lt. Barrett and she’ll be taking you to personnel to sign your papers and receive your uniforms. You’ll have five days of orientation and then you will report to work on the project. Do you have any questions?”

Jillian shook her head, “Not at the moment.”

“Good. I’ll see you in about five days.”

Kyle walked away and Jillian turned to Lt. Barrett, “I have to tell you my world has been turned upside down and I hope you’ll tell me what I need to know about joining the Navy.”

“I’ll be glad to assist you anyway I can, Sir. Please follow me.” Dr. Weston watched them leave and wondered what would come out of the day’s events. One thing he knew for certain, Dr. Jillian Turner was not one who followed orders.


Chapter Two

Jillian was sitting in the personnel office and her communicator beeped. She opened the message and saw it was dated three days earlier. It was from the leader of the project in Egypt informing her that her grant had been canceled and that she was no longer needed. There was no explanation as to why she had been removed from the team and she realized it had happened two days prior to her being drafted into the Navy. If she had turned down being drafted, she would have been left with nothing to do but search for other projects. Being drafted was actually a blessing and now she had no regrets about it. She was having fantasies about having gone on the project in Egypt and making a great discovery that would have made her career…. But she knew it was just a fantasy; the Admiral was right that she would have not been given a chance to prove herself. She also realized that on occasion, she had a small tendency to make people angry. Well, maybe it wasn’t a small tendency. It took her an additional year to get her doctorate because she had ticked off most of her professors challenging them in class. It didn’t matter that she was right most of the time; they really didn’t like it. She eventually learned the hard way to approach them in private to discuss her issues on what they said. She decided then and there that she would not be challenging her superiors on this new project. She really hoped she would be able to show restraint; she just had trouble keeping her big mouth closed.

She began her orientation and learned all the rules and regulations around how officers should conduct themselves. One of the important things that caught her attention was that orders from a superior officer were not requests. There were serious consequences for failure to follow them and her instructor emphasized that following orders wasn’t the biggest problem for newly promoted officers, it was issuing orders to subordinates. She learned to be careful issuing an order that could lead to severe issues. She listened to numerous examples of officers issuing orders that led to the subordinate getting into trouble because the order had not been clear or examined for all the possible consequences that could happen. Her instructor advised the ones in the class that the only time to issue an order is when all else fails.

He told them, “You have two kinds of power being a Naval Officer, positional and personal. Positional power comes from you having a higher rank and thus can order things done. Personal power comes from you having the respect of those who report to you. Personal power comes from developing relationships with others where they want to do what you ask. You should always look for the opportunity to do things for those under your command. Things like granting leave when they have a personal issue. Assisting them in doing their jobs and not acting like you’re doing them a favor. Complimenting them when they deserve it and recognizing them among their peers whenever possible. Things like that build your personal power and in moments where you must issue orders, your subordinates will follow them to the best of their ability because you’re the one that issued the order. Weak officers can only issue orders to get things done and that’s not the type of officer we want in the Navy. Their subordinates will follow their orders but only do what’s absolutely necessary and not go above and beyond to carry out what their commander wants done. In some cases, they know the order will cause real problems, but they remain silent not warning the officer to make the officer look bad. If you find you’re having to issue orders to make things happen, you’re not developing your personal power.” The instructor paused and then added, “This does not mean you should be your subordinates’ friend. It means you treat them with respect, and they’ll do the same.”

Jillian thought about what the instructor said and realized that the reason she had bad relationships with her instructors in college was she didn’t show them the respect they deserved; she paid the price with having an additional year added to getting her degree. She vowed to not make that mistake again.

• • •

She got undressed, hung up her uniform, and put on an old tee shirt with a picture of the Rosetta Stone on it. She picked up a folder from the desk and opened it. “Captain Turner, I have the files of all the personnel working here and I want you to familiarize yourself with them prior to coming to the lab tomorrow. Your first task will be to interview each of them. I’ll be making a presentation at Cal Poly and will be back in two days. Introduce yourself and tell them why you’re here and have them fill you in on everything they do and what they’ve learned so far. Many of them have been working on the project for several years and you’ll learn a lot about what’s going on. Report to the lab promptly at eight thirty in the morning; no earlier or later.”

Jillian shook her head and didn’t like having to take command without first being introduced to the staff by Admiral Jamison. Oh well, welcome to the Navy, she thought. She opened the file and began reading.

• • •

Jillian arrived at the lab at exactly eight thirty and as she entered the door she heard, “Officer on board, Attenshun!”

All the enlisted personnel jumped to attention and Jillian immediately said, “As you were. Please take a seat.” Everyone sat down at the desks and stared at her. She walked to the center of the room and glanced to her right and saw the Rock for the first time. Colors were flashing across it, and she heard numerous loud tones coming from a wall speaker. She shook her head and said, “Is there any way to turn the volume down on that speaker?” A man walked up to the wall monitor and pressed a button several times lowering the sound of the speaker. Jillian said, “Thank you Dr. Farrell.”

The man was surprised she knew who he was and said, “After a few days you won’t even notice it, but it can be irritating initially.”

Jillian looked around the room and recognized all the faces from the files she had studied the night before. “Admiral Jamison has asked that I introduce myself and conduct an interview with each of you to bring me up to speed on what’s going on. I’m Captain Jillian Turner and I’ve recently graduated from Harvard with a doctorate in Linguistics. After a discussion with Admiral Jamison after his presentation, I have been drafted into the Navy to work on this project.” A young woman’s head went back, and Jillian turned to her, “You seem to be surprised by that; are you?”

“Yes Sir, I am.”

Jillian smiled and said, “Well, get in line; so was I.” Everyone laughed and Jillian added, “But I’m here and I intend to see if there’s anything I can do to assist in this project. Admiral Jamison seems to see something in me that I don’t, and I hope I don’t bore you with my questions. I ask you be patient during your interviews, and I’ll try to make them as painless as possible. I’ve written a list with your names on it, and I’ll post it on the door to my office; I ask you to report to my office in that order. Lt. Ed Boyer, you are the first one on the list; please come with me to my office.” Everyone looked at Ed with sympathy as he stood up and followed Jillian to her office.

They entered her office and Jillian smiled as she said, “Please sit down, Lieutenant. I’m sure you’re wondering why you were chosen to be first, right?”

Ed’s brow furrowed, “The question has crossed my mind, Sir.”

“You have been working on this project longer than any of the other enlisted personnel. If I’m correct, you’ve been here about eight years.”

“Yes Sir, that’s correct.”

“That seems rather long, doesn’t it? Why haven’t you transferred out?”

“Because I’m not allowed to transfer, Sir. I was assigned here and told if I want to leave, then I can resign from the Navy.”

Jillian’s eyes narrowed, “There’s nothing in your file that says that.”

“Sir, everyone assigned to this project comes from different commands in the Navy. When this assignment is over, we report back to the unit we came from. The Commanding Officer of my former unit decided to punish me by assigning me here.”

“Why did he do that?”

“Permission to speak freely, Sir.” Jillian nodded. “My ship was returning to Earth from Europa, and we were moving at one quarter the speed of light. A slight abnormality in one of the two reactors was reported by the engineer and the captain ordered me to shut down the reactor. I knew he was making a mistake and I asked him if he was sure he wanted me to shut it down. He reprimanded me publicly telling me if he issued an order, I should follow it. So, I did.”

“What happened?”

“Both reactors were used to accelerate the ship and by shutting one of them down, the ship was unable to decelerate fast enough to stop at Earth’s orbit. We flew past Earth, and the captain recognized his mistake and ordered the second reactor turned back on. We barely managed to stop the ship near the orbit of Venus and were more than a week late in getting back to Earth. He blamed me for embarrassing him. A week after his commanding officer chewed him out, he had me transferred to this project and he told me in private that if I tried to come back, he’d make sure I was kicked out of the Navy. He informed me my career in the Navy was over. So, here I am.”

“Is he still on that ship?”

“Yes, he is.”

Jillian stared at Ed and shook her head before asking, “What can you tell me about what you’ve learned working on this project?”

“Absolutely nothing, Sir. This is the most boring assignment I’ve ever done. Everything we know about that damn rock was known long before I showed up and nothing new has been discovered while I’ve been here.”

“Do you have a family?”

“Yes, I go home each night to my quarters outside the building and quite frankly, they’re the only reason I’m still here. My wife and three children depend on my pay and benefits to support them.”

“What are your children’s names?” Jillian learned a lot about Lt. Boyer during the interview and knew that he was intelligent and was being wasted on this project. At the end, she dismissed him, and another staff member entered the office.

Ed left the office, and everyone rushed to his desk, “How was it?” Annie asked.

“I have to say it went rather well,” Ed replied. “I like her; she put me at ease and didn’t challenge me on anything when I know she could have.” The other members of the staff began to relax.

• • •

It took two days to interview every one and Jillian saved Dr. Farrell for last. He entered the office and took a chair without being told to do so. Jillian’s head tilted and Joe smiled, “I’m a civilian so I don’t have to be ordered to take a seat. From what everyone is saying you have read my file, haven’t you?”

“Yes, I have.”

“And you’re wondering why I’m still here, aren’t you?”

“I must confess I am,” Jillian remarked. “I would think you could leave, and you’d be in great demand to head up expeditions to research ancient languages.”

Joe shrugged, “I appreciate you saying that but you and I both know it isn’t true. You should have seen in my file that I did head up a project and due to my carelessness, some ancient Sumerian tablets were destroyed.”

“Yes, but that was more than twenty years ago.”

“If you know about my mistake, so does every other linguist and archeologist. I’ve stayed here working on this project for more than eighteen years because it was the only job I could get then and that’s still probably true now. I must admit I’m paid quite well for not accomplishing anything.”

“I’ve read some of your early writings and I was quite impressed,” Jillian commented.

“You have been a busy girl, haven’t you? Did you read those before coming here?”

“No, I read them after I looked at your file. But I know you are an accomplished linguist. It makes me wonder why the Admiral wanted me here.”

“He wanted some fresh eyes, Dr. Turner. I’ve been conditioned over the years to not expect to find anything and that isn’t good for a scientist. Don’t look at me as a competitor. I really hope you do find a breakthrough and I’ll assist you any way I can.”

Jillian smiled, “Thank you for saying that Dr. Farrell. I was worried we might not work well together on this, and you’ve removed some of my stress.”

“Feel free to ask me questions at any time and I do wish you good luck.” Jillian nodded and Joe left the office.

• • •

Jillian gathered up her things and put her recorder into her pouch. She thought about what she had learned about those working on the project and saw all of them were remarkable individuals that made a mistake. She walked out of the office and saw it was six pm and the office was empty. She suddenly heard the energy recorder start beeping and saw lights flashing across the Rock’s surface. She shook her head and walked out. A few moments later the beeps stopped.

• • •

Later that night, Jillian decided to go to the lab and take a good look at the Rock. She hadn’t been able to do that while conducting the interviews and she was curious to see it up close. She put her ID badge over the reader and the door to the lab silently opened. She stepped inside and looked around. Only the night lights were on, and she started to turn on the lights. She suddenly saw movement at a desk near the Rock and saw Admiral Jamison staring off into space. Suddenly he raised his fist and slammed it onto the metal desktop. Jillian released a small yelp, and the Admiral jerked his head toward her.

Jillian raised her hands and quickly said, “I didn’t know anyone was here. I can come look at the Rock in the morning,” as she backed away toward the door.

Kyle looked up, rolled his eyes, and then looked at her as he said, “Please come here and sit down, Captain Turner.”

Jillian shook her head, “Sir, I can see I’ve interrupted something, and I really don’t mind coming back in the morning.”

“Dr. Turner, my frustration has nothing to do with you, the staff, or anything else in the service. It’s a personal issue and I’d like to hear about your interviews.” Kyle nodded toward the desk next to him and Jillian slowly walked over and sat down; Kyle asked, “What did you learn about the people working here?”

“They’re all really remarkable people who appear to have made a single mistake that caused them to be assigned to this project.”

Kyle nodded, “I determined pretty much the same thing after I interviewed them. They would have probably been kicked out of the Navy but all of them had excellent performance reviews prior to making a mistake and removing them from the service wouldn’t have been easily done. So, their commanding officers sent them here as punishment. Everyone pretty much knows this is a dead end to their careers. You’re the only one here that hasn’t made a mistake causing you to be here.”

“That’s not entirely true, Sir. I did challenge you during your presentation.”

Kyle stared at her and then shrugged, “We won’t know if that was a mistake until we see if you can add anything to this project.”

Jillian smiled, “I guess that’s true.” She paused and said, “It must have been a woman.” Kyle’s eyes instantly narrowed. Jillian saw it and said, “You did say your frustration was due to a personal issue and the only thing I know of that could cause that reaction in a man has to be a woman.”

Kyle frowned, “It could be financial issues, or a sick relative, or any number of other things.”

“None of those things would cause a man to slam his fist on a hard piece of metal. No, it must be a woman who’s causing your frustration.”

“You sound pretty certain about this.”

“Well, I have noticed that you’re not comfortable around women.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “And just where did you come up with that piece of information?!”

“I watch people closely and I saw during your presentation at Harvard that whenever a man asked you a question at the end, you would turn toward them, even take a few steps toward them on the stage, before answering their question. If a woman asked you a question, you didn’t keep eye contact with them or step toward them, and your hands hung at your sides and weren’t used to gesture like you did when answering the men. Your neck and shoulders were stiff and your expression neutral; you didn’t smile.” Kyle glared at her, and Jillian added, “You’re doing the same thing now.”

Kyle looked at his hands and saw they were in his lap balled up into fists. His shoulders and neck were tight, and he saw he was uncomfortable being in the lab alone with Jillian. “I’m really not comfortable discussing my personal life with a subordinate.”

“Are you open to some advice?”

Kyle raised a shoulder, “Depends on what it is.”

“I don’t know what that woman did to you, but it had to be really nasty.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because you’re normally at ease and in control of yourself. All of the staff working on the project think highly of you and like working for you. The women have noticed you’re uptight around them, but they all stated you show them respect and consideration. For you to be upset like I observed, the woman had to do something really bad.”

Kyle snorted slightly, “And you have advice for me?”

Jillian sat back in her chair, “The only way you’re going to be able to exorcise that woman is to talk about it with another woman.”

“And why wouldn’t talking with a man work?” Kyle asked.

“Because a man would see things from your point of view and in the end completely agree with you.” Jillian paused and then asked, “Have you discussed it with anyone?”

“I told my father what happened.”

“And how did that turn out?”

Kyle smiled, “He told me I should have shot the… twit and her boyfriend.”

Jillian chuckled, “Your father didn’t call her a twit.”

Kyle nodded, “No, he didn’t. But I can’t use the term he did around a lady.”

“So, he came out of the discussion feeling the same as you? Both of you hated her.”

Kyle shrugged, “I guess that’s true. Why would talking with a female be any different?”

“Because she would be looking at what happened from a woman’s point of view. She will see things differently than a man would.”

Kyle’s head tilted as he asked, “Is this something you learned in a psychology class at Harvard?”

“No, it’s advice my mother gave me; I followed it and found out she was right.” Jillian smiled, “My mother is a very wise person, and she was right. It was only after I discussed my issue with a man that I saw the truth and was able to let it go.”

“What issue did you have?”

“I’ll tell you only after you discuss your issue with me. Besides, I’m the perfect one to discuss it with, Kyle.”

“Why is that? I don’t feel right discussing personal issues with someone under my command.”

“Why? Are you embarrassed by what happened?”

Kyle stared at her for a long moment and then raised a shoulder, “I guess.”

“Well, the only way for you to get her out of your system is to talk about it with a female; I know nothing about you or her and I can render an unbiased opinion. Besides, I’ll never repeat what you tell me and that’s a promise.”

“And you’ll share your issue with me afterwards?”

Jillian nodded, “I will. I don’t have a problem discussing it now. I’ve put it behind me and don’t think about it anymore.”

Kyle stared at her for a long moment, and then said, “Her name is Debra. I met her right before she graduated from college, and she came on to me pretty strong.”

Jillian sat back and listened without interrupting him. He would stop and ask if she understood what he was saying, and she would nod. After an hour, Kyle said, “That covers everything that happened. She married the guy and didn’t tell me anything until I came back from Mars. I accused her of lying and deceiving me and her response was, ‘A woman has to do what a woman has to do.” Kyle stared at Jillian and asked, “How do you feel about her?”

Jillian raised her hands, “She definitely didn’t do the right thing in not telling you what was going on. But you’re wrong about several things.”

“Such as?”

“Well, she did love you when you were living together.”

Kyle’s expression turned angry, “HOW CAN YOU SAY THAT?”

“Settle down and let me explain.” Kyle sat back in his chair, but his expression was still angry. “When a man is looking for a woman to spend his life with, what things does he consider in making a choice?”

Kyle raised an eyebrow, “Well, I don’t want to sound shallow, but her appearance will be part of it.”

“What else?” Jillian asked.

“I would want to see that she knows how to make a house a home and that she’ll be a good mother if we have children.”

Jillian nodded, “Go on.”

“It would be good if I’m physically attracted to her and it’s a real plus if she’s intelligent and has a sense of humor.”

“Anything else?”

“Well, she should support me in furthering my career. I guess that’s about it.”

“And if a woman is looking for a man to spend her life with, what does she look for?”

Kyle thought about it and said, “I guess the same thing.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Kyle. When a woman is looking for a man to marry, the most important thing is that he be a good person and be able to support her and any children they have. Good looks, a sense of humor, knowing he won’t be unfaithful, physical compatibility, and all the other things are good, but they are secondary to the first criteria. If Debra was looking to live with someone near her medical school, she would choose someone that she was attracted to. You said she was quite beautiful and that means she could be choosey in who she decided to live with. Are you with me so far?”

Kyle’s eyes were narrow as he nodded.

“Now this is important, Kyle. After having moved in together, she told you one day that she loved you and that you should get married when she completed medical school.”

“That was a Lie!” Kyle replied.

“Actually, it wasn’t. She spent enough time with you to see that you possessed all the qualities she wanted in a man. At that point, she made the decision to love you and work toward building your lives together.” Jillian paused and said, “Kyle, you can’t fake love. Did you at any time you were living with her doubt she loved you?”

Kyle sat back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling for a long moment before saying, “No, I guess not.”

“So, at that point in your life, she did love you and you loved her.”

“So, what in the hell happened?”

“Another man turned her head.” Kyle’s eyes narrowed and Jillian held up her hand, “Before you get started about her being unfaithful you have to look at what caused it.” Kyle sat back and Jillian said, “You should keep in mind that a woman’s primary considerations in finding a man really never stop. A wealthy and powerful Doctor became interested in her and she couldn’t stop from comparing the two of you. She had chosen to be with you, and she saw that there would be times where your being in the Navy would lead to long absences. Plus, she would be working in a different circle than you. She would be working in a hospital, and you would be out in a spaceship; you would not be seeing each other while at work. Plus, she would also be working to support your family, and though she didn’t mind doing it, she saw that if she were with the wealthy doctor, she wouldn’t even have to work if she chose not to. The more she compared the two of you, she saw living in wealth with a handsome doctor who would always be present was a better choice than marrying a Naval Officer. It wasn’t that you were a bad choice, it was that he was a better choice.”

Kyle stared at Jillian in silence and finally asked, “Then why didn’t she tell me what was going on? Why did she marry him without telling me?”

“Because she felt guilty about betraying you and she still had feelings for you. She hated herself for what she was doing.”

“How do you know that?”

“Kyle, if she didn’t have feelings for you, she would have never paid you for the rent and money you spent to support her. Remember that in choosing him, she did it with her head, not her heart. She knew marrying him would make a better future for her…. That’s why she did it.”

“That Doctor could never love her as much as I did!”

“I suspect she knew that. However, the one who loves the least in a relationship controls it. You loved her much more than she loved you and that’s why she was able to walk away when you could never do it. It’s unfortunate but couples breakup all the time because one of them gets their head turned.”

“So, you say she did love me?”

“From what you’ve said, I believe she did. I think if you ask her in private, she’ll confirm it.”

Kyle lowered his eyes a moment and commented, “No, I know in my heart she loved me and that’s why it hurt so much.” Kyle looked up at Jillian and said, “You’re right.”

“About what?”

“I think I can let her go. She took one hell of a risk leaving a man who loved her deeply for a man she barely knew. However, I can understand why she did; money and wealth can lead to poor decisions. I think I know what pushed her over the edge to go with him?”

“What is that?”

“I was leaving for two years, and it could probably happen again. She decided to love someone who was present. I can’t really blame her for that.”

“And that’s how you exorcise her, Kyle. You achieve understanding and realize that both of you try to do what’s best for yourselves. If you did marry her and have to leave her on many occasions, she would make your life miserable complaining about your being absent. She’d do that because she would be miserable as well without you near her.”

Kyle nodded slightly, “I can see that. It had already happened several times when I had to leave for a few days. I guess the best thing happened for both of us.” Kyle turned to Jillian, “You said you would tell me about what happened to you.”

“Do you really want to know?”

Kyle stared at her and smiled, “I see you really don’t want to tell me, and I’ll honor your feelings. If you ever want to discuss it, I owe you one.”

Jillian nodded and said, “It probably won’t happen.”

“Why not?”

“Because I might not be here very long.”

“Oh?”

“I’m ready to communicate with the Rock.” Kyle’s head went back, and Jillian turned toward the Rock, “If you’re ready to start talking, emit one frequency.” Kyle’s mouth fell open when he heard one beep from the energy recorder.


Chapter Three

Kyle turned to Jillian and demanded, “What just happened?”

Suddenly the energy recorder started beeping like crazy and Jillian turned toward the Rock, “Please be quiet! I have some explaining to do and I’ll get back to you after I’m done. Give me one beep if you understand.” They both heard the beeps stop followed by one beep. Jillian turned to Kyle and said, “I determined in the interviews with the staff that the Rock was probably intelligent and had been trying to communicate with us for a very long time.”

“How did you make that connection?”

“Well, the frequency recorder constantly beeps whenever someone is in the lab. It also beeps a lot more when someone new enters the lab, right?”

Kyle nodded, “That behavior has been observed.”

“How would that be possible if it was only a rock? How would it know someone new was in the lab? Further, the recordings show that whenever anyone isn’t in the lab, the Rock doesn’t emit energy.”

“It’s possible the heat from our bodies could cause it to emit energy,” Kyle remarked.

Jillian shook her head, “That still wouldn’t account for it emitting numerous frequencies when someone new entered the lab. It had to be aware of everything in the lab. And if that’s true, it must be intelligent.”

“And you say all these frequencies it emits is an effort to communicate?” Kyle asked.

Jillian smiled and turned toward the Rock, “Ok, listen up. I’m going to ask you a question and if the answer is yes, send one beep, got it?” The recorder beeped once. “Good! Now if your answer is no, send two different frequencies. Do that now so I can be sure you understand.” The recorder beeped twice. Kyle was shaking his head when Jillian asked, “Have you been trying to communicate with us through the energy you emit?” The recorder beeped once.” “And have you been sending those frequencies from the time you were discovered?” Again, there was one beep. “Have you been successful in getting our attention?” This time there were two beeps.

Kyle shook his head as Jillian smiled and remarked, “Ok, I need you to answer some questions and that will determine what we do next, ready?” (One beep.) “Can you understand our spoken language?” (One beep.) Can you read our language?” (One beep.) “Good, I think we can move forward from here. Hold on a moment.” Jillian turned to Kyle, “Do you have a computer for me to use that’s connected to the energy recorder?”

“Use the one on the desk you’re sitting at.”

“Show me how to make the connection.” Kyle moved his chair in front of the computer and began pressing keys. He sat back and Jillian saw the flat line on the computer’s display that was showing on the energy reader.

Jillian smiled and began typing instructions into the computer. “What are you doing?”

“I’m connecting a file to the energy recorder’s output.” She turned to the Rock and said, “Send the frequency that I told you means yes.” The frequency appeared on the computer’s display and Jillian changed to the slaved file and saw the frequency. She began typing and said, “Whenever you send this single frequency, it will appear on the display as yes. Now give me just one of the two frequencies that means no.” Another frequency appeared and Jillian edited it to read no.” Jillian smiled and turned to the Rock that had colors flashing on its surface although it was not emitting any energy. “Do you understand what I’ve done so far?” They heard one beep and Kyle saw the word ‘yes’ appear on Jillian’s display.

He blew out a breath and said, “I have a question.” Jillian looked at him as he asked, “Do you represent a danger to this planet?” Kyle waited but didn’t get a response.

Jillian turned to him and snorted, “Do you really expect it to answer that question with a yes or no answer?”

“It’s a simple question.”

“If it were, it would have answered. What if it answers yes? What would you do?” Kyle glared at her, and Jillian waved a hand, “You would consider it an enemy and do all you could to destroy it and don’t even pretend you wouldn’t. I’m sure after all the years it’s been watching us, it knows it as well. And if it tells you no; you wouldn’t believe it without proof. Let’s see if we can sort this out before we move forward.” Kyle shrugged and sat back. Jillian asked, “Are you alone, with no other factors in consideration, a danger to this planet?” They heard a beep and saw ‘No’ on the display. Jillian nodded, “Alright. With every factor considered are you a danger to our planet?” They heard a beep and saw the word ‘yes’ on the display.”

Jillian nodded and said, “So, you are not a danger to us, but your presence here represents a danger, right?” They looked at the display and saw ‘yes’. Jillian turned to Kyle and said, “I need you to step back and allow me to do my job.”

“What are you saying?”

“Sir, before we can find out what’s going on we need to develop a means of communicating. That will take some time and I need you to not interrupt what I’m doing, alright?” Kyle sat back and nodded. He glanced at the clock and saw it was 9:38 pm. He wondered how long this would take; he had a lot of questions he needed answered.

• • •

Kyle fell asleep and was wakened by Jillian. He glanced at the clock and saw it was 5:37 in the morning and he rubbed his eyes as he asked, “How’s it going?”

“I think we can communicate with it now.”

Kyle’s eyes widened, “What did you do?”

“I’ve assigned each letter of the alphabet a single frequency and also assigned frequencies to punctuation symbols and numbers. I’ve quizzed the Rock and it has been able to replicate those frequencies on demand. I believe we can talk to each other now.”

Kyle glanced at the Rock and turned back to Jillian, “I’m going to sit back and allow you to initiate communication. You’re the linguist and it there’s issues, you’re the one that will have to find a way around them. If you’re able to communicate with it, I’ll jump in once that’s established.”

Jillian nodded and turned to the Rock, “I’m going to say a sentence and I want you to duplicate it on my computer, understand?” They heard one beep and saw ‘Yes’ appear on the display. Jillian paused and said, “The cat is black.” There was a slight pause and then the same sentence appeared on the display. Jillian nodded and said, “In order for communication to take place, each of the parties must be able to understand each other, both quantitatively and emotionally.” There was a longer pause and then the entire sentence appeared on the display.

Kyle shook his head, “Why did you say something that complicated?”

“I need to determine how long it takes for it to process the letters into a sentence. From its response time, I believe it has a firm grasp of our alphabet and punctuation uses.” Jillian turned to the Rock and said, “I’m going to ask you questions and I want you to answer them, ready?” They heard a single beep and ‘yes’ appeared on the monitor. Jillian sat back and said, ‘I think we’ve now established that you are not a rock but an alien lifeform. Tell us about yourself and how your body functions.”

Kyle and Jillian looked at the computer’s display and read, “Actually, in the purest form of the word, I am a kind of rock. My structure is made of an extremely hard crystalline substance that is capable of storing large amounts of energy. On this planet, rocks are primarily composed of stone, but diamonds, emeralds, and crystals are called gemstones; they are still a form of rock. My species evolved on a hot planet where the surface would liquify during the daylight hours and solidify overnight. The crystals that make up my body would float to the surface during the day and remain there. It took more than a billion years before a spark of intelligence appeared in us. That spark grew into a flame over the next billion years.”

“I don’t understand how a crystal could develop intelligence.” Jillian remarked.

“Well, the crystals that compose my body can store energy and that energy flows through me. Think about your brains for a moment. The cells in your brain transmit electrical impulses from your eyes, body, and other sources. The crystals in my body do the same thing and over several billion years, the crystals organized into a structure not really different from your brains.”

“Are you incapable of moving?” Jillian asked. “No one has ever recorded you changing your location.”

“I’m fully capable of moving; I decided to not do it because I saw most of your species that were around me were frightened. Even the Germans sent me to your country because they were worried, I might cause an explosion with all the energy they detected coming from me. I decided to pretend to just be a rock and try to communicate with you before revealing I am a lifeform.”

“How do you move around?”

“Typically, I just roll where I want to go.”

Jillian shook her head, “But we weighed you and found your mass more than two tons. You’d cause a lot of damage if you rolled on the floor in this lab.”

“I’m fully capable of controlling my mass. I can weigh ten tons down to a negative weight where I could float away in a small breeze.”

Jillian paused and commented, “I find that very hard to believe. You’re talking about controlling gravity and that force is the same on everything.” Suddenly, they saw the colors on the Rock’s surface start flashing at high speed and a moment later, it lifted from the cradle it was in and hovered two feet above it.

“My species can control the effect gravity has on us by manipulating the energy inside us to block it or increase it at will. We don’t control gravity; we control the effect it has on us.”

Jillian stared at the floating rock and said, “Come over here closer to us.” The rock settled to the floor and then rolled over until it was seven feet from them. “I’m curious about how you can use tools.” Suddenly the sphere had six arms emerge from it along with two large legs that lifted it off the floor. Jillian shook her head and remarked, “You’re just full of surprises.” The Rock settled back down on the floor and the arms and legs disappeared inside it.

Jillian stared at the Rock for a moment and then asked, “What do you consume to stay alive? All life forms consume various things to provide the energy it needs to live?”

“My species bypasses all the digestive systems the life on this planet uses to process food. We absorb energy directly and that keeps us alive.”

“We’ve not detected you absorbing energy,” Kyle commented.

“I’ve been absorbing it from the wiring in the walls. If I were outside this building, I’d absorb it from sunlight hitting the planet.”

“How much energy can you absorb?” Jillian inquired.

“We’ve not really determined the upper limit. I know we can move close to a star and continuously absorb the energy without difficulty.”

“Are you able to reproduce?” Kyle asked.

“Yes.”

“Tell me about that,” Kyle replied.

“Like your species, my species has two, for lack of a better term, I’ll call them sexes. However, we are also able to reproduce alone.” Kyle and Jillian were surprised by the remark and the Rock saw their confusion. “I can replicate myself and split into two duplicate beings. I think the best description would be I would clone myself and both would be identical with the same memories and physical forms. If I combine with a different member of my species, a unique young crystal would be born.”

“Are you a male or female member of your species?” Jillian asked.

“That’s difficult to answer. However, I would be the one to give birth to a unique child so I guess by your terms, I would be a female.”

Jillian was silent for a moment and Kyle stared at her before asking, “What are you thinking?”

Jillian raised a shoulder, “We’ve been calling her a rock and I don’t think that’s a good name for her.” Jillian turned to the alien and asked, “Would you mind if we called you Crystal?” Suddenly the Rock’s surface turned bright red and then went back to various colors flashing across it. Jillian’s eyes narrowed, “Why did you just turn red?”

“That’s how we laugh. I like that name and it does fit who I am.”

Kyle sat forward and said, “Excuse us for a moment.” He turned to Jillian and said, “Slide over for a moment.” Jillian moved from in front of the computer and Kyle moved over and began pressing keys. After three minutes he pressed a button on the keyboard, walked over to the large wall monitor and pressed a button turning it on. A moment later he pressed a second button and came back to his chair.”

“What did you just do?” Jillian asked.

“I’ve activated the text-to-speech control and instructed the computer to use a female’s voice.” Kyle turned to the rock and said, “Give it a try.”

“What exactly do you want me to try?” They heard the speakers on the wall monitor say in a female voice.

Jillian laughed and remarked, “That is a perfect voice for her.”

Kyle smiled, “Now we can just talk with each other and not have to turn and read what’s on the computer’s display.” He turned to Crystal and said, “Just when and how did you end up on our planet and I want to know more about how you represent a danger.”

Jillian blew out a breath and Kyle turned to her, “What’s your problem?”

“Sir, this being has been waiting a very long time to communicate with us. Perhaps if we allow her to tell us what it wants to say she would probably answer all or most of your questions.”

Kyle stared at Jillian and then said, “You should tell us how you ended up on our planet.”

Suddenly they heard over the monitor’s speaker, “I think that would be the best course to follow at this moment.”

Kyle began pressing keys on the computer’s keyboard. After a moment, he said to Crystal, “I’ve connected the computer’s processors to the wall monitor and it will record everything we say. You may start now.”

“Around 15,400 years ago, my partner and I joined two other star ships to go and explore a galaxy not far from the galaxy where my civilization existed. There were two of my species on each of the three ships and we arrived at the galaxy to start mapping it in less than three months.”

Kyle started to interrupt but Jillian put her hand on his arm and shook her head. He sat back and listened.

“We began moving into the edge of the galaxy toward a habitable planet and as we approached the star system where the planet was located, we suddenly had eight, large, black star ships powerup their stardrives and rush in on us. They opened fire on us and two of our ships were destroyed but not before four of the black ships were also destroyed. Our ship was the only one that survived the attack and my partner, and I both knew that we could not defeat the four surviving black ships. We decided that fleeing toward our home galaxy would lead those ships toward our civilization; so, we decided to flee directly away from our galaxy in the opposite direction. We had a huge jump on the four black ships as they finished destroying the other two ships. We quickly discovered that the black ships were incrementally faster than our ship. We were unable to move outside the range of their detectors, so we continued fleeing on the course we were on. We hoped that after enough time had passed, the pursuing black ships would turn around and go back to their galaxy; but after two years they were still pursuing us, and they were moving closer with each passing day.

When they were within three months of overtaking us, my partner decided that I should eject from the ship before we moved inside the range of their weapons. I refused at first, but it was clear after a month passed that we could not escape them much longer. We were passing through your galaxy and my partner detected a habitable planet far ahead of us and he changed course slightly to take us by it; that planet he detected was this planet. He told me he would send a message back to our civilization with the coordinates of the planet along with a request to send a ship to rescue me. As we flashed in, I ejected from the ship and was left behind just inside the orbit of this planet’s moon and the planet.”

Crystal paused and, after a moment, began speaking again. “I used my ability to control the effects of gravity and turned toward the planet and allowed its gravity to pull me in. I also pulled all the energy inside me into a tiny place in my core and went dormant. My partner feared the pursuers might be able to detect me and insisted I had to be dormant when those four ships arrived. Even though I was dormant, I could still detect their stardrives when they flashed past me. It took two months for me to arrive just outside this planet’s atmosphere, and I knew I had to hide. As I fell into this planets’ atmosphere, I headed toward a large landmass on the planet’s surface. I recorded everything on the surface of the planet as I dropped slowly toward the large continent, and I finally landed on an island that is called Crete today.”

Crystal was silent and after a minute, Jillian asked, “What happened then?”

“Your primitive ancestors lived on the island, and I landed next to the coast away from them. I moved into the ocean and found an underwater cave that the tides had washed out. I moved inside the cave and settled down in my dormant state. That is how I ended up on your planet.”

Crystal stopped talking and Jillian turned to Kyle and nodded.

Kyle immediately asked, “Are you telling us that you’ve been here more than fifteen thousand years?!”

“Yes.”

“Just how long is your life expectancy?”

“Our scientists have estimated we can live more than four hundred thousand years but if we replicate ourselves then the two new clones would live an additional four hundred thousand years.”

“How old are you?” Jillian asked.

“A little over two hundred thousand years.”

Kyle shook his head and then asked, “You told us earlier that you aren’t a danger to our planet, but you do represent a danger. Why did you say that?”

“Six months after I landed on the planet, I detected the stardrives of the black ships arrive above the planet. They must have detected the slight change in course when I ejected from the ship, and they came back to look for me. I detected them scanning the planet for two months, but they were unable to detect me in my dormant state. They then left and I remained hiding in the cave.”

“For how long?” Kyle asked.

“Three years. I then detected stardrives again but this time there were more than a hundred ships above the planet. They scanned the planet for more than a year before finally leaving. I found it incredible that they just wouldn’t give up.”

“What do you think they would have done if they found you on the planet?” Jillian asked.

“They would have destroyed all life on the planet. As we fled from the galaxy where we encountered those black ships, we detected numerous planets where their surfaces were burned down to bedrock.”

“Why didn’t they just destroy the planet anyway if they believed you were here?” Kyle asked.

“Nuclear weapons aren’t cheap. Before they expended the thousands of nuclear weapons, they needed to be sure I was here. Fortunately, they were unable to detect any trace of me on the planet. I’m sure they also determined that this was a primitive planet with no technology other than using stone tools. It posed no threat to them and I’m certain they couldn’t justify destroying the planet without some trace of me being here.”

“Did they ever come back?” Jillian asked.

“Yes, they came back a hundred and ten years later. Ten stardrives suddenly arrived above the planet and they once again scanned the planet. After three months they left and haven’t come back since then.”

“And you stayed in that cave all that time?”

“Yes, Admiral. And I didn’t come out for another two hundred years afterward. I decided that they wouldn’t return so I moved out of the cave and moved onshore. There was a fishing community that now lived next to the shore where the cave was located, and they saw me come floating out of the water and land not far away.”

“What happened?”

“They attacked me with their stone tipped spears and did no damage to me. At that point, one of their holy men declared that I was a god sent from the oceans. He told them to move me to the small community and that they would offer a portion of their catch each day to honor me. It wasn’t long after that they began to make stone spheres to line the shore. Over time the community grew and groups of them would leave to find a new place to live. The ones that left continued to make the stone spheres and that continued for a very long time. I was hoping that I might be able to communicate with them and have them start developing technologically. However, their minds were too primitive, and I never was able to communicate with them; I knew I’d have to wait until your species developed and discovered electricity.”

“What were you wanting to happen?” Jillian inquired.

“When my partner sent a distress call to our civilization, they should have come and rescued me; for some reason, they never did. I needed to build a ship that would take me to my civilization to find out why.”

“And is that what you still want to happen?” Kyle asked.

“Yes, it is.”

Kyle paused and then commented, “You had weapons on your ships, didn’t you?”

“Any civilization that goes out into the universe unarmed is asking to be destroyed. The universe is a very dangerous place and if you encounter another civilization, you can be sure their ships are armed for either self-defence or to attack other star ships.”

“And if we build you a ship, then that ship would have to be armed as well?”

“Only if you want it to survive,” Crystal answered.

“If you want us to build you a ship, you’re going to have to share stardrive technology with us. How do you feel about that?”

“I was really concerned about it until about a hundred years ago when your species was on the verge of self-annihilation. But out of that close call, you formed a planetary government and all wars on this planet stopped. Your species has learned how to live together in peace, and I don’t have the concern I once had about giving you stardrive technology. Will you trade building me a ship for stardrive and gravity drive technology?”

Kyle shook his head, “I can’t make that decision; that will have to be decided by the leaders of my government. But I’ll go and ask them to see if they’ll help you.”

“I thank you for any assistance you can give me.”

Jillian looked up at the clock and saw it was 7:45, “Kyle, the staff will be reporting in about fifteen minutes. I’m exhausted and need to get some sleep.”

Kyle looked at Crystal and said, “You should return to your normal place.” Crystal turned and rolled back to the cradle and moved into it. Kyle lifted his communicator and sent a message out to the project’s staff, “The lab is closed until three pm. Please consider this time to be free and you may do as you choose but the lab is closed until I or Captain Turner are present.” He sent the message and offered a hand to Jillian to lift her out of her chair. He smiled and said, “You’ve done a remarkable thing here and I thank you for it.”

Jillian yawned and then said, “Kyle, I’m not ready to leave the project.”

“Don’t worry; I still need your expertise and you’ll be here for a while.”

Jillian smiled, “Good. I’ll see you this afternoon.”

Jillian walked out of the lab and Kyle sat back down at the computer and recorded their conversation with Crystal on a datacube. He put it in his pocket, turned off the computer, and turned to leave but stopped and looked at Crystal, “Please don’t communicate with anyone but Jillian and me.” Kyle heard one ping from the energy recorder and laughed; he’d forgotten he turned off the computer. He left the lab and went to his quarters.

He set an alarm and thought about the events of the day. There was no way to know if this alien was telling the truth or not. It was possible it could be a real threat to Earth but there was no way to prove it. He wished the text-to-speech program showed emotion in what it produced…. But it couldn’t do that.

However, there was ample proof that it had been on Earth for a very long time. If it really was a threat, it would have done something long before now. He decided that Crystal needed to be moved off Earth removing any possible threat. He thought about it and knew how to make it happen. But a lot of other things had to fall into place first. He released a long breath and fell back on his bed; those things would have to happen another day.


Chapter Four

Jillian woke at noon and couldn’t get back to sleep. She looked at her communicator and saw Kyle had sent another message to the staff working on the project, “All members of the staff are given two weeks’ vacation. Starting immediately, the lab will be closed until further notice.”

Jillian shook her head and thought, this will cause some real issues with those working on the project. She got up, took a shower, dressed, and headed toward the cafeteria; she was famished; she didn’t eat the evening before.

She went through the food line and went to a table in the cafeteria. She sat down and suddenly saw five members of the staff come over to her table. They came to attention and Jillian said, “At ease. Is there a problem?”

Ed Boyer looked nervous and said, “The others have asked me to speak for them. Why has the lab been closed, and we’re placed on vacation? Is the project being ended and does that mean we’re going to have to return to our former commands?”

Jillian stared at Ed for a moment and then replied, “I don’t know if I’m at liberty to discuss it, Lieutenant."

“So, a major decision about the lab has been made?” Annie Barrett remarked.

Jillian wasn’t sure what to do so she called Kyle on her communicator. Kyle answered and Jillian immediately said, “Sir, I’m in the cafeteria and most of the staff working on the project are wanting to know what’s going on. Am I at liberty to tell them?”

“No, you are not!” Kyle answered.

“Sir, when will they be told about what’s happening?”

“Why are they bothering you? They’re on vacation and free for the near future.”

“Sir, you know their history and they’re concerned the lab is being closed and they’ll be returned to their former commands.”

“If it were your decision, Captain, what would you do?”

“Sir, they’ve worked on this project for years and I would probably tell them out of respect for their hard work. You know all of them have top secret clearances and they’ll not share the information until given permission to do so.”

“Captain, I’m currently in the lab. Bring all of them with you here and I’ll discuss it with them. You should not tell them anything; is that clear Captain Turner?”

“Yes Sir. We’ll be there shortly.”

Jillian looked at the ones standing around her table and commented, “As soon as I finish my breakfast, I’ll take you to the lab.”

Annie immediately replied, “Could we get you a breakfast to go and leave now?!”

Jillian looked up and rolled her eyes as Ed Boyer quickly added, “Sir, all of us are frightened by the prospect of the project being closed. I apologize for being so pushy.”

Jillian sighed and took a quick bite of her eggs before telling Annie to get a breakfast to go. Annie ran to the cafeteria line and was back in less than a minute with a bag, “Three breakfast sandwiches and two orders of bacon and sausage, Sir,” Annie stated.

Jillian stood up, “I’ll never eat that much but come with me and we’ll go to the lab.” Jillian took the bag and walked out of the cafeteria with the fifteen project members following close behind. They arrived at the lab and Annie tried to open the door with her badge and failed. Jillian used her badge, and the door opened.

The staff rushed in and found Admiral Jamison sitting in a chair in the open space in front of the Rock. They came to attention and Kyle ordered, “At ease; pull up a chair.” The staff pulled their chairs from their consoles and sat down in two rows in front of the Admiral. Kyle stared at them for a long moment and then asked, “What is the mission of this project?”

Everyone was silent and Ed blew out a breath and said, “I suppose since I’m the most senior member here, I should answer your questions. Our mission is to find out exactly what the Rock is and if it poses a danger to us.”

Kyle nodded, “And if we accomplish those goals….?

“Then I guess our mission is over, Sir,” Ed answered. “Has the mission been accomplished, Sir?”

“Before I answer that question, everything we discuss here is top secret and you will not mention it to anyone outside of this room, is that clear?” All fifteen staff members said, “Yes Sir!”

“I believe that everything you’re about to hear will be public knowledge shortly, but you will not discuss it with anyone even if it does. If you’re asked any questions, you will refer the one asking them directly to me.” Kyle stared at the staff and then said, “Well, you deserve to be the first to know; Jillian is right about that. Even my Commanding Officer doesn’t know yet; that will happen later this evening. Kyle sat in his chair rocking back and forth slightly and then he turned and looked at the Rock. “I think you should come and introduce yourself.”

Suddenly, the Rock rose out of the cradle holding it and rolled over beside Kyle’s chair. The staff was shocked into silence, and they were flabbergasted when they heard a female voice say over the wall monitor’s speakers, “Good day everyone. My name is Crystal and last night Jillian developed a means of my being able to communicate. I’ve always looked forward to one day being able to talk with you. I’ve listened to all of you during the time you’ve been here, and I feel like I know all of you.”

The Staff was still stunned and silent, but Annie clapped her hands and replied, “I knew you had to be alive! This is incredible!” She turned to Jillian and asked, “How did you manage to make this happen; we’ve been trying for years?”

Kyle interrupted them, “Before we get into that, do all of you agree we’ve accomplished our mission?”

Ed gathered his wits and asked, “There is the issue of whether or not it is a danger to us.”

Kyle shrugged, “We don’t believe Crystal is a danger.”

Ed sat back in his chair and sighed before saying, “If that’s true, then our mission is completed. Does that mean we will be ordered back to our former commands?”

“Not immediately. There are some things that need to be worked out before the project is terminated.”

“What sort of things?” Tina Howlett asked.

“Crystal has asked if we can construct a starship to take her back to her home. Before that can happen, I’ll have to get approval from our government and military leaders.”

“Sir, I think there are some of us that can help you make that happen,” Ed interjected.

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “Why do you say that Lieutenant Boyer?”

“A group of us old timers found out about ten years ago that since we’re working on MIT’s campus, we could take courses tuition free. We weren’t making any progress on finding out anything about the Rock; so, we decided to take college courses to give us additional knowledge on how to make it happen.”

“What sort of courses?” Jillian asked.

“Annie and I enrolled in nuclear technology courses, and we entered graduate school about six years ago. We received doctorate degrees and the joint thesis we wrote was used to develop the new reactor.”

“THAT’S TOP SECRET!”

“Yes, Sir and I’ve not said anything about the new reactor. However, I believe we can help in building the ship you mentioned. Tina Howlett and Angela Mohrle took courses in computer sciences, and they have doctorate degrees in constructing advanced computer chips.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “Why wasn’t this mentioned in your files?”

“We told Admiral Taylor about it at the time, and he said it was good that we found something to entertain us in this Navy graveyard where everyone goes to die on the vine. He didn’t see it as anything important and didn’t put it in our files. At the time we were taking undergraduate courses and he didn’t see that as an asset to the project.”

Kyle stared at them and then asked, “How many of you have been working on degrees?” Eight of the staff members raised their hands. Kyle glanced at Jillian and then turned to them, “The eight of you will remain working on the project until we determine if you can assist in building the ship, if we get approval to do it. The rest of you will be allowed to take vacation for two weeks. You will report back here afterwards, and I’ll have your new assignments. You will not be sent back to your former commands and I’m sure all of us will be given a unit citation and recognition for our accomplishments. Do not worry about your future in the Navy. I will make sure what happened in the past is not an issue moving forward.”

Ed Boyer smiled, “Thank you for that, Sir. I think we can all take a deep breath and relax now.” Ed looked at Crystal and smiled, “Let me be the first on the staff to welcome you and I say honestly it’s a real pleasure to meet you at last.”

Kyle stood up and said, “Captain Turner and I need to determine what happens next. Feel free to talk with Crystal and we’ll talk with you later.”

Jillian stood up and went to Kyle’s office with him. The staff was intimidated by Crystal and nothing much was said until crystal asked how Gary Bennet’s son was doing. Gary’s eyes narrowed, “How did you know about my son?”

“I’ve been listening to all of you for years; I didn’t have much else to do and I haven’t heard how he’s doing after the surgery.”

Gary smiled, “The surgery to remove the cyst was a complete success and he’s now able to run. Thank you for asking.”

“Tina, are you ok?”

Tina shook her head, “My sister died from the cancer in her pancreas. She fought it so hard, but she lost the fight about a year ago.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that,” Crystal remarked.

Annie immediately asked, “Crystal, do you have a family?”

The ice was broken, and the staff continued to talk with Crystal well into the evening.

• • •

Kyle sat down and Jillian asked, “What happens now?”

“I contact Admiral Kuhn and tell him what’s happened.”

“What do you think he’ll do?”

“He’ll contact the President and I suspect you and I will be called in to discuss the issue with him and his cabinet. It was too late last night to contact Admiral Kuhn in Melbourne. I’m sending him the recordings from last night around seven pm this evening. It will be nine am in Melbourne then.”

“Will you show me the message you’re sending?”

Kyle nodded and inserted the datacube into his computer. The recording started on the small wall monitor and Jillian sat back as she watched it. At the end, she turned to him, “You’ve not made any suggestions.”

“The President would ignore them if I did and do what he wanted anyway. I’m sure we’ll be called in to meet with the President and we’ll just be silent until they ask us a question. It’s important that you do not interrupt their discussions even if you hear something you don’t like. Can you do that?”

Jillian raised her hands, “I’m prone to speak my mind regardless of consequences.”

“Just like when you offered me advice about Debra, right?” Jillian blew out a breath and nodded. “You got away with it with me. Those in high positions do not receive criticism well and you will be silent without saying anything; understand?”

“But what if I’m asked a question?”

“Then I’ll answer it for you. There will be a right time for you to speak your mind, but it won’t happen until the politicians stop posturing with what they have to say. You’ll have to trust me on this, Jillian.”

“I’ll do as you ask, Sir.”

“Meet me in the lab at 6:30 this evening. I’m going back to listen in to the conversation the staff is having with Crystal.”

“I’m going to my office and take a nap; I only got four hours sleep last night. Please wake me if I’m not up by then.” Kyle nodded and left his office and took his chair beside Crystal.

• • •

Kyle woke Jillian at 6:45 and she got up, stretched, and went to his office. Precisely at seven pm Kyle pressed the communicator on his desk and sat back. A woman appeared on the communicator’s display, and she said, “Kyle, it’s been a long time since we’ve talked.”

“I’ve not had anything to report, Cathy. Will you connect me with Admiral Kuhn, please.”

Cathy started shaking her head, “He’s currently in a meeting with the Admirals who control the military’s finances. He told me yesterday that if I interrupt one of his meetings again, he will fire me and replace me with someone who won’t. You’ll have to wait your turn to speak with him.”

“How long do you think that will take?”

Cathy shrugged, “Maybe three or four days.”

“Well, I certainly don’t want to get you fired. Could you send him a text for me?”

“Sure.”

“Tell him that we’ve had a breakthrough at the project, and we’ve determined that the Rock is an intelligent alien species and we’re currently communicating with it.”

Cathy stared at Kyle on the display as she looked up and rolled her eyes and said, “You say you’re communicating with it?”

“Yes, and it has offered to give us advanced technology if we’re willing to help it. I’ll await his call.”

“Just a freaking minute!” Cathy was shaking her head and she said, “What the hell! If I don’t connect you, he’ll probably fire me. If I do, he’ll probably do the same thing. Standby.”

Kyle sat back and counted, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one…. Suddenly Admiral Kuhn appeared on the display and said harshly, “Are you lying to Captain Cox about this communicating with an alien to get to me to take your call?!”

“No, Sir. I’ve recorded the initial communications we’ve had with it and I’m sending the recording directly to your computer, Sir.”

“How did you make this happen?”

“It wasn’t me. The Linguist I drafted in to work with us is the one responsible for the breakthrough. Take a look at the recording and I’ll await your response, Sir.” Kyle pressed a button, and the recordings were sent. Admiral Kuhn disappeared from the display. Kyle sat back and said, “Ok, that does it.”

“Do we need to wait to hear from him?” Jillian asked.

“No. He’ll take it directly to the President and he’ll contact us after the President sets up a meeting to discuss it. That could take anywhere from a day to a week. Getting through to the President is harder than getting through to him.”

“You seem pretty cavaliere about this.”

“I’ve learned during my military career that hurry up and wait is the word of the day. If I try to rush it, bad things could happen. This project has been going on for more than a hundred years. A few more days really isn’t that difficult to be patient.”

“Are you sure they’ll call us in?”

“I’d say the odds are over 95% they will. Admiral Kuhn was recently promoted to replace Admiral Roland who angered the President. He won’t be able to answer their questions, so he’ll make sure we’re available to him so as not to tick off the President again.” Jillian sighed and sat back in her chair. Suddenly, the communicator pinged, and Admiral Kuhn appeared on the display, “Pack up and be here at the Government Center at nine in the morning. You need to get moving to make it on time.”

“We’ll be there, Sir.” The call ended and Kyle turned to Jillian, “Looks like the President was easier to contact than I thought. Pack a bag and meet me on the roof; we’ll take a military shuttle from there.”

“Is this a bad thing, Kyle?”

“Could be. However, lets withhold our judgment until we get there.”

Kyle and Jillian ran out of the office and Kyle yelled to the staff before he exited the door, “LOCK UP WHEN YOU LEAVE!!”

The staff and Crystal watched them run out and Annie said, “I hope all of you know that if any other Admiral were commanding this project, all of us would not be told anything and sent back to our former commands.”

Larry Bowles nodded, “You’re right. I’ve had eight different commanders to lead the project and he is by far the best of the lot.”

Ed turned to Crystal and smiled, “If anyone can get you back home, Admiral Jamison is the one to make it happen.”

Crystal commented, “I really hope you’re right about that, Ed.”

• • •

Jillian rushed to the roof and found Kyle leaning back in the pilot’s chair. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I keep a bag packed on this shuttle to go and make my presentations. Are you ready to go?” Jillian nodded. “Well buckle in and hold on.”

Kyle activated the shuttle’s thrusters, lifted it off the roof, then turned the nose as he pushed the thruster handles forward. The shuttle lept toward the evening sky and flew up to seventy thousand feet above Boston. He turned the shuttle, pulled back on the thrusters, and set the autopilot. Jillian stared out of the viewport and asked, “How long will it take us to arrive in Melbourne?”

“It’s 10,521 miles to Melbourne and we need to arrive an hour before the meeting at eight am. We’ll be flying at about nine hundred miles per hour and that should put us there slightly before eight. I’m taking a shower a couple of hours before we arrive and then I’ll put on my dress uniform. You can take a shower after I finish mine.”

“That’ll work. I can see the curvature of the Earth from this altitude.”

“You’ve never seen that before?” Kyle asked.

“No, this is my first time and it’s a glorious vision. I’ll never forget this.”

Kyle nodded, “I still remember my first time.” They sat back and watched the surface of Earth flash by far below them.

• • •

Kyle landed the shuttle at Naval Headquarters and went to Admiral Kuhn’s office. He immediately stood up and said, “We’re taking the subway to the government center; we need to get moving now.”

They followed Admiral Kuhn underground to the subway center, boarded a car, and sat down as the train left the station and accelerated. Kyle looked at Ron and said, “Is something wrong, Sir?”

Kuhn shook his head, “I’ve been in meetings with the accountants and they’re telling me that the cost of fuel to send supplies out to the colonies has gotten too exorbitant to continue. They’re going to recommend that the number of supply ships being sent to the colonies be reduced by half.”

Kyle shook his head, “Sir, they’re barely getting by as it is. If the flights are reduced at all there is a real possibility that the colonies could fail.”

“I’m aware of that, Admiral!” Admiral Kuhn took a breath and released it before saying, “I’m sorry. I’ve not been able to change their plans and it’s frustrating. We’ll talk about it after the meeting.”

“Congratulations on your recent promotion, Sir.”

Ron chuckled, “Keeping the promotion is another issue. Just be careful in speaking to the President and his advisors; keep your answers simple and factual.”

“I will, Sir.”

• • •

They arrived at the Government Center and took the elevator to the top floor. Admiral Kuhn led them to the conference room and was directed to a table on the right side of a raised stage. Four of the President’s Cabinet members were sitting on the stage talking among themselves and they ignored the three military officers. It was ten minutes before the scheduled start time and Jillian wondered if the President was going to be late. Precisely at nine am, the president and two other members of his cabinet walked through a door and took their chairs on the stage. The President looked to his left and right at the four men and two women sitting next to him. The room was silent as he asked, “Did all of you view the recording Admiral Kuhn sent to me?” All his advisors nodded. “So, the question we’re here to deal with is whether we assist this alien in building a ship to return to its civilization. Give me your thoughts on what you think we should do.”

• • •

Jillian noticed that Admiral Kuhn and Kyle sat back in their chairs and relaxed. She was surprised that the President didn’t even welcome them to the meeting. She looked at Kyle and he shook his head telling her to be quiet. She turned and listened to the president’s advisors start arguing with each other. It only took her a moment to see that half of them were idiots and didn’t understand what was going on. One of them said something really stupid, and she sat forward to respond to their comments. Kyle put his hand on her arm and shook his head. She frowned and sat back and a few moments later, another advisor told the dumb one that they were an idiot. They were really brutal with each other and every time she heard something she wanted to challenge, a few minutes later, another advisor would do it for her. She sat back, listened, and remained silent. She looked at Kyle after an hour passed and saw he was staring at the stage with his eyes open, but his breathing was slow and regular. She suddenly realized he was sleeping with his eyes open. How in the hell did he manage to do that? The meeting continued for another two hours and at that point the President sat up and said, “I think you’ve stated your positions. It appears that the cost of building a ship is not something you want to do. However, you also feel we need to get this alien off our planet. Is that right?” The Advisor’s looked at each other and then nodded. The President turned to Admiral Kuhn and said, “Admiral, do you have anything you wish to add to our discussion.”

As soon as the President said ‘Admiral Kuhn’, Kyle sat up straight in his chair. Jillian fought laughing as Admiral Kuhn said, “Sir, I’ve not been directly involved with the alien, however I brought the two officers who made the communication breakthrough with it.” He turned and said, “Admiral Jamison, is there anything you wish to add to the discussion.”

Kyle nodded and turned to the President, “I see that you’ve discussed most of the problems in detail concerning building the ship for the alien. I’ve listened closely waiting for the most important question to be asked, and no one has asked it.”

The President’s eyes narrowed as he leaned forward and remarked, “And exactly what question is that, Admiral Jamison?”

“What’s in it for us to do it?”

The President stared at Kyle for a long moment and then asked, “What is in it that would make us want to do it.”

“The alien has agreed to share the technology involved in building a faster-than-light stardrive as well as a gravity drive to power our ship’s thrusters. Now on the surface that might not be clear as to how it would alleviate some real problems we’re currently facing. But consider this; currently it takes four months to send a supply ship out to Mars and seven months to send one to Europa. According to the alien, using the stardrive’s slowest speed, a supply ship could leave Earth and arrive at Mars in less than seven seconds. It would take twenty seconds to arrive at Europa. Plus, currently it takes more than forty million pounds to purchase the fuel for each trip. With the gravity drive it wouldn’t cost us anything. And with gravity drive technology, we could build giant transports capable of carrying a hundred times the supplies one of our current ships can transport. Those transports could be built on the surface and the gravity drives would lift them into orbit, thus eliminating the need for fuel to lift them.”

The President and his advisors stared at Kyle in silence as they considered what he just said. Kyle paused and then added, “There’s also another consideration that needs to be discussed.”

“What is that?” the President asked.

“I’m sure if all of you viewed the recording of my discussion with the alien, the alien is on our planet because an aggressive civilization chased her ship intent on its destruction. Those ships came back to Earth several times after they destroyed the ship. That civilization is still out there and knows where we are; if they ever come back, then there would be no way to prevent the destruction of our planet.” Kyle paused and then sat back as he said, “I know they haven’t come back in a very long time, but the alien says there are numerous aggressive civilizations out there in the universe and if just one of them stumbles across Earth, they would destroy us.”

One of the Advisors asked, “And how do we know if we start sending starships out that they won’t be followed here?”

Kyle shrugged, “We’ll not be sending any ships out of our Solar System until we develop defenses capable of defending us. If we build the alien a ship, it will be flown far out on a course away from Earth before it turns to head back to the alien’s civilization.” Kyle paused and then added, “I’ve heard some of you are concerned the alien might be a danger to us. Building it a ship and sending it away would handle that issue.”

“How do you know it won’t bring a fleet back to attack us?”

“Because we’ll be flying the ship and not allow the location of Earth to fall into their possession.”

“Why wouldn’t the alien fly the ship?” the President asked.

“Because our civilization isn’t advanced enough to build the systems where it could. It is going to have to depend on us to take it home.”

The Secretary of Defense leaned forward and said, “Having to build our ships on Mars will prevent us from building large number of ships, Admiral.”

“Sir, the reason the ships are currently being constructed on Mars is due to its lower gravity. With gravity technology, we could now build the ships here on Earth. There’s no limit to how many we could build if we choose. But even with all that, the changes these technologies would make on Earth will be amazing. Air traffic will be revolutionized. The twelve-hour trip I made from Boston to here would take less than an hour and the gravity drive works on electricity instead of fossil fuels. I suspect the use of petroleum would eventually stop.”

The President sat back in his chair and stared at Kyle for a long moment before saying, “I think you’ve demonstrated why we should have asked ‘what’s in it for us’. However, of all the things you’ve mentioned, what do you consider the most important?”

“We must build defenses to protect us as quickly as possible and we must have these new technologies to do it.”

The President smiled, “I agree, Admiral. I’m responsible for the welfare of our citizens and I take that responsibility seriously.” He turned to Admiral Kuhn and said, “Admiral, I want these two officers promoted and put in charge of making this happen. Provide them with everything they need and keep me informed on where we are.” The President turned to the six advisors and asked, “Do any of you see it differently?” None of them voiced a disagreement. He turned to Admiral Kuhn, “Make this happen quickly, Admiral!”

Kuhn replied, “Yes, Sir.”

The President and his advisors left the room and Ron turned to Kyle, “I’m promoting you to Senior Admiral and Captain Turner to Admiral; she will be your executive officer throughout this operation.”

Kyle glanced at Jillian and said, “Sir, Captain Turner has no training on carrying out an executive officer’s duties.”

Ron’s eyes narrowed,” Admiral Jamison you obviously didn’t listen when the President assigned both of you to command this project. Would you like to go tell him to choose someone else?” Kyle was silent and Ron said, “Good! He’d assign a political appointee to take her place and I assure you that is not something you’d want to deal with. They’d be undermining everything you tried and talking negatively about you to the President behind your back. I’ll send Captain Turner to OTC and have her trained on her duties as well as how to pilot a ship. For better or worse, the two of you are in this together.” Ron turned to Jillian and said, “Captain, you are going to have to enlist in the Navy before I can promote you. You’re currently a draftee and at the highest rank available for that position. You don’t have to do this but if you don’t, I’ll remove you from the Navy, send you back to civilian life, and I’ll appoint someone to replace you.”

Kyle turned to Jillian, “You should resign from the Navy and go back to being a civilian. After the press release is sent out, your career is made.”

Jillian snorted and turned to Admiral Kuhn, “I will enlist in the Navy, Sir. I am not ready to leave this project.”

“Why not?”

“I intend to learn the Alien’s language.”

Kyle sighed, “Jillian, if you remain as my XO, then you will be on the ship when we take Crystal home. The odds of that ship making it back aren’t that good.”

Ron shook his head, “Enough of that talk. Once the press release goes out, the two of you will be the most sought-after interviews on Earth. You will be the face of this project for all the citizens on Earth, and I hate to tell you that she has a much prettier face than you, Kyle.”

“So, you’re willing to allow her to put her life in danger for political reasons?”

“Kyle, right now the Navy needs all the good publicity it can get. The sharks are out to defund us, and this alien can change all that. I don’t like it, but the two of you will be the face of this discovery. Besides, isn’t she the one that can communicate with the alien?”

“All of us can communicate with it now, Sir.”

“Even so, she’s in and that’s final! You need to get moving and acquire the new technologies from that alien. Contact me once you have them.” He turned to Jillian and said, “Come with me to personnel to handle your enlistment and promotion. You’ll go to be trained at our Officer Training Center in New York in a couple of weeks. I’ll notify you when to report.”

Jillian nodded, “Yes Sir.”

Kuhn turned to Kyle, “You can pick her up after everything is finalized.”

Kyle shook his head slightly and said, “Yes Sir.”


Chapter Five

Kyle waited on the shuttle until seven pm when Jillian arrived from Fleet Personnel wearing her new Admiral’s uniform and carrying a bag with three additional uniforms over her shoulder. She stepped on board the shuttle, put the bag down, and saw Kyle staring at her. She walked to the co-pilot’s chair and handed Kyle a small, black box, “Admiral Kuhn said you’d understand what’s in the box.”

He opened it and saw two gold pins with four interlocking stars on each of them. He shook his head and Jillian asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Admiral Kuhn promoted me two stars to Senior Admiral; these collar pins have four stars.”

“Is that a problem?” Jillian asked.

“It means that I am now second-in-command to Admiral Kuhn.” Jillian stared at him and wondered what the problem was. Kyle shook his head, “You really don’t understand what you’ve done.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“Jillian, the odds of anyone on the ship surviving the voyage to Crystal’s civilization aren’t good at all.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It’s going to take us at least three years to arrive at her home galaxy and we’ll be running the risk of being detected by aggressive civilizations the entire trip. Further, if we do make it to Crystal’s civilization, do you think she’s going to be willing to turn around, take us back to Earth, and then leave again? You know she’s suggesting that she provide the energy needed to operate the ship. And even if she were willing, do you think the leaders of her civilization would allow her to do it?”

Jillian stared at Kyle in silence and after a moment lowered her eyes a moment before looking up and saying, “Just when did Crystal tell you this?”

“When you were having breakfast and was interrupted by the Staff, I was already in the lab and I asked her how she saw us making the trip and she told me”

Jillian stared at Kyle and remarked, “You’ve deliberately omitted something.” Kyle nodded. “If we have to fly the ship there, we will also have to fly the ship back, and Crystal would still need us to take her back again.”

“Which means this will probably be a one-way trip,” Kyle commented. “Crystal will figure that giving us the technology to build the ship more than makes up for the loss of our lives.”

“Do you think Crystal understands this?”

“She’s insisting she provide the energy to operate the ship and I’m certain she knows what that means.”

“So, how many people will the ship require to operate it?”

“I’ve been hoping I can do it alone. But now the President has gotten involved and its political theater now. This higher promotion tells me that he’s ordered Admiral Kuhn to promote me to be the second most powerful officer in the Navy, which means if Admiral Kuhn makes a mistake, even a little one, he’ll relieve him and put me in his position. He will also insist that both of us make the voyage to take Crystal back.”

“But you’ll never get back if you make the trip!”

“And neither will you, Jillian. It’s my duty to accept this fate to defend Earth but you jumped right in and you’re really a civilian dressed in military clothes completely unaware of what’s going on around you.”

“I don’t want to die, Kyle.”

“And I hoped to prevent that but now you’ve enlisted for six-years; you belong to the Navy now to do with as they please. You are a political football the President is going to use to enhance the odds of him being reelected. Ensuring the two of us are on the ship taking Crystal back will make him look like a hero to the voters. You just refused to listen to me, and Admiral Kuhn didn’t allow me to tell you the dangers of enlisting in the Navy because he is also having to protect himself from being fired by the President. The President ordered him to promote us and if he didn’t make that happen, then the President would replace him with someone who would. If you had refused to enlist, and told the President to pound sand, then Admiral Kuhn wouldn’t be blamed for it. And if you told the President that Admiral Kuhn told you the dangers of enlisting, he would have paid the price. He really didn’t have any choice but to do what he did.”

“Why didn’t you tell me what was going on?”

“Quite frankly, I thought I’d be given time to do exactly that. I thought the President and his advisors would further meet and discuss what to do and then issue us orders. I could have told you about the dangers after we left, but the President surprised me.”

“That’s why you ordered me to be silent, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I didn’t want you to draw any attention to yourself.”

Jillian was silent for a moment and then she remarked, “I honestly think having me go on this mission isn’t a bad thing.”

“And what stroke of genius makes you think that?”

“If you made the trip alone, you wouldn’t care if you made it back. You’re still dealing with the pain Debra caused you and you don’t think about the future. Now that I’m going with you, you’ll focus on what’s important.”

“And pray tell what that is?”

“You’ll now focus on getting me safely back and I know you well enough that if anyone can make that happen, it would be you.” Kyle stared at her, and Jillian raised her shoulders, “Admit it; you think I’m something really special.”

Kyle sighed and rolled his eyes, “Buckle in; we need to get back and get to work. We’re lifting and once we’re at 70,000 feet, I’ll set the autopilot for us to arrive at Boston around 7am. Do you think you’ll be able to sleep?”

Jillian blew out a breath, “I’m so jetlagged and exhausted, I don’t think it will be an issue.” Kyle nodded and lifted the shuttle from the Navy base in Melbourne. Jillian was sleeping before they arrived at cruising altitude. He set the auto pilot, reclined his chair, and fell asleep thirty minutes later.

• • •

The autopilot alarmed and Kyle instantly woke and saw they were 45 minutes out of Boston. He took control of the shuttle and landed on the roof of the Project Building. He reached over and squeezed Jillian’s shoulder. She opened her eyes and Kyle said, “We’re back. We’ll clean up and go to the lab at eight; are you ok?”

“I really needed the sleep, and I feel fine. I’ll meet you in the lab at eight.”

“I’m sending a message to the staff that they should report to the lab at nine am. We need to talk with Crystal before they arrive.” Jillian nodded, stood up, stretched, and then picked up her bag of uniforms. She followed Kyle out of the shuttle and headed toward her quarters.

• • •

She arrived at the lab promptly at eight and found Kyle waiting for her outside the door. “What’s going on?”

“You’re right.”

“About what?”

“I planned to modify one of our small transport ships and fly Crystal home in it. However, the odds of successfully surviving the mission are pretty much zero and I can’t in good faith put you in that much danger. I need you to follow my lead and support me in what I say to Crystal, ok?” Jillian nodded. Kyle opened the door and held it open for Jillian.

• • •

Kyle walked in and went to a chair in front of Crystal. Jillian sat in another chair and heard Crystal ask, “How did your meeting with your leaders turn out?”

“It was touch and go initially. Some of the President’s Cabinet Leaders suggested we cannot afford to build your ship and they also suggested you should be put on a ship and taken off Earth to one of our colonies.” Crystal’s surface started flashing at high speed and Kyle held up his hand, “However, cooler heads prevailed, and the President decided that if you keep your promise, we will build a ship capable of taking you home.”

“What exactly does ‘keeping my promise’ mean?” Crystal asked.

“The President said that building a ship to take you home will require using gravity and stardrive capability. He asked if you are willing to give those technologies to us before we start building your ship. Are you willing to do that, Crystal? If you are, it will require you to trust that we will keep our word afterwards.”

“So, it comes down to whether or not I trust you?”

Kyle nodded, “Well, unfortunately, there’s no other option. Before we can build a ship, we’ll need to be able to install a gravity and stardrive on it while it’s being built. That requires knowing how large the two systems are and how to fit them in the ship.”

“They don’t take up much room at all and you could just put them on one of your existing ships to take me back.” Crystal replied.

Kyle sat forward and said, “Are you willing to give us the technology required for you to operate the ship?”

“I wish I could; however, I didn’t build those systems. They are the most advanced technology my species possesses and unfortunately, you are not advanced enough to construct them.”

“That being the case; we are going to be required to operate the ship, right?”

“Yes. But one of you could fly me home in one of your existing ships.” Crystal remarked.

“Have you taken a good look at the ships we’re currently using to supply the colonies?”

“The staff has shown me images of them. They’re not really that small.”

“Crystal, those ships are not much more than small light-weight civilian transports. Do you remember what you told me when I asked if the ship would need to be armed to defend itself?”

“I told you only if you want the trip to be successful.”

“The hulls on our ships are only eighteen inches thick. There is no possible way to mount defenses on those hulls.” Crystal was silent and Kyle continued, “How large was the ship you were in compared to our ships?”

“It was much larger.”

“And you think setting out in an undefended ship with only you and a pilot on board makes sense?” Crystal was silent again and Kyle sat back in his chair, “So the pilot will have to fly the ship, navigate the ship, while keeping an eye on the ship’s detectors to avoid possible attackers while having to sleep at least eight hours a day.”

“My Partner and I did it.”

“Do you have to sleep, Crystal?”

There was a long pause before crystal replied, “No, I don’t.”

“Crystal, it sounds to me like you’re reluctant to give us this technology to build a ship. Did you promise us this technology for just one ship or for us to use moving forward?”

“Kyle, do you trust me?”

“If I didn’t, I would have never gone to the President and asked for him to allow us to build a ship to take you home. The real question is do you trust us?”

“I trust you and Jillian.”

“What about the members of the staff?”

“I trust them as well.”

“Then you need to be open and honest with me and you’ve not done that so far.”

“How have I misled you?”

“You haven’t told me that this trip to your home will be a one-way trip and you know that’s the case. You’re pushing using you to provide the energy to operate the ship and what happens if we successfully get you back to your civilization? Will you then turn around and take us home knowing another crew will then have to take you back home? I think you realize whoever flies the ship to your civilization, they won’t be coming back; or am I wrong about that?”

“I don’t see anyway to bring you back.”

Kyle sat forward, “And that’s where you’re not being honest. If you provide the energy to operate the stardrive, then there is no possible way to get back. You want to provide the energy because giving us a stardrive and not the means of powering it is pretty much a worthless gift; same for the gravity drive.”

“Is he right about this, Crystal?” Jillian asked.

“At your current technological level, I doubt you could produce enough energy to power them, Jillian. One day you will advance to the point where you could produce enough power to use them, but I doubt you could currently.”

“Why didn’t you tell us about this?” Jillian asked sternly.

“Because I want to go home, Jillian! Can you understand that?!”

Kyle interrupted them, “Enough! Crystal, we will build a ship to take you home and we will endeavor to provide a means of powering the two drives. If we’re not successful in doing that, we will still take you home even if it means we’ll be on a one-way trip to your civilization. I need you to work with us openly and honestly to try and find a way for us to be able to come back home ourselves.”

Crystal actually emitted something that sounded like a sigh on the wall speaker, “I promise to do all I can to make that happen, Kyle.”

“Then this is how we’re going to do it. We will build a ship powerful enough to defend itself and get you home. Give us the details on how to construct the gravity and stardrives, and we’ll go to work on being able to power them. I’ve set a deadline of five years to complete the ship to make the voyage and if we can’t develop the power needed, I’ll keep that deadline in building a ship you can power.”

“That’s fair.”

“One more thing, Crystal. We’ll need to build defenses for the ship; are you willing to share your weapon’s technology with us?”

“My civilization forbids doing that. I can justify giving you the gravity and stardrive, but I cannot justify giving you our weapon technology. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Kyle replied. “You know how violent we once were and even though we’re at peace now, I wouldn’t give us your weapon technology either.”

“Then why did you ask if I would?”

“Because it would shorten the time needed to build the ship. I was thinking of you when I did.”

“I’m sorry, even if it takes longer to build the ship, my leaders will never forgive me if I did,” Crystal replied.

“Alright, let’s get the staff in here and get this ball rolling.”

• • •

A week later, Admiral Kuhn contacted Kyle and said, “The press has demanded a news conference with the one’s who made the breakthrough in communicating with the Alien. I want you and your staff to be in New York at Madison Square Garden Tuesday morning at nine am. The President will be there to award you and your team a Unit Citation and a medal for Jillian for having made it happen. He will open the conference and then must leave for another meeting.”

“Will you be there to conduct the meeting with the journalists?”

“You could do it.”

“I know but it will really help you if you did it instead.” Ron stared at Kyle and Kyle commented, “Sir, I have no desire to replace you or take your job. I’ve seen what you have to deal with, and I want no part of it. I would appreciate you leading the conference.”

Ron smiled and said, “Thank you for saying that, Kyle. I know you from being my executive officer on the ship I commanded years ago and I should have trusted you to have my back. I’ll be there.”

Jillian was sitting with Kyle when the call came in and she turned to him and asked, “Why wouldn’t you want to be the leader of all our military forces?”

“You saw what he must go through in working with politicians. Most of the time they ignore the military and do what they choose. Dealing with them leaves more than a bad taste in your mouth; you come out of the meetings feeling slimed. I prefer to be able to go out and fly in open space, not dealing with a bunch of preening politicians.”

“I guess I can’t blame you there.”

“How’s your piloting training going.”

“I flew one of our ships around the planet and it was an eye-opening experience. I can now fly a ship, but I won’t really know how to pilot a ship with stardrive technology until I’m in one.”

“That’s true of all of us. You and I will have to completely relearn how to fly those ships. Notify the staff about the trip to New York.”

“Sir, I don’t deserve a medal.”

“I don’t agree, and it will ensure the future of your career. That’s why you came here in the first place.”

“I was being shallow only thinking about myself. The staff deserves medals as well and especially you, Sir.”

“Jillian, receiving that medal will help us moving forward. Accept it with a smile and you do deserve it. None of us would have made the breakthrough you did, and you know it. So, take your medal and be thankful; that’s an order.”

Jillian laughed and nodded. “I hope you are aware that I wouldn’t have been here to do anything but for you drafting me into the Navy.”

Kyle shrugged, “Just goes to show I can stumble into a good decision.” Jillian smiled and punched him on the shoulder.

• • •

Madison Square Garden was filled to capacity and overflowing with reporters from all around Earth. It was broadcast live on every news agency around the planet and billions were tuned in watching it. The President read a prepared speech and then called Kyle forward to accept a unit citation for the Staff working on the project. He then called Jillian forward and presented her with the Distinguished Service Medal. He hung it around her neck and stepped beside her for photographs to be taken. He then apologized and left for another meeting. Admiral Kuhn went to the podium and looked out at the gathering, “We will be taking questions now and we’ll start with those on the front row. The Boston Globe will be given the first question to honor Boston having provided the space and support of the Project on MIT’s campus.”

A Naval Captain handed the reporter a microphone and he asked, “Doctor Turner, it’s my understanding that the Rock has been studied for more than a hundred years and you are the only one to determine what it is and how to communicate with it. How did you manage to make that happen?”

Admiral Kuhn handed Jillian a microphone and she stood up, “I know the President has given me all the credit for making this breakthrough, but that’s not entirely accurate. Admiral Jamison drafted me into the Navy because I challenged him at one of his presentations. His first order to me was to interview every member of the project to see what they had learned about the Rock. From those interviews, especially from Dr. John Farrell, I saw that the Rock had to be trying to communicate with us. Once I made that determination, making the breakthrough involved nothing more than actually talking with the Rock. Being a linguist, I figured out a way for it to communicate with us. But I wouldn’t have made that connection without the knowledge the staff shared with me and the support of Admiral Jamison pushing me to think outside normal conventions.”

“The New York Times is next,” Admiral Kuhn announced.

The reporter stood up and said, “Dr. Farrell, Dr. Turner says that you played a pivotable role in her making the breakthrough. I understand that you are now leaving the project for the business sector; do you have any plans for the future?”

John took the microphone and stood up, “At the moment, I don’t have any immediate plans. I need to contact some universities to see if they’ll accept me as a Linguist Professor, but other than that, my plans are open.”

Suddenly John’s eyes narrowed, and he took his communicator out of his pocket. The microphone picked up the vibration and John looked at the small display briefly before turning it off. He smiled and looked at the reporter, “It appears I’m receiving a lot of job offers.”

The reporter smiled and said, “The President of Harvard University has just contacted me and wants me to tell you he has a position for you as head of the Linguist School at Harvard. He wanted to get his offer in before you accepted another position.”

John turned to Jillian and said, “Thank you.” He looked back to the reporter and said, “I’ll let you know my future plans once I review the offers.”

“The next reporter stood up and asked Kyle, “What happens next, Admiral Jamison?”

Kyle smiled and said, “I think at this point, we should turn the floor over to the one that I know all of you want to question.”

“Who is that?” the reporter asked.

Kyle turned and said, “I believe it’s time you came forward.” Everyone in the huge arena was stunned when a large, flashing sphere came out from behind the curtains and floated across the stage and stopped beside Admiral Kuhn. Ron looked out at the huge gathering and said, “Crystal is connected to a computer system that will allow her to speak with you over the PA system.” He turned to the reporter and smiled, “Do you have a question?”

“Uhhhhh….. how long have you been on our planet?”

Everyone heard the female voice say over the PA system, “More than fifteen thousand years.”

Kyle sat back and smiled. Jillian leaned over and whispered, “You are the champion at avoiding attention!” Kyle nodded and gave her a thumbs up. The reporters asked Crystal questions until nine pm, and at that point, Admiral Kuhn stood up and announced, “You’re starting to repeat your questions and we’ve gone overtime at this point. The Staff and Crystal need to get back to Boston to start work. Thank you for your attendance and we’ll be issuing press releases on a regular basis. Thank you and good night.” The reporters all stood and gave them a standing ovation. Everyone working at the project stood and bowed and then the curtains were closed.

Kyle blew out a breath, stood up, and stretched. Suddenly, his communicator began vibrating and he looked at the display. Jillian was standing next to him, and she asked, “Who would be calling you now?”

Kyle looked at her and said, “Debra.”

Jillian’s eyes narrowed, “Are you going to take it?”

Kyle stared at Debra’s image on his communicator for a long moment before looking up at Jillian. He saw Jillian was troubled and he turned off his communicator. “Some things are best left in the past.”

Jillian was holding her breath and she released it when he turned off his communicator. She stepped forward and hugged Kyle, “The future does look brighter than the past.” Kyle nodded and returned her hug.

• • •

Six months passed and Kyle called a meeting of the staff at the Naval launch station in Tampa, Florida. “I know you’re wondering about why we’re holding this meeting away from Boston, but I’m concerned about what Crystal’s response might be if she knew our current status.”

“Why would you think that?” Jillian asked.

“I’ve not kept you updated on what’s been happening because you’ve been working close with Crystal to translate her language. However, it’s time you are brought up to date.” Jillian nodded and Kyle turned to Ed Boyer and Annie Barrett, “Have you and Gordon completed building the new generator?”

“Yes, Sir, we have. Gordon and Paul made a suggestion early on that we should use a gravity emitter to make the impellers in the generator weightless. We worked on it for two months and the results are incredible. The new generator produces more power than the giant generators being used in hydroelectric dams. It took Angela and Tina to develop the computer chips to control the generator’s output that made it possible. Gordon developed wire strong enough to handle the current and we’re now ready to trial one of our ships.”

Kyle asked, “What about the reactor on the ship we’re going to trial; is it one of the new fusion reactors?”

Ed smiled, “Don’t need it, Sir. Our current reactors can power the new generators. We still have some work to do on marrying the new fusion reactor to the new generator. The power that they will produce is off the scale. We’ll install them on the ship we build to make the trip out to Crystal’s galaxy.”

Kyle turned to Larry Bowles and Paul Morrall, “Where are we in developing the lasers and missiles?”

“The lasers are done and even with our old reactors, they are really mind blowing.” Larry replied.

Paul immediately said, “The missiles are nearly ready. The small star and gravity drives are now operational but I’m waiting on Tina and Angela to provide the targeting chips to go in them.”

Kyle turned to Tina, and she said, “We’re still working on the chips that will slave the missiles’ targeting system to the ship’s controls. We should have that done in another month.”

“I want them trialed before we even think about putting them on a ship.”

“Sir, we’re going to need a ship with a stardrive to conduct that trial as well as a second ship to use as a target.”

“Mike, how far along are we in getting a second ship fitted with the new technology?”

“Can’t do it until the first ship completes trials, Sir,” Mike Boone answered.

Kyle turned to Jerry Causey, “What about the navigation system and sensors?”

“Crystal helped a lot and currently, Earth’s location is the first set of coordinates in the system. The system will account for the solar systems movement around the galaxy and take us to it from wherever our ship is located.”

“And the sensors?”

“I’ll need a ship to track before they can be completed, Sir.”

Kyle nodded and sat back in his chair, “So, for the moment, we can’t move forward until the ship is trialed, right?” Everyone nodded. He turned to Jillian and said, “Then let’s go and make it happen. Who is going on the ship with us?”

“Ed and I are going along with Jerry, Sir.” Annie answered.

“Then let’s adjourn this meeting and go to the ship.”


Chapter Six

Kyle sat in the pilot’s chair throwing switches to powerup the ship. He heard a high-frequency whine for a moment increasing in volume but then it disappeared. He glanced over his shoulder, “Ed, what was that whine I heard?”

“That was the gravity drive powering up, Sir.”

Jillian shook her head slightly, “That didn’t take long for the reactor and generator to activate.”

Ed nodded, “Once the Admiral flipped the power switch, it only took two seconds for the reactor and generator to power up. The whine you heard was the gravity emitter inside the generators powering up making the impeller inside it weightless.”

Kyle focused on his control panel and saw the gravity drive was operational along with the other systems; the only one not operating was the stardrive. Kyle ordered, “Everyone buckle in and prepare for liftoff.” He gripped the thruster handle and ran his fingers over the buttons on it. The bottom four buttons controlled four gravity thrusters running in a line on the bottom of the ship, the top four buttons controlled four thrusters on the top. There were four single buttons that controlled two thrusters on the left-side of the ship and two more controlling two thrusters on the right-side of the ship. He could move the ship in any direction he chose by pressing those buttons.

Kyle pushed the thruster handle slightly forward and saw out of the viewport the landing pad move out of view. “Activate the wall monitors.” Jillian turned them on, and Kyle saw the ground moving quickly away below the ship. It was eerie watching the ship moving vertical without the roaring sound of booster rockets. He turned the nose of the ship vertical and slightly pushed the thruster handle. The ship leapt ahead at an amazing speed and in less than a minute, it arrived in orbit above Earth where Kyle pulled back on the thruster handle stopping the ship.

Jillian turned to Kyle and asked, “Do you want to go to full-speed to see what the ship will do in normal space?”

“That would be a bad decision, Jillian.”

“Why?”

“Because without a stardrive around the ship moving it out of normal space, we could hit a meteor, a floating rock, or a piece of debris floating in space and at high-speed, it would probably destroy the ship.”

Jillian blinked, “I didn’t consider that.”

Kyle pressed a button on his control panel and announced, “Activating the stardrive at minimal power.”

Everyone looked up at the monitors showing the external views around the ship. Annie shook her head slightly, “The field is one mile out surrounding the ship. The entire field is surrounded by white sparks.” Annie turned to Kyle, “That has to be the disturbance caused by the interaction between the stardrive and normal space.”

Kyle stared at the monitor and said, “Crystal told me that the more power used to power the stardrive, the more efficient it operates. Ed, is the generator operating at full power?”

“It’s nowhere close to full power, Sir.”

Kyle pushed a slide on his console and watched the readout on the generator. As he increased power, the readout started moving into the red. He pulled the slide back and then moved it slowly forward. The needle began moving out of the red and moved into a normal setting. He heard Jillian say, “The field has decreased to less than a third of a mile from the ship and the sparks around it are disappearing.”

Kyle nodded and continued to add power to the stardrive. He looked at the generator readout and saw that the generator was close to maximum power. “Ed, we’re going to need separate generators for the stardrive and gravity drive.”

“I’m aware of that, Sir. However, once we use the new fusion reactor, the generator will be producing much more power than now.”

“How much more?”

Ed shrugged, “Annie and I estimate more than twenty times. Maybe even more than that.”

Kyle turned his chair around, “Jerry, where is Mars currently located?”

“It’s currently ahead of us and is visible in the navigation’s optical scope.”

“Jerry, enter its coordinates in the navigation system and show me the course on the tactical monitor.” Kyle stared at the tactical monitor on the front wall next to the main monitor. A red line suddenly appeared pointing toward a distant speck of light. Kyle stared at it and announced, “I’m not using full power on the gravity drive but I’m backing down on the power to the stardrive.”

Annie announced, “The field is back at one mile from the ship showing sparks.”

Kyle nodded and announced, “Engaging the navigation system. Jillian, track how long it takes us to arrive and Annie, I want the disturbance on the edge of the stardrive field recorded.” Kyle engaged the navigation system, and the ship flew toward the distant light at an incredible speed. Ten seconds later, the ship came to a stop eight hundred miles out from Mars.

‘Holy Moley!” Jillian exclaimed.

Annie announced, “Sir, the disturbance detected on the stardrive field increased dramatically on the trip to Mars.”

Kyle sat back in his chair and shook his head, “I used minimum power to the gravity drive. It appears that if the stardrive is operating at high-power, it will enable this ship to fly faster.” He looked at the crew staring at him and smiled, “I think we’re ready to start building Crystal’s ship. Jillian, take the controls, enter Earth’s coordinates, and fly us home.”

They arrived uneventfully back at Earth and Kyle landed the ship in Tampa. He ordered the staff to come to the ship and once they were all on board he said, “There’s not enough chairs so take a seat on the deck.” Everyone sat down and Kyle paused before saying, “I’m issuing all of you new orders and I’m open to listening if you don’t agree with them. We have two major tasks ahead of us; one is getting the ship built for Crystal and the other is getting all of our ships updated to this new technology. I’m not going to delay in getting our ships updated while we’re building Crystal’s ship. Some of you are going to be assigned to building Crystal’s ship and the others will start updating our ships. Crystal’s ship will be built in Melbourne and our ships will be updated here in Tampa. Ed, you will be promoted to Admiral and take responsibility for updating our ships. Tina, you and Angie will have to decide which one of you goes with Ed to build the circuit boards needed and the other will be going on the trip out to Crystal’s galaxy.”

Tina glanced at Angela and said, “Angela has a family, and she should be the one to stay.”

Angela nodded and Kyle said, “Gordon, you’ve developed the wiring needed to handle the extreme energy of the generators and you’re going to be assigned to Ed to get that wiring manufactured as quickly as possible to use on our ships.” Gordon nodded and Kyle turned to Paul Morrall, “You will also be working with Ed, but you will develop the missiles that will be used on Crystal’s ship before turning your attention to our existing ships.”

“Yes Sir,” Paul replied,

“Larry, you will work with Paul in developing the defenses. I want the lasers completed as quickly as possible so you can join Ed.”

“Sir, you’re going to need someone to operate the defense systems on the ship.”

“You will train Jerry and Tina on how to operate the weapon controls. Once they’re in place, I need you to find a way to get those weapons installed on our current ships. Honestly, building the ships to defend Earth is a much higher priority than building Crystal’s ship. You are the expert on the new lasers, and you are needed here.”

Larry glanced at Tina and Jerry before saying, “Yes, Sir,” in a disappointed tone.

Kyle turned to Mike Boone and said, “You’ve been trained on how to fly this ship and I need you to train the pilots on our ships.” Mike nodded and Kyle said, “Jillian, Tina, Jerry, and Annie will be with me on Crystal’s ship. All of you will be working together to develop the systems to be used on her ship and once that’s done, engineers will be brought in to construct the ship. That’s when those remaining here will leave to update our ships. As a side note, all of you are being promoted to Senior Captains and will be assigned a warship to command. Kyle looked at the other members of the staff and said, “The seven of you remaining will be given command of one of our ships and they will be the first ones updated and brought online to defend Earth. Do you have any questions?”

Kyle answered questions for more than two hours and at the end, everyone was excited about their new orders. Kyle looked at Jillian and said, “We need to go back to Boston to have a discussion with Crystal.” Jillian nodded and they left the ship to board a shuttle.

• • •

They arrived back in Boston and immediately went to the lab. They entered and heard Crystal ask over the wall speaker, “How did the trial go?”

Kyle quickly answered, “There is a rather steep learning curve on controlling the gravity drive and stardrive. However, they performed well enough to work but we don’t appear to have enough power to operate them along with all the other systems on the ship. However, we’re ready to start work on building your ship. If we don’t get a grip on mastering the power issue, then you will probably need to provode the energy to fly your ship.”

Crystal turned brighter, “I’ll be happy to do so, Kyle. Are there any other issues?”

“We’re not up to speed on developing defenses for the ship but we can install them after the body and hull of your ship is being constructed.”

“Where are you going to build the ship?” Crystal asked.

“We’re building it in Melbourne at our most advanced Naval base. However, it’s going to take more than a year to get the hull laid. We’ll go to Melbourne once the outer and inner hulls are completed. You can assist us by providing blueprints on how to connect you to the energy circuits as quickly as possible.”

“I’ll start working on it immediately.”

“Thank you, Crystal. We need some rest so please excuse us.”

“No problem. I’ll talk with you later.”

Kyle and Jillian left the lab and Jillian turned to Kyle when they were in the elevator, “You’re not telling her everything.” Kyle nodded. “Why is that?”

“Crystal refused to give us her weapons.”

“So, you don’t trust her?”

“No, I don’t. And she knew the trial was a success, but she asked us how it went.”

“I don’t understand why you say that.”

“She told us that she was able to detect the Black Ship’s stardrives when they came to Earth and she was dormant at the time. That means she must have detected the stardrive on our ship above Earth and watched it disappear; she knew the trial was successful.”

“So, both of us aren’t being completely open with each other?” Jillian commented.

“That’s how I see it,” Kyle answered.

“Are we in danger making this trip with Crystal?”

“Crystal won’t be an issue unless we make it to her civilization. However, there is incredible danger out there in the universe from Black Ships and every other aggressive civilization we might encounter. But we made this agreement with Crystal, and we will have to keep it.” Kyle paused and said, “If Crystal had given us her weapons, I might feel differently. But she didn’t and that worries me about what we’ll find when we get her home.”

“I think she might not find anything when she gets home.” Kyle turned and looked at Jillian. “They never sent a ship to save her, and she couldn’t understand why they didn’t. It’s possible no one was there to send it.”

Kyle shrugged, “I believe it’s possible when Crystal’s partner sent a message to their civilization, the Black Ships traced it back to them. I also have my doubts about what will be there. However, I have no doubt about the possible dangers we might encounter getting there.”

“Are you worried about that?”

“Worrying won’t change anything. One thing I know for sure, speed is the best cure to avoid problems.”

“Why do you say that?”

“I honestly believe our new reactors and generators will provide much more power than Crystal and her Partner could produce. By them using energy from inside them, they didn’t look at other alternatives to produce more energy. I know Crystal’s power is basically nuclear and we’re going to be using fusion to provide our power. However, we won’t be revealing our new developments unless we’re forced to do it. Crystal will provide the energy to make the trip out and we’ll keep our new technology to ourselves.”

“Why?”

“Because if Crystal finds out we have more power, she might see us as a threat to her civilization. We need to keep it under wraps unless absolutely necessary to reveal it.” Jillian thought about it and nodded. “How’s your training coming along?” Kyle asked.

“Quite well. I’ve gotten the scientists at NASA to catalogue every galaxy on the course we’ll be taking to crystal’s galaxy and assign coordinates to be put in the navigator. We’ll include any we encounter on the trip that aren’t assigned a coordinate and add their coordinates. Can you believe MIT has awarded me a PhD. in Cosmology? I’ve also requested a new section on our control panels for us to operate the thrusters.”

“Why did you do that?”

“Because pushing the thrusters and working the thruster’s buttons from a moving handle is not easily done. New pilots are going to have to learn how to fly these new ships and controlling the thrusters is easier if the buttons are on the control panel. I’ve also had two additional thrusters put on the bow of the ship to raise or lower it.”

Kyle thought about it and then smiled, “I think that’s a good idea and adding the two on the bow is a great idea. Let’s go get some rest; I’ll see you in the morning.”

• • •

A year and six months later, Kyle told Crystal that the ship was close to completion, and she was needed to complete the power circuits. They boarded a shuttle and Jillian was waiting for their arrival at the naval base in Melbourne. Kyle directed Crystal to go with Ed and Annie to the ship and start the final process of connecting her to the power circuits. It took another six months before all the bugs were ironed out and the crew boarded and took the ship into orbit to go through trials. Before the trials began, Crystal requested to leave the ship. “Why do you need to leave the ship?”

“If I’m providing all the power to the ship, I need to go out close to the Sun and absorb as much energy as possible,” Crystal answered.

“How long will you be gone?”

“At least a month. You can move the ship down to the spaceport and I’ll contact you when I’m ready. You do have batteries that can allow the ship to function in my absence, don’t you?” Kyle nodded. “Then I’ll leave and meet you in about thirty days.”

“I’ll have a ship stationed in orbit to let us know when you return.”

“That would be fine.”

Kyle watched as Crystal moved out of the landing bay door and head away from Earth. Jillian turned to him and asked, “Has Crystal asked about the wall separating the bridge from the rest of the ship?” Kyle nodded. “What did you tell her?”

“I told her the crew’s sleeping quarters were behind the wall and it would prevent the noise from the bridge from keeping them awake. I also told her we installed a power system behind the wall, but we’re concerned about it functioning properly. I explained we didn’t intend to use it until after she arrived back at her civilization but it’s the best we could do to try and make it back to Earth.”

“Did she believe you?”

“I believe so. I told her we wouldn’t run the risk of using it to get her home because it could fail and possibly damage the ship.”

“Do you think she can detect the reactors?”

“They’re currently shut down and will remain that way,” Kyle answered. After a few minutes, Kyle turned to the crew, “I’m using the batteries to move the ship back to the surface. You have thirty days to do a complete inspection of the ship and I want to know if you find anything that’s a problem!”

• • •

Crystal watched the ship drop out of orbit and saw the energy being used had to come from the battery system. She moved toward the Sun and began absorbing energy. She knew the trip was going to take longer to complete; her partner was gone, and she would have to provide the energy to fly the ship alone. She wondered why the wall was installed in the ship but finally decided it would be a safety barrier if the power system they developed blew up. The energy she was absorbing tasted wonderful. She hadn’t consumed this much energy since she landed on that planet. She looked out toward the black of deep space and missed her partner. She thought about how much she missed him and wept.

• • •

Kyle and Jillian went to a shuttle and flew to Boston. There was no reason to sit around Tampa waiting for Crystal to return. Kyle went to a computer and entered a data disc into the receiver, “What is that?” Jillian asked.

“While Crystal was being connected to the ship’s systems, Ed recorded how much power she could provide. He had her use maximum power through the wiring to ensure they could handle the load and he recorded the results. His report is on this cube.”

Kyle pressed a button and they saw Ed on the monitor, “I’ve put all the data I collected from Crystal’s connections to the ship on this data chip, and I must say she provides an incredible amount of energy; none of our scientists understand how she does it. However, after examining her maximum energy output, it’s still far below what just one of our generators can produce. I questioned her about possibly putting more energy into the stardrive and she told me that it would be a waste of energy; the stardrive could absorb more than her total output leaving nothing to power the ship. Putting more energy into it would only cause a minimal improvement. When we trialed the new lasers, Crystal could only fire them at level six, which is no higher than we’re able to achieve with a standard reactor and old generator. It’s my belief that it requires at least two of Crystal’s species to provide enough power to make the ship fully functional. Without a partner to assist in powering the ship, the trip to Crystal’s civilization could take much longer than the two years it took them to arrive at Earth.”

Jillian pressed a button pausing the recording and turned to Kyle, “If that’s true, why are you insisting that Crystal provide the power for the ship?” Kyle stared at Jillian and her eyes narrowed, “You’re not telling me something. What is it?”

Kyle chuckled, “You’ve learned to read me quite well.”

“It’s an acquired talent,” Jillian replied. Kyle sat back in his chair and was silent for a moment. “Kyle, do you trust me?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because I know you have trust issues after your breakup with Debra. Do you trust me?!”

Kyle sighed and said, “What the hell; I want to trust you and it’s time I started. What is our mission on this trip?”

Jillian was surprised by the question, “Obviously, it’s to get Crystal home.”

“That’s part of the mission, Jillian.”

“What’s the other part?”

“We’ve been ordered to scout what’s out there and determine if there are any threats to Earth. Taking Crystal home is only secondary to finding out what we might have to face in the future.”

“And what happens if this ship is attacked and destroyed during the mission?”

“Then Admiral Kuhn will know there’s a real danger out there and the construction of planetary defenses and warships will accelerate.”

“So, we’re expendable is what you’re telling me.”

“Of course, we are, Jillian. That’s part of being in the Navy and I tried to warn you about it before you enlisted, remember?”

“Does the crew know about this?”

“No, but I’m sure Annie is smart enough to figure it out. You should have seen it as well.” Kyle paused and said, “Remember I told you that I intended to take an existing ship alone to take her back. If I didn’t come back, then we would know there’s a threat out there.”

“There was no way I was going to allow you to go alone!”

“Why not?”

“I just wouldn’t, Kyle and don’t pressure me to tell you why!”

Kyle stared at her for a moment and remarked, “The President stopped me from doing it. And just for your information, if he hadn’t. I would have made the trip alone. I’d have returned you to civilian status and that would be the end of it. However, he ordered us to build her a ship and the decision was taken out of my hands. I must admit that it worked out for the best.”

“Why?!”

“Because if I went alone, I wouldn’t have come back, and we would learn nothing about what’s out there. If this powerful ship doesn’t make it back it tells us a lot that we have a lot of work to do to improve our ships and defenses beyond what they are now.”

“And?” Jillian replied. Kyle was silent and Jillian snorted, “You just can’t bring yourself to say it, can you?” Kyle stared at her, then shook his head. Jillian took his hand in hers, squeezed it, and smiled, “That’s ok; I know why it’s better and why you won’t tell me.” Jillian pressed the pause button and the recording continued.

• • •

A week before Crystal was scheduled to return, Kyle and Jillian were looking at a star map on the monitor going over the course Crystal had given them to her galaxy. There was a knock on the door and a guard opened the door and said, “Sir, there’s a visitor who has requested to see you and she says you’re expecting her. I tried to contact you, but your communicator didn’t respond.”

“I had it turned off, Major.”

Suddenly, Debra stepped around the guard and said, “Kyle, I need to talk with you.”

Jillian’s eyes widened and she saw that Debra was even more beautiful in person than in the photos she’s seen of her. Kyle raised his hand and said, “Please wait outside, Major.” Jillian pushed her chair back to stand up and leave but Kyle put his hand on her shoulder stopping her, “You will remain here. He turned to Debra and said, “Say what you have to say.”

Debra looked at Jillian and replied, “I’d like to speak with you in private.”

“I will not be talking with you without a witness present, Debra. Admiral Turner will remain. You should also know that anything said in this room is being recorded.”

Debra stared at him and said, “Whatever. Kyle, I made a huge mistake when I let you get away and I’m asking you to give me another chance.”

Kyle huffed out a small breath, “You didn’t let me get away Debra; you threw me out.”

“I know and I’ve seen I made a huge mistake. I couldn’t get you out of my mind and I realized too late that I truly loved you.”

“And what about Armand?”

“We divorced six months ago. I found out that he was cheating on me, and I had a private investigator follow him. I discovered he had a lot of women he was seeing.” Kyle stared at her in silence and Debra continued, “I confronted him with the recordings, and he laughed at me; he said marrying me was a mistake; I cramped his style. He said he was divorcing me, and I'd get nothing because of the prenup. I had him look at the prenup and in small print at the bottom it said that if either party was unfaithful, the prenup was invalid.”

“How did he take that?”

“He called his attorney on the spot and screamed at him about why that clause was included; his attorney said he ordered it to make sure I’d be faithful, but it couldn’t be included without both of us in it. He was enraged but knew if the recording came out in court, his reputation would have been destroyed and it would cost him dearly with his sponsors and the public. We settled and he paid two hundred million pounds to settle it out of court. It was the best thing to happen, and it freed me to come and try to get you back. I love you, Kyle.”

“So, your future is now ensured, Debra.”

“Our future is ensured, Kyle. Neither of us will ever have to work and we can be together all the time.”

Jillian was staring at Kyle, and she was unable to read him, and he didn’t look at her. She knew how much he loved Debra and began to fear he would allow her back into his life. Her eyes were moist, and she looked away.

“I find it remarkable that you’re willing to say you love me when it’s being recorded but you denied it in front of Armand.”

“You know why I was forced to do that.”

Kyle nodded, “I do. You had told him you loved him and didn’t want to run the risk of losing him by admitting it.”

“You do understand.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed and he said sternly, “What you don’t understand is that no one can take your integrity from you; you have to give it away. You lied because it helped you even though you knew how I’d take it. If you lied then, you’ll lie anytime you deem it necessary.”

“Kyle, it will never happen again, I promise. I know how much you loved me, and I made a bad mistake. Please forgive me and give me another chance, please!”

“Debra, you left me to ensure your future and though it’s taken me some time, I understand why you chose him over me. However, by ensuring your future with him, you ensured you would never…..ever….have me in your future.” Kyle pressed a button and the guard stepped in, “Major, escort her out of the building and put her on the exclusion list.” He turned to Debra and said, “Do not attempt to contact me again.”

Debra’s eyes narrowed as she replied, “I am not going to give up on us Kyle.”

Kyle waved a hand, “Good, perhaps you might experience a small measure of the pain you caused me. Now leave!” Debra stamped her feet and the Guard took her by the arm and walked her out of the building.

• • •

After she left Kyle turned to Jillian and saw her eyes were moist, “Is something wrong?”

“I thought you were going to give her another chance.”

“Jillian, I thought you could read me.”

“So did I but I couldn’t today.”

“How could I take her back if I’m interested in someone else? She might have got me back when I was suffering but a wise woman told me to talk it out with a woman. Once I did that, I found she was right, and I was able to put Debra behind me.”

“But you loved her so much!”

“Love is a gift and if it’s not returned, it won’t last forever but will die rather quickly. Isn’t that what you tried to tell me.”

“In a matter of speaking, yes; but who is the someone else you’re interested in?”

Kyle smiled, “Perhaps you should discuss it with a man, and he can help you see who it is.”

Jillian burst out laughing and Kyle smiled as he said, “Let’s get back to looking at the course we’re going to take.”

“You don’t want to discuss it now?”

“Jillian, you and I are embarking on a treacherous journey and we both need to focus on that Journey ahead of everything else; the crew deserves it from us. We’ll discuss it at the right time.” Jillian nodded and looked up at the monitor. Kyle added, “You know as soon as Crystal gets back, we’ll be leaving?”

“I thought we were going to go through trials first.”

“We’ll do them on the fly. Admiral Kuhn can’t start building orbital defenses with Crystal still around. He’s ordered us to leave immediately.”

Jillian nodded, “The sooner we get started, the sooner we’ll get back and have our conversation.” Kyle chuckled and looked up at the monitor.

• • •

Crystal arrived back and Kyle met her in orbit in the ship, “Are you ready to go?”

“I am,” Crystal replied.

“Then if you’ll do the honors and power up the ship’s systems, we’ll get on the way.”

“What about trials?”

“We’ll do them on the way. It’s a formality anyway and I’m positive the ship will operate properly with you providing the power.”

Kyle saw his control panel activate and he turned the ship. He activated the stardrive and gravity drives; he then pushed the thruster handle forward and the ship instantly disappeared from above Earth.


Chapter Seven

Kyle flew the ship directly above the Milky Way and passed several galaxies in the Local Group before turning the ship on the course to Crystal’s galaxy. “Why did you take this course?” Crystal asked.

Kyle nodded toward the viewport, “The stardrive is brilliant with the disturbance around it. If we’re detected as we move out into intergalactic space, I don’t want the course we’re taking to be traced back to our galaxy.”

“That’s a good idea,” Crystal replied.

“I’m going to full speed.” The ship leapt ahead and the distant galaxies in the Virgo Cluster began growing incrementally larger. Kyle looked over at Jillian, “I want you to take good optical images of the galaxies we pass and attach them to their coordinates in the navigator.”

“I have the optical system programed to do just that,” Jillian replied. “I’ve also set it up to take images of any galaxies not in the navigation data, assign them coordinates, and put them in the star map.”

Kyle smiled and turned to look at Crystal in her cradle behind him, “Our scientists have told me that it appears the course we’ll be taking is a long string of galaxies in a dark matter band that runs out toward the Great Attractor and the Laniakea Super Cluster.”

“I’ve seen the data on Laniakea in the information you provided me and yes, you’re right. That is the course we’ll be taking.”

“Have any of your species ever gone out to see what the Great Attractor might be?” Annie asked.

“At our current stardrive technology, it would take millennia to go and see,” Crystal replied.

“But with your long lifespans, couldn’t you make the effort?” Jerry asked.

“The galaxies get quite numerous the closer you get to the Great Attractor, and we worried that the danger of aggressive civilizations would increase dramatically. We aren’t willing to run that risk.”

“When you fled the Black Ships, weren’t you worried about the same thing?” Kyle asked.

“We had no choice, and we flew away from the Great Attractor and my galaxy. We still only traveled two years and that’s a tiny portion of the dark matter band we’re located in.”

Jillian shook her head slightly, “It’s also been discovered that Laniakea is surrounded by a larger super cluster called the South Pole Wall. It wraps around Laniakea toward the Great Attractor more than two hundred degrees and is as large as the Shapley Wall. The distance to the Great Attractor moving along the South Pole wall, which is more than five hundred million light years from our current location, is several billion light years.”

“That makes the trip we’re making seem very small, doesn’t it?” Tina commented.

“Yes, it does,” Crystal remarked. “There are places in the universe where, even with our long lives, we would never live long enough to reach, and forget about ever coming back.”

Kyle commented, “It’s a big universe.”

“Amen to that,” Annie replied.

Kyle looked out of the viewport into interstellar space and the distant specks of light far ahead of them. Jillian looked at him and asked, “What are you thinking?”

Kyle raised a shoulder, “It’s going to take us five months to reach M-87 in the Virgo Cluster. That galaxy is the largest in this area of the universe. If there’s problems ahead of us, I suspect that galaxy will have some of them.” Kyle turned around, “Crystal, according to the course you gave us to follow, it runs close by M-87. Did you encounter any problems when you passed it?”

“We were actually praying there would be an aggressive civilization there that would launch ships to intercept us and the black ships pursuing us. We believed that they would see us first but then turn their attention to the black ships pursuing us. We did detect some stardrives coming out of the galaxy, but they were moving too slow to intercept us.”

Kyle nodded and turned around to his console. Jillian stared at the distant specs of light and said softly to Kyle, “That was fifteen thousand years ago. Those ships might be more advanced now than they were then.”

Kyle nodded, “We’re keeping our distance from that galaxy.” Kyle turned around, “Jerry, let me know if you see any stardrives ahead of us.”

“Will do.”

• • •

Two months passed and Jillian was sitting at her console while the others were sleeping. She looked out of the viewport and commented, “Crystal, I thought there weren’t any stars out in intergalactic space between galaxies.”

“There are quite a few stars scattered out in the void between galaxies. Our scientists suspected they are rogue stars that escaped the gravity of the galaxy they evolved in.”

Jillian turned around and asked, “Is it possible for you to fly faster than our current speed?”

“Well, yes but it would require a much higher level of energy and I have to ration my energy to get back to my galaxy.”

Jillian nodded toward the viewport, “Well couldn’t we stop and have you replenish the energy you’ve used at one of the stars out in the void?”

“I’ve never considered that.”

“Could you, do it?”

“Yes, I suppose I could.”

“Would we make faster time if you used more power on the drives? And since we may run into issues at that giant galaxy, wouldn’t we be better off to have you at maximum power before we arrive.”

“This is a good idea, Jillian; head toward that star and I’ll go and absorb energy.”

“Will it take you another month?” Jillian asked.

“No, that star is type O and puts out a million times the energy of the Sun. Two or three days should make a huge difference in the energy I’ve available to use.”

“Changing course,” Jillian announced.

• • •

Kyle woke and went to the bridge and immediately saw Crystal was not in her container and the ship was stopped using battery power. “What’s going on?” Jillian turned around and told him what was happening. “Shouldn’t you have talked with me about this first?”

“Do you think it’s a good idea?” Jillian asked.

“Well, I suppose so, but I’d like to be included in any major decision like this.”

“Crystal says that absorbing energy from that huge star will make a major difference in the energy she can use. And now that we know we can stop at stars out in the void to replenish the energy she's used, we can make the trip faster." Kyle glared at her, and Jillian added, “Plus, we might run into a problem at that giant galaxy we’re going to pass, and additional speed might be what saves our lives. Also, it may prevent you having to use the power systems we’ve hidden.”

Kyle sat back in his chair and blew out a breath, “You made a good decision, Jillian and I know I’ve got to allow you and the rest of the crew to take action when I’m not available to make a decision.”

“Why would you not be available?”

“I might be asleep, just like this time. There really wasn’t a risk doing this and I’m just being stupid about demanding every decision be run by me before making them. How long will Crystal be absorbing energy?”

“She said two or three days.”

“You should go take a break.” Jillian stood up and stretched. She turned and left for the sleeping quarters behind the wall. Kyle turned and changed the settings on the optical recorder. He swept it out and finally found Crystal holding position out from the star. She was easy to find; the brilliant glow around her could be seen in the distance without the optical scope. Damn, that star is huge!

• • •

Three days later, Crystal moved back on board and settled in her container. “Now that was incredible,” she remarked.

“How so?” Tina asked.

“I was able to absorb more than a hundred times the energy I got at the star in your planetary system. We should be able to increase speed now and we’ll arrive at that giant galaxy in less than a month.”

“Will it shorten the time to your galaxy?” Jillian asked.

“I haven’t talked about it taking more than three years to arrive at our former rate of speed; I didn’t want to depress you. However, I’m now capable of using more energy than my partner and I could use together. If we continue to stop in the void and replenish my power reserves, we could make it in less than eighteen months now.”

“YES!!” Annie exclaimed.

“Activate the ship’s systems, Crystal and we’ll get on the way,” Kyle ordered. His console turned on and Kyle pushed the thruster handle forward. The ship leapt forward, and the crew could feel the acceleration even with the gravity field surrounding the ship. Two weeks out from M-87, Jerry announced, “I’m detecting stardrives inside the galaxy and some of them are moving out in our direction.”

Kyle nodded and announced, “Changing course.” He turned the ship and increased speed. “Crystal, are you able to increase power to the stardrive?”

“Yes, but I will need to stop at another star to replenish what I’m using.”

Kyle nodded and looked at the tactical wall monitor, “Jerry, what can you tell me about the stardrives moving our way?”

“They’re slightly faster than we are currently moving but they won’t be able to intercept us before we pass the galaxy.”

Kyle nodded and continued to move away from M-87 and deeper into the intergalactic void. Jillian stared out of the viewport and shook her head, “That galaxy is huge!”

Tina chuckled, “It’s more than five times the size of the Milky Way and has the largest black hole in this part of the universe. We’re a lot further out than it appears visually, and we have a good lead on those starships coming out to chase us.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “Are you worried they’ll eventually catch us?”

“Give it a week,” Kyle replied.

“Why do you say that?”

“Just wait and see.”

Six days later, the three stardrives chasing them stopped and turned around. Jillian’s eyes narrowed and she turned to Kyle, “How did you know they were going to give up chasing us?”

“According to the computer, it was going to take them six months to catch us; they didn’t have the necessary stores on board to make a trip that long.”

Jillian shook her head, “But how did you know that? The four black ships that chased Crystal didn’t give up.”

“The ships that were pursuing us came from the interior of the galaxy and I felt they were not prepared to make a long voyage to catch us. The ships that chased crystal were waiting on the edge of the galaxy and were fully prepared to make a long pursuit.” Kyle turned his chair around and looked at Crystal, “Which must mean they knew you were coming in advance; that’s the only way they could have been in position with enough stores to pursue you, right?”

“You’re right, Kyle. They were waiting for us to arrive and had their stardrives shutdown.”

“If they knew you were coming, then they must have had a ship close to your galaxy that saw you leave and sent a message that you were on the way.”

“Why would they do that?” Jerry asked.

“They needed to determine how their ships matched up with the ships in Crystal’s group. They destroyed two of the ships flying with her and learned they possessed a slightly faster stardrive.” Kyle turned to Crystal, “Once they learned they could take on your ships, they were forced to pursue you and prevent you from going back and reporting them to your civilization. They then began working on developing their stardrives so they would be much faster than your ships.”

“We kept expecting them to turn around, but they never did,” Crystal remarked.

“You mentioned your partner sent a distress message back to your civilization to send a ship to rescue you.”

“He did.”

“Do you think your civilization got the message?”

“They had to receive it. But no ship ever showed up.”

“I think I know why,” Kyle remarked. “If they had a scout out from your galaxy, it would detect any ship launched to go and save you. It would report the coordinates and course that ship was taking, and an ambush would be set up to take it out.”

“Why would they go to that much trouble?” Jillian asked.

“It would give them time to develop a faster stardrive. Once that was done, I think they would have gone out and attacked Crystal’s civilization.”

“I really hoped that wasn’t the case,” Crystal remarked.

“Crystal, it’s been more than fifteen thousand years since you fled from the black ships. There is a possibility they did eventually attack your civilization and there’s nothing there for you to go back to.”

“I have to know if they did, Kyle.”

“I understand. The only way to know is by going to see.”

“There is some hope they are.”

“Why do you say that, Kyle?”

“Because your partner must have warned them about the black ships and what they were up against. That would give them some time to try and prepare for them.”

Jerry looked up from his console and said, “I’ve detected another large star ahead of us.”

Kyle turned around and looked at the wall monitor. “We’re headed to that star to allow you to replenish the energy you used, Crystal. We should be there tomorrow.”

• • •

Crystal was out at the star absorbing energy and Jillian waited until she left to ask Kyle, “What would you have done if those ships didn’t turn around?”

“We would have to use our defenses to defend us.”

“Would the lasers have been powerful enough with Crystal powering them?”

Kyle raised a shoulder, “Probably not.”

“Then what would you do?”

“I’d use the missiles.”

“That would reveal them to Crystal.”

“There wouldn’t have been a choice, but thankfully we didn’t have to do it.”

“Why are you so reluctant to show Crystal our new technology?”

“Jillian, I firmly believe if Crystal thought we could be a threat to her civilization, she wouldn’t allow us to go there. Before we use our new technology, we’re taking her home first.”

Jillian thought about Kyle’s comments and said, “Do you think we might run into a more advanced civilization before we arrive at her galaxy?”

Kyle shook his head slightly, “I don’t know. However, we’re going to pass several galaxies ahead of us that are larger than M-87 in area. You saw the huge number of stardrives in M-87 before we arrived; I must believe there will be civilizations using stardrive technology in most galaxies we pass. We’ll have to wait and see if any of them are capable of speeds where they can threaten us. By-the-way, did you put a note in the navigation system that M-87 has hostile civilizations in it.”

“I did.”

Kyle nodded, “Good. Make sure you designate any galaxy that sends out ships to attack us.” Jillian nodded and hoped they wouldn’t have to use their defenses.

Crystal returned to the ship, and they set course for the next giant galaxy ahead of them. Kyle changed course slightly to give the galaxy a wide berth. Jillian looked at the galaxy and turned to Kyle, “That galaxy looks just as large as the last galaxy.”

“It actually occupies a larger area than M-87, Jillian,” Tina remarked

“I thought you said M-87 is the largest galaxy in this part of the universe.”

“M-87 has more stars and the highest mass of any galaxy due in part to that gigantic black hole in the center. But M-49 is larger in area than M-87.”

Kyle turned to the crew and said, “It’s my belief every ship should have a name. Each of you think about a name you’d like to give the ship and we’ll vote on which name wins.”

Annie laughed, “I have a name already picked out, War Wagon!”

Kyle smiled and turned to Jillian, “Collect their suggestions and we’ll vote on it after we pass the next galaxy.”

• • •

A week later, they drew even with M-49 and Jerry announced, “I’m detecting stardrives throughout that galaxy.” Suddenly, Jerry announced, “SIR, I HAVE MULTIPLE STARDRIVES LEAVING THE EDGE OF THE GALAXY AND MOVING ON AN INTERCEPT COURSE!!”

“How many, Jerry?”

“Six and they’re traveling at high velocity. At their current speed, they will intercept us in less than thirty-six hours!”

“Crystal, can you increase the power you’re sending to the stardrive?”

“Kyle, even if I sent all my energy to the stardrive, those ships would still catch us in less than four days.”

“Send the power.” Kyle turned to Jillian, “Are you intercepting their communications?”

“Yes, but the translation program will need more time to decipher their language.”

“Do what you can.”

“What are you going to do?” Annie asked.

“Power up the missiles, Tina.”

“What do you mean by missiles?” Crystal asked.

“We had to develop defenses when you wouldn’t share your weapon technology with us, Crystal.”

“But missiles are useless against a ship inside a stardrive. No one uses missiles to defend them; they are useless against hitting a ship traveling in a stardrive field!”

Jerry turned to Crystal, “I think these missiles might surprise you.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “What are you going to do?”

“If we can’t get them to turn around, I intend to destroy them.”

“Kyle, those ships are huge and the number of crewmen on them has to be in the thousands.”

“Hey, I’m not the one attacking them!” Kyle stared at Jillian and saw her expression, “What’s got your pants in a wad?!”

“So, I think it’s clear this galaxy is a threat, wouldn’t you say?”

“I don’t think there’s any doubt about that!” Kyle replied.

“So, what are we going to do about it?”

“What do you mean?”

Jillian’s eyes narrowed, “Are we going to wait for them to come and find us?”

Kyle shook his head, “That wouldn’t be good strategy.”

“So, we’ll come out and try to remove them as a threat first, right?”

“Absolutely! Do you have an issue with that?!”

“Tell me how we’re any different from them.”

Kyle stared at her for a long moment and then asked, “What are you saying?”

“They’re only doing what we’ll do, removing a possible threat to their existence. We’ll be just like them going out to exterminate any civilization we deem a possible threat to us, and they don’t even have to be a threat currently; we’ll destroy civilizations before they can become a threat. We’ll just become another aggressive civilization like all the others out there in the universe! Is that what you want us to be, Kyle?!”

The bridge was silent, even Crystal didn’t say anything. Finally, Kyle sat back and asked, “Jillian, those ships are coming to kill us. Do you honestly have any other suggestion other than defending ourselves.”

“I believe we need to really think about who we are and what we’ll become if we fall into this trap.”

Kyle nodded, “Go on.”

“When I was in the fifth grade, there was a bully in my class that beat up everyone, and that included the girls; he was big and bad. But he made the mistake of beating up one of the boys who had a brother in the seventh grade. His brother came out one day at recess and beat the ever-living crap out of that bully and told him if he ever hit anyone else, he’d get even worse the next time.”

“What happened?” Annie asked.

“The bully never hit anyone again. And when we graduated from high school, he was the senior class president.”

Kyle sat forward in his chair, “What are you trying to tell me, Jillian?”

“Kyle, I’ve looked at the names suggested for this ship, and they are: War Wagon, Star Spear, Mass Destruction, and Ship Killer. What does that tell you, Kyle?! We’ve finally learned how-to live-in peace with each other and now we’re going back to be the killers we’ve been in the past. Only now we’ll be fighting against all intelligent life in the universe! Hell, we don’t trust each other much less any species other than us. We allow our fears to make us into something horrible.”

“But if we reveal our capabilities, then other civilizations will work to overcome our advantage. They must be removed before they can do that.”

“Won’t happen,” Jillian replied.

Kyle’s expression turned angry, “How can you say that?!”

“Kyle, we just passed two of the largest galaxies in this part of the universe and none of them are close to being a threat. Even Crystal’s civilization, who has been around for more than a million years isn’t much different from them.”

“But her civilization is far more advanced than ours, Jillian.”

“Get a clue, Kyle! You know that’s no longer true! And now you’re going to murder thousands of aliens without even thinking about it, when you don’t have to do it!” Kyle stared at Jillian for a long moment and looked at the tactical monitor showing the six huge warships headed toward them. He turned back to Jillian, and she said, “Just like that bully in the fifth grade, you need to teach them how to get along with others.” Jillian paused and added, “The role we should play in the universe is one of making peace with our neighbors, by force if necessary.”

“What name did you choose for the ship?” Kyle asked.

“I didn’t suggest one.”

“Suggest one now!”

Jillian stared at Kyle and said, “Prince of Peace.”

Kyle stared at her and turned to the others, “You have the list of names, which one do you prefer for this ship?”

Annie looked at Jerry and Tina and then turned to Kyle, “I don’t think there’s any doubt that Jillian’s suggestion is one I personally could be proud to serve on, Sir.” Jerry and Tina nodded.

Kyle looked around the bridge and then said, “Crystal, do you have any questions?”

“I’m wondering what Jillian meant when she was talking about this ship.”

“Crystal, do you trust us?”

“I’ve seen how violent your species can be, Kyle.”

“That’s not the question; do you trust us?”

“I honestly don’t know if I can, Kyle.”

“Then before trust can be given, it must first be earned.”

“What are you saying, Kyle?” Crystal asked.

“I’ve refused to trust you and I blamed you for it never considering whether we could be trusted based on our past. However, that ends now.” Kyle turned to Annie, “Switch the ship over to our reactors and power up the generators. Crystal, you can save your power, we’ll handle it from here. I’m not going to change our current speed or heading; Jillian, let me know when we can communicate with those six ships.” Jillian smiled and nodded.


Chapter Eight

Jerry turned to Kyle, “Sir, they’re eight hours out from us.”

Kyle nodded and continued flying the ship at the same speed. He heard a ping and turned to Jillian, “We have enough of their language to communicate with them,” Jillian reported.

“Will a few more hours improve our communications?”

“Yes, it will.”

“Continue collecting their communications.”

“Kyle, what are you not showing?” Crystal asked.

“The power system we developed for this ship is far more powerful than you can imagine. We’re capable of flying at a speed those ships can’t match.”

“Then why don’t you just leave?”

“I want to deliver a message to them first.”

“What sort of message?”

“One only a bully can understand, Crystal.”

• • •

Seven hours later, Kyle turned to Annie, “Where are we on the generators?”

“They’re all spinning and available for maximum power, Sir. All weapons are online and ready for combat operations if needed.”

“They’re one hour out, Sir!” Jerry announced.

“Tina?”

“I’m tracking them and have locked the missiles on their coordinates.”

“Use the lasers first, Tina.”

“We’ll have to move inside their starfield before the lasers can hit them,” Tina remarked,

“I’ll handle that; you target the rear fins on those ships.”

“Yes Sir.”

Kyle turned to Jillian, “Open a frequency to those ships.”

“Frequency is the one they’ve been using and it’s open now.”

Kyle pressed his communicator and said, “I ask that you turn around and go back to your galaxy.”

There was a long pause and then they heard, “We will not turn around and we will destroy your ship.”

“I really do not want to attack your ships, so I ask you to turn around.”

“If you could attack us, you would have already.”

“Please put me in touch with one of your leaders where I can discuss this with them.”

“Our leader has nothing to say to you.”

Kyle turned to Tina and nodded just before he pushed the slides sending full power to the stardrive, weapons, and gravity drive.

• • •

The Commander of the Alien Warships suddenly saw the ship they were pursuing disappear from the monitor. He turned to his Second and asked, “Where did it go?”

“I don’t know; it just disappeared.”

Suddenly, they saw the ship they were chasing fly past them inside their stardrive fields and fire brilliant beams at them as it passed. All six ships under the alien’s command had large holes blown through the rear fins on their ships. The ship turned and blew past them again and blew another hole in their rear fins. It moved beyond them and maintained a distance ahead of them. An Alien appeared on the Commander’s monitor and said, “Perhaps you’ll connect me with your leader now; we do have something to discuss.”

“What is that?” the Commander asked.

“Whether or not I’m going to destroy your ships.”

One of the six ships turned to flee, and Kyle ordered, “Hit it with a missile, Tina!” A missile shot out of the ship and hit the fleeing warship in an instant exploding it into a large cloud of vapor. “If any other ship tries to flee, I will destroy it and all the others!”

The alien commander ordered, “All ships stop remain in place and get the Leader on this channel.”

The Alien Commander suddenly saw an image appear on his monitor and state, “I’ll handle it from here. I’ve been listening to your communications.”

Kyle saw the different alien appear on his monitor and he sat back, “May I assume you are a leader of the ships attacking my ship?”

“It appears to me that you’re the one doing the attacking,” the Alien replied.

“You must have arrived late to the party. I asked your ships to allow us to leave and they informed me that my ship was going to be destroyed.”

“That doesn’t appear to be the case now,” the Alien responded.

Kyle shrugged, “Well, that was then, and this is now.”

“I can see your ship is far more advanced than us. What are your terms?”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “Terms?”

“Now that you’ve found us, it’s just a matter of time before you return with a fleet of your ships to destroy us. I’m hoping you will offer some terms where you might allow us to survive.”

“How many civilizations have you attacked and conquered?” Kyle asked. The Alien stared at him for a moment and Kyle asked more forcefully, “How many!”

“Quite a few.”

“And did you allow them to offer terms?”

“Many of them asked for terms and we didn’t destroy them; we rule them now. Others decided to go to war and lost.”

“And you don’t wish to go to war with us?”

The Alien’s expression changed, “I just watched your single ship defeat six of my most advanced warships hitting all of them with your weapons without them being able to get a shot off at you. I suspect your ship alone could destroy most of our ships and a fleet would be the end of us. I’m hoping you’ll allow us to surrender without destroying my civilization.”

Kyle saw the Alien was almost petrified with fear. He stared at the Alien for a minute in silence and then he said, “And you will follow the terms you’re given?”

“We’ll do whatever you require if you will just allow us to survive!”

“Do you have the authority to speak for your civilization?”

“Yes, I do. I am the leader of the Mereck Civilization.”

Kyle sat forward in his chair, “Then your terms will be simple. You will free all the civilizations you’ve conquered and come to their defense if they’re attacked. You will learn to live in peace with all civilizations and if you must force peace on those who refuse, then you will do so. Your terms are to bring peace to your galaxy.”

“Our galaxy is filled with warring civilizations and it’s a giant galaxy!” The Alien replied.

“Then start small and build on what you accomplish. Force those who choose war to join in bringing peace or remove them.”

“Just like you will us if we don’t do this?” The alien asked.

“My civilization believes in peace,” Kyle answered. “And we’ll not attack you if your civilization becomes peacemakers. Or we can go ahead and eradicate you if you choose war.”

“No, that won’t be necessary; we will do as you order.”

“We will be watching.”

Kyle sent full power to the stardrive and the six alien ships holding position in front of it saw it disappear. The Commander was shocked and said, “Arquain, that ship just disappeared!”

The Alien Leader knew there would be no way to know if those advanced aliens were present. He lowered his head in relief and called in the military leaders to give them new orders.

• • •

Kyle flew the ship away and Jillian said, “I had no idea you were going to do that?”

“I wasn’t planning it. I asked to speak with their leader so I could make him promise to stop attacking starships traveling past his galaxy. He shocked me asking for terms so suddenly that I just went with the flow.”

“Do you think they’ll do it?” Tina asked.

“I have no idea. I just took the opportunity that presented itself and I guess the future will tell if they do it.”

“Are we going to check up on them to see?” Annie asked.

“Probably not,” Kyle answered. “We have too much on our plate to take the time to do it.”

“How was this ship capable of doing what I just witnessed?” Crystal asked.

“We took the technology you gave us and developed systems that allowed us to do what you saw,” Kyle answered.

“That’s not possible!” Crystal replied.

“Why do you say that?” Jillian asked.

“Your civilization was too primitive to develop this technology I just witnessed. It takes thousands of years to improve a stardrive much less a gravity drive. My civilization took close to a hundred thousand years to develop a stardrive that was faster than the first one we discovered. And those missiles, they hit a ship from outside its stardrive; that’s just not possible!” Crystal paused and then added, “I saw the power being used in the stardrive and it’s far beyond anything I’ve ever seen. No reactor could produce that level of power.”

“Crystal, the two reactors on this ship use fusion to power them and we developed them before you gave us your technology,” Jillian interjected.

“You have fusion power?”

“Yes, we do,” Kyle answered. “However, it’s not the reactors that produce our level of power.”

“Then what does?”

“We used a gravity emitter in the new generator that makes the impellers inside them weightless; as a result, they can spin at an incredible speed producing power on an unimaginable scale. We simply took what you gave us and saw other ways it could be used to improve our former systems.”

“And the missiles?”

“We installed a small stardrive inside them,” Jillian answered.

“And you had fusion power before I gave you gravity and stardrive technology?”

“Yes, we did. We find out that the fusion reactors can produce a higher level of power without producing radioactive waste rods like fission reactors produces,” Kyle commented.

Crystal was silent and finally Jillian asked, “What’s bothering you, Crystal?”

“What have I done? I’ve given technology to a civilization that has taken it and is now possibly the most powerful civilization in the known universe. The things you’ve done just don’t happen like this! It normally takes thousands of years for even small technological improvements to happen. I honestly believed it would take you at least a century or more to develop a means of powering a gravity or stardrive. Now I discover you already had fusion power and no civilization I’ve ever encountered learned how to do that.”

“Why are you so fearful, Crystal?” Jillian asked.

“I watched ancient humans attack cities and kill every living thing in the city because they didn’t surrender. I can’t tell you how many women, children, and babies have been killed over the thousands of years I’ve watched you. I watched nations kill entire races just because they were different. If humans have that inside them, then no one in the universe is safe from you.”

“But we live in peace now!” Jerry interjected into the conversation.

“Which represents just one percent of the time I’ve been watching you,” Crystal replied. “The other ninety-nine percent you killed each other with abandon. That evil still exists in you, and you must know it. You need look no further than the names most of you chose for this ship.”

“You’re right,” Kyle commented. The bridge was silent, and Kyle shook his head slightly, “I admit that I actually looked forward to destroying those six ships attacking us; they deserved to die. But I saw that Jillian was right; we could have just run away and left them to go back to their homes and families. The warrior in me wanted to fight, in the worse possible way….. but….. It would have been murder without just cause. They were no danger to me. I confronted them to stop them from attacking other starships but discovered I could do much more instead. Now, after the fact, I feel a large sense of satisfaction from what happened.” Kyle paused and asked, “Crystal, do you still want us to take you home?”

“I really expected you to destroy those ships. I guess I do want you to take me home. I must find out why they never came and saved me.”

“Well, we’re saving you now, Crystal. And I will not allow you to be put in danger nor will I endanger your civilization.”

“Then take me home, Kyle. How long will it take us to get there?”

“Less than three weeks. I’m not stopping at any other galaxies to scout them and Jillian, remove the comments from the navigator about the other galaxies being a danger to us.”

“I’m proud of you, Kyle.”

“Actually, it is I that should be proud of you. Jerry, lay in a course for Crystal’s galaxy. Everyone should get some rest. The last few weeks have been stressful, and I know none of us have slept very well.”

Annie smiled, “You and Jillian have been up longer than any of us. I’ll fly the ship and the two of you should go get some rest.”

Jillian smiled and said, “You should go and rest; I’ll stay with Annie to make sure she doesn’t have any issues piloting the ship.” Kyle nodded, stood up, and left the bridge.

After an hour, Jillian stood up and yawned. Crystal said, “Jillian.”

“Yes, Crystal.”

“I do trust you and Kyle.”

Jillian smiled, “I know. You would have never agreed for us to take you home if you didn’t.”

Jillian left the bridge and Annie turned to Jerry and Tina, “They are pretty remarkable.”

“How long is it going to take them to recognize that in each other?” Tina asked.

Jerry smiled, “Oh, I don’t think that’s an issue. They’re keeping their distance out of respect for us.”

Annie smiled, “Why you old dog! I didn’t think you had it in you to see that?”

Jerry smiled, “I see a lot more than you think, Annie. I must admit I would have destroyed those six ships.”

“And now?” Tina asked.

“Not so much,” Jerry answered.

“What’s bothering you, Tina?” Annie asked.

“Will our leaders agree with what we’ve done?”

Annie shrugged, “That remains to be seen. I’m hoping Kyle will help them see the light."

• • •

Kyle entered the bridge six hours later and sent the other three members of the crew to go and get some rest. “I’ll sound an alarm if I run into anything.” Tina, Annie, and Jerry walked off the bridge and Kyle sat back and stared at the tactical monitor. The ship was passing several galaxies but they were unable to detect the ship.

“Kyle, what if there’s no one alive in my civilization?”

“You’ll have to make a decision about staying or coming back with us.” Kyle responded. “However, let’s hope for the best and worry about that after we arrive. Worrying about it won’t change anything.”

“What if the black ships have destroyed my civilization?”

“Then we’ll be forced to deal with them. Unlike all the other civilizations out here, they know where we live and truly do represent a threat to us.”

“But they’ve never come back to Earth in thousands of years.”

“That doesn’t mean they won’t. If they’ve destroyed your civilization and suddenly find one of your species has returned, they’ll seek to find out where you’ve been, and I figure they might decide that you were on the planet they searched thousands of years ago. But once again, we don’t have enough information to know and we’re going to have to be patient.”

“I don’t mean to be persistent, but what will you do if they have destroyed my civilization?”

“That decision will be yours, Crystal.”

“What?”

“You will determine what we do next. You should give that some thought before you decide.”

“That’s a decision both of us should make, Kyle!”

“It’s your civilization that would be destroyed, not mine. The question is simple; do we try to save them or eradicate them.”

“They would have attacked us without cause.”

“Crystal, you’ve seen that any advanced civilization is seen as a threat to all the others. The black ships are doing what everyone else in this universe are doing; removing every possible threat.”

“But you said they could come and attack Earth; aren’t they a real threat to your civilization?”

“That depends on just how advanced their warships are. Let’s wait and see, this may not be an issue.”

“I really hope it’s not,” Crystal commented.

• • •

The next day, Kyle called a meeting of the crew, and everyone wondered what was going on. “The reason I’ve asked everyone to be present is that I believe we may be entering an area of space where we will be operating under combat conditions continuously. That means that we will have to get sleep while in our chairs. It also means for the next two weeks all of us are going to have to get as much rest as possible.”

“So, you believe we’ll be running up against the black ships?” Jillian asked.

“I’m not stopping at their galaxy prior to going to Crystal’s home. But there is a possibility they might be present in Crystal’s galaxy when we arrive. I’m hoping they’re not present but I’m not running a risk they are.”

“What do you intend to do if they are?” Jerry asked.

“Defend ourselves if needed, however, the situation will determine what we do.”

What has you worried?” Jillian asked.

“Crystal insists that developing advanced technology only happens over long years. If she’s right, our ship should be more advanced but I’m not assuming that’s true. We will examine their warships if they’re there to determine if they’re a threat to us.”

“And if they are?” Annie asked.

“We’ll leave and go home to develop the technology we’ll need to confront them.”

“And if they’re not,” Tina asked.

“We’ll determine that at the time.”

Annie looked around the bridge and smiled, “Well, I think I’m going to start sleeping in my chair now to get used to it.”

“You don’t think the constant conversations will keep you up?” Jerry asked.

“If I’m sleepy enough, I won’t notice them after a short period of time. But don’t worry, I will get up and take a bath.”

Everyone laughed and Kyle smiled, “I think I’ll do the same.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “When will we be passing the black ship’s galaxy?”

“One week from today.”

Jillian nodded and remarked, “I couldn’t sleep anyway until we’re clear of it. I’ll remain in my chair as well.”

• • •

One week later, everyone was in their chairs with all systems operating at full power as the ship approached the galaxy of the black ships. Kyle asked over his shoulder, “Jerry, are you detecting any stardrives?”

“I’m initially detecting thousands of them and I’m sure there’s more we’ll detect as we move closer to the galaxy.”

“Are there any out on the edge of the galaxy?” Jillian asked.

“Not yet. However, Crystal says the black ships that attacked her were hiding in normal space and went into their stardrives as they approached. They could be there, and we wouldn’t detect them if they’re using the same strategy.”

Kyle looked at his console and remarked, “I’m sending enough energy into the stardrive and I’m not detecting any disturbance around it at the slower speed we’re moving. I don’t believe they’ll be able to detect us as we pass.”

Annie looked out of the viewport and said, “Now that’s interesting, the stardrive’s color has changed from a deep red to blue in color.

Kyle looked up at the tactical monitor and saw the stardrives inside the outer edge of the galaxy. “Jerry, can you determine the speed of those stardrives you’re detecting?”

Jerry looked at his console and answered, “They’re traveling twice as fast as we were when Crystal was powering the stardrive.”

“So, I think it’s safe to assume their ships are currently twice as fast now and their weapons are probably twice as powerful,” Kyle commented.

“I have a question, Sir?”

“What is that, Tina.”

“Currently, our stardrive is only a quarter of a mile from the ship and, if I’m correct, they would have to move inside our stardrive to fire their weapons at us, right?”

“Once a beam leaves a stardrive, it enters normal space and can’t hit another ship inside a stardrive; so yes, they wouldn’t be able to hit us unless they make contact with our stardrive field,” Kyle answered.

Tina turned to Jerry, “How far out do their stardrives extend?”

“About two miles out from their ships. Why do you ask, Tina.”

“Getting close enough to us will not be easily done; however, we have plenty of room to move inside their stardrives, open fire, and move away before they could react. Just like those six ships we hit in the other galaxy; they won’t have time to respond.”

Kyle smiled, “That’s assuming they don’t have more advanced warships than the stardrives we’re currently seeing.”

Tina shrugged, “There is that to consider.”

Jillian saw Kyle staring at the monitor and asked, “What are you thinking?”

Kyle turned to her, “I’m considering moving in a lot closer to the edge of that galaxy to see if they can detect us. However, I don’t want to run that risk before we get Crystal home. I don’t want to jeopardize the mission by making a mistake.”

“Do what you have to do, Kyle,” Crystal stated.

“I’ll consider doing that on the way back. First, we should get to your galaxy and see what’s going on.” Kyle turned to Jillian, “Are you recording the locations of those stardrives; I’m reasonably certain they’re close to the planets the black ships control.”

“Yes, I am. Now that we’re moving closer, there are thousands more of them scattered around inside that galaxy.”

“Assign a coordinate to each of them.”

“Already doing it.”

Kyle smiled, “You are really organized and thorough in doing your job.”

“As you are, Sir.”

It took five days to fly by the galaxy at half-speed and once they were clear, Kyle increased power to the gravity drive and announced, “We’ll be arriving at Crystal’s galaxy in three days. At that time, I’m slowing the ship and moving in at half-speed. Crystal, we’ll have the answer to why you were never saved shortly.”

“Thank you for putting me first, Kyle. I’m hoping that my home is still there.”

“We’re all hoping the same,” Annie remarked.

• • •

Three days later, Kyle slowed the ship and turned to Jerry, “Are you detecting any stardrives?”

“No Sir. I am not.”

“Crystal, I need the location of your planet.”

Jillian looked at her console and said, “She’s sent me the coordinates. I’ve set the course in the navigator.”

Kyle looked at the course on the main monitor and saw it went deep inside the galaxy. “I’m slowing the ship further and moving in on the course.” As they moved deeper into the galaxy, they discovered numerous destroyed derelicts on the edge of several star systems. Crystal commented, “Those star systems had civilizations capable of star travel. Looks like they’ve been attacked long ago.”

Kyle nodded and watched the monitor as they approached the coordinates Crystal had given them. Jerry suddenly announced, “I’m detecting a small stardrive ahead of us near the planet we’re approaching.”

Kyle stopped the ship and turned to him, “What do you mean small?”

“It’s too small to be a ship.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “What do you think it is?”

“Has to be some kind of probe.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“Go in and see if it detects us. Tina, lock a missile on that stardrive’s coordinates.”

“Done.”

Kyle flew the ship in toward the second planet in the star system and moved into orbit above it. Jillian looked up from her console, “I’ve not detected any communication coming from that probe.”

“Turn the optical system toward the planet’s surface, Jillian.”

Images began appearing on the wall monitor and they saw giant cities blasted into rubble on the planet’s surface. Kyle released a small breath and heard Crystal say, “They destroyed everything.”

Kyle turned to Crystal, “Are you detecting any of your species on the surface?”

“No.” Kyle shook his head and started to leave but Crystal quickly added, “Move out to the moon and take the ship to the side closest to the planet.”

“Why do you want to do that?” Jillian asked.

“There’s a communication station inside a crater on the moon. I have the code to activate it and we might learn what happened.” Kyle moved the ship close to the moon’s surface and Crystal said, “Move toward the middle crater in a line of three craters directly below the ship.” Kyle moved the ship over the center crater and stopped directly above it. “Jillian, I’ve just sent a code to your console. Please send it down to the moon’s surface.”

“If I send a frequency, there’s a good chance that probe will detect it,” Jillian replied.

“Tina, take out the probe now,” Kyle ordered. A missile ejected out of the forward tube and accelerated away at a prodigious speed. A moment later, there was an explosion above the planet.

Jerry announced, “The stardrive is no longer operating.”

Jillian stared at her console and said, “A short communication was sent by the probe.”

Kyle nodded, “It was probably a destruct signal. Send the code, Jillian.”

Jillian sent the code and a moment later, one of Crystal’s species appeared on the monitor. It began speaking and Crystal translated what it was saying over the monitor’s speakers.

• • •

“This message will be the last we put in the station’s computer. The Black Ships will be here in about ten weeks, and they have finally developed a weapon capable of breaking through our bodies and killing us. Their fleets are currently forming above their main planet and our sensor probe indicates they are headed to our galaxy. There is no doubt they intend to eradicate our civilization and they now possess a weapon capable of killing us. We’ve determined we have no choice but to flee before they arrive. We’ve recalled all our ships and we’ve built some large transports since we learned they were planning to attack us. Our population is now in the process of boarding our ships and we’ll launch immediately. If you’re seeing this message, you did not receive our recall and I suspect you’ll find our home world destroyed.

We’ve divided our ships into five large groups, and they will be fleeing our galaxy in five different directions. We have calculated that within four weeks of leaving, we will be outside the range of their detectors. By the time they arrive in our galaxy, we will be millions of light-years beyond their ability to pursue us. Their ships are twice as fast as ours but going on a course that we chose is next to impossible. Even if they manage to find one of our groups, the others will survive. It appears that we have no option but to live on our ships from now on. We will avoid all galaxies and stay far out from them to avoid another advanced civilization detecting us. We’ll be working on improving our level of technology, but the odds are we will never be able to match the black ships’ speed; they will of course continue to evolve their technology. We know there were some of us unaccounted for, but we dare not wait any longer to leave. We hope you survive and if you’re hearing this message, you are probably in great danger. You should flee now.”

• • •

Kyle turned to Crystal and shook his head, “I’m sorry Crystal.”

“Don’t be, Kyle. My species managed to survive and that is what worried me the most.”

“But you’re alone now,” Jillian interjected.

“I’ve been alone more than fifteen thousand years, Jillian. I now know why a ship was never sent to rescue me; it would have been detected and destroyed before it could arrive to save me.” Crystal paused and said, “Please destroy the message center.”

“What if there are others still out there?” Annie instantly commented.

“If no one has come since this message was made, they were probably destroyed in the effort. The last piece of the message lists the courses the five groups took, and I can’t allow that information to be taken by the black ships.”

Kyle stared at Crystal and then said, “I’m moving the ship into normal space. Tina, hit the crater with a missile.” Kyle moved the ship further out from the moon, and everyone saw a brilliant flash erupt out of the crater.

Jillian turned to Kyle, “What happens now?”

“If I’m right about that signal from the probe being a destruct signal, I expect they’ll be sending ships to investigate. Crystal, you need to go back with us until we can build a ship you can use to go and find the ships that fled from this planet.”

“That’s probably what we need to do and thank you for bringing me home, Kyle. I now know my species has survived.”

Kyle turned to the crew, “We will be leaving and moving toward the black ship’s galaxy. We’ll intercept any ships they’re sending here and investigate them to see if they’re a danger to us.”

“It appears they didn’t stop with my planet,” Crystal remarked. “They went out and attacked every nearby civilization.”

Kyle shrugged, “I could take some time to scout around and see if any survived.”

“No, that won’t be necessary. I’ve had enough heartbreak for one day,” Crystal replied.

“It does appear you’re right about technology, Crystal.”

“How is that, Kyle?”

“If after fifteen thousand years the black ships are only twice as fast, their technological development has been quite slow,” Kyle answered. “We’ll know for certain once we take a look at their ships.” He activated the stardrive and began moving away from the moon circling Crystal’s planet.


Chapter Nine

“Kyle?”

“Yes Annie.”

“What do you intend to do to those black ships coming this way?”

“Why do you ask?”

Annie turned to Crystal, “Crystal, how long has your civilization been using stardrive technology?”

“About half-a-million years.”

“When you first went out into your galaxy, were there other civilizations there that were already using stardrives?”

“Of course.”

“Were many of them using them much longer than your species.”

“Yes, there were a large number of older species in the galaxy at that time.”

“Annie, will you get to the point!” Kyle interrupted.

“When we passed that first large galaxy that sent ships out to chase us, I noticed that all the stardrives we were detecting were on the side of the galaxy we were passing. On the opposite side of that galaxy, we weren’t detecting any stardrives and it was inside the range of our scanners.” Kyle’s eyes narrowed. Annie continued, “And, if there were civilizations in Crystal’s galaxy that were much older than her species, is it possible that they might have developed their stardrives into the blue invisible stardrive fields like the one we’re currently using. And if they have, would we be able to detect them?” The bridge was silent as Annie added, “If they do exist, they had to see when we destroyed that probe and if that’s the case, they would have also seen us destroy that communication center on the moon. If we go out and attack those black warships headed this way, how do you think they’ll perceive us?”

“That’s easy; they’ll see us as an aggressive species,” Tina remarked.

Kyle stared at Annie for a long moment and then turned to Jerry, “Can we detect the stardrive field we’re currently using?”

Jerry shook his head, “We had another ship try to detect it before we left Earth, and it was unable to do it.”

“So, we could be surrounded by ships in fields like we’re using and not know it?” Jillian commented.

“Perhaps they can’t detect us either,” Crystal remarked.

Kyle shook his head, “If they’ve been using this field for a long time, I’m reasonably certain they’ve developed a way to detect it. Jerry, how are we able to detect a standard stardrive but not the blue field we’re using?”

“We’re actually not detecting the stardrive; we’re detecting the disturbance around it from its interaction with normal space. The blue field has no disturbance around it so it’s not detectable.”

“Jerry, the stardrive field is made of energy; surely it has a frequency!” Jillian interjected.

“Well, yes it does but detecting the frequency wouldn’t be as easy as the disturbance they cause,” Jerry answered.

“Is the frequency of the blue field different from the standard stardrive’s frequency?” Kyle asked.

Jerry shook his head, “No, they’re operating on the same frequency.”

“Can you adjust our scanners to look for that frequency?”

“It can be done but not here.”

“Why not?”

“Admiral, it would take a different circuit board to look for that frequency,” Jerry answered.

Kyle turned to Tina, “Can you make that circuit board in our lab?”

Tina raised a shoulder, “I’ll need the frequency you want to detect, and I’ll have to remove the circuit board from our scanners to modify it to include the stardrive field frequency. While I’m working on it, we’ll be blind; the scanners won’t function without the circuit board.”

Kyle sat back in his chair and his eyes narrowed as he thought about the current situation. Jillian commented, “We don’t know if there’s ships out there with the blue field or not.” Kyle nodded. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“We can’t run the risk they aren’t there. They could follow us back to Earth if they are there.” He thought in silence for another minute, and everyone waited for him to speak. He finally raised his eyes and said, “Annie, power up all the generators to maximum power. I’m going to go to half-speed away from here for ten minutes, then I’m reversing course and coming back here at maximum speed. I’ll fly around to the other side of the moon, find a crater, land in it, and go into normal space. Jerry, are the scanners that are used in normal space separate from the stardrive scanners.”

“Yes, they are.”

“Jillian, enter a coordinate close to the other side of the moon into the navigation system. Prepare to activate it on my order.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Tina, once we land in the crater, remove the stardrive scanner’s circuit board and get to work on it. How long will it take you make the modifications.”

“About a week, Admiral.”

“Make it three days!”

“Then you’re going to have to allow me to use Annie to help me build it. We’ll also have to update the spare circuit boards as well if the first one fails.”

“Fine, Jillian, you will control the weapons while they’re working on it.” Jillian nodded and Kyle gripped the thruster handle, “Leaving in three…two…one…now!”

The ship leapt away from the moon at an incredible speed and Kyle kept his eye on the chronometer. At nine minutes, he looked at Jillian, “Enter the coordinates at the other side of the moon now.” Jillian nodded and pressed several buttons on the navigation system. She looked up and Kyle announced, “Hold on, I’m reversing course in three…two…one…NOW!”

Kyle pressed the steering thruster buttons and the ship flipped around; he pushed the thruster handle fully forward and the ship accelerated at an impossible speed. It arrived back at the moon in one minute and he flew toward the surface of the moon searching for a good crater. He moved the ship into normal space and flew over the surface of the moon and finally saw a crater directly ahead with a tall wall surrounding it. He used the steering thrusters to fly the ship in next to the wall with an overhanging cliff above the ship. He shouted, “GO,GO, GO, Tina. Jerry, activate the passive normal space scanner and tell me if anything shows up. Jillian, lock the missile controls to the normal space scanner and be prepared to launch on my order!”

Tina had the hand tools out and opened the case on the stardrive scanner. She had the circuit board out two minutes later and she and Annie ran off the bridge.

Jillian looked up at Kyle and he saw her worried expression. “I’m shutting down all the generators except for the one controlling the ship’s internal systems. The only way we can be detected under the cliff above us is for a ship to move in close to the moon’s surface to see under it. I don’t believe they’ll do that without knowing exactly where we landed.”

Jerry looked up from his console, “They will have to come out of their stardrives to do that. If their stardrive field comes into contact with the moon’s surface at a slow speed, it will short-out, and we’ll see them. The Admiral chose a perfect place to hide.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “If you were looking to find a ship hiding on a moon’s surface, how would you go about it?”

Kyle shrugged, “Well, for starters, I’d initially believe the ship went to the other side of the moon to hide a course change. I'd be looking for it away from the moon first. If I didn’t find it, I might and, I say might, go and see if it landed on the moon. I wouldn’t move in close to the moon without scanning it from long distance first; that could take a while. So, relax.” Jillian sighed and sat back in her chair.

Nothing was detected the first day and Kyle ordered Jerry to get some sleep in Annie’s chair. Jillian took his place at the scanner console and Kyle stayed alert to the need to move the ship quickly. Finally, Jillian stood up and went to the pilot’s chair as Jerry woke and took the scanner console. “You must get some rest, Kyle. I’ll take control of the ship.” Kyle blew out a breath and nodded. He closed his eyes and was asleep instantly. Jillian turned to Jerry, and he shook his head, nothing on the scanner. She kept her hands on the console and fought her fatigue. Finally, Kyle opened his eyes and Jillian fell back in her chair. She was asleep in a few moments and Kyle placed his hands on the ship’s controls.

• • •

The next two days went the same way with Kyle, Jillian, and Jerry tagging out to get sleep. Finally, at the end of the fourth day, Annie rushed in with the modified circuit board and installed it in the stardrive scanner. Kyle looked at Annie, “Where’s Tina?”

“She’s passed out in the lab. I’m not much better myself.”

Kyle nodded, “Alright, everyone get some rest. I’ll keep an eye out but we’re not in condition to make our run now. Jillian, I’ll wake you in six hours and you can spell me.” Jillian nodded and closed her eyes.

• • •

Tina was the first one to wake and come to the bridge. Kyle stood up and smiled, “You have the ship, Tina. Thank you for your hard work, Wake me if you need me.”

“I’ve not flown the ship, Sir.”

“But you were trained on how to do it, right?” Tina nodded. “I think we’ll be fine. Let everyone sleep until they wake on their own.” Tina nodded and Kyle went to the weapons console’s chair and closed his eyes.

Kyle woke ahead of Jillian and Jerry. He found Annie at the pilot’s console and Tina was sleeping in Annie’s chair. “You can get some more sleep, Sir.”

Kyle shook his head, “I don’t need much sleep. Take a chair and sleep if you need it. There won’t be a lot of time to rest once we get moving.”

“I’m fine, Sir.” Kyle nodded and placed his hands on the ship’s controls.

• • •

Four hours later, everyone was at their stations and Kyle turned to Tina, “Tell me how this new circuit board functions.”

“The new board will show regular stardrives like it’s always done, Sir. But it will also show any stardrive frequency not appearing on the monitor in blue. The range of the frequency scanner is far shorter than standard stardrives, but it should have a range of about three-million miles."

Kyle smiled as Jillian turned around and said, “Crystal, you’ve not said anything; is something bothering you?”

“I didn’t want to interrupt your sleep and I’ve been thinking about the possibility of civilizations in my galaxy having blue starfield technology.”

“What have you come up with?” Kyle asked.

“If there are civilizations in my galaxy with advanced stardrive capability, why did they allow the black ships to endanger my civilization. Shouldn’t they have seen them as a threat?”

“They wouldn’t have been a larger danger than your civilization, Crystal,” Annie replied. “They probably hoped the two of you would cause enough damage to remove both of you as a threat.”

Crystal immediately asked, “Do you believe that’s true, Kyle?”

“That sounds like what’s going on in the current universe. Kill or be killed appears to be the order of the day. However, that’s a guess on my part; the only way to know for sure is to ask them.”

“Well, if they’re from my galaxy, I’m sure they understand my language.”

Kyle shrugged, “If we get the opportunity, we’ll make the effort. However, it’s time to get out of here and see if this was worth the effort. If nothing shows up, then I overreacted. Annie, power up all the generators. Jerry, I want to know if you detect anything.”

“You’ll be the second to know, Sir.”

Kyle looked at his console and paused. After a moment, he turned to Crystal, “Crystal, is there any limit to the power I can throw at the stardrive?”

“We’ve never been able to send enough power to cause any issues. What level of power are you currently using on the Stardrive.”

“About thirty-percent of one generator’s power,” Kyle replied.

“Have you detected any issues? Has the heat gone up in the wiring?”

“No.” Kyle thought a moment and turned to Jerry, “I’m lifting the ship away from the moon and I need to know if you detect anything. Moving now.”

The ship moved out from under the overhanging cliff and Kyle moved the ship two miles above the moon’s surface, “JERRY?”

“I’m not detecting anything, Admiral!”

“Annie, I’m sending full power to the stardrive; be prepared to shunt power from the second generator.”

“I’m shunting it now. Use the second generator’s slide to send additional power to the stardrive.”

Kyle pushed the slide fully forward and Jerry said, “The field is changing color slightly.” Kyle pushed the slide on the second generator and Jerry said, “STOP IT THERE! The field is now violet in color.” Jerry stared at his console and looked up, “Sir, the violet-colored field does not have a frequency.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “What?”

“It doesn’t have a frequency. There’s no way it can be detected!”

“Why did you stop me from increasing power?”

“I worry about what could happen if you continued to feed power to it.”

Jillian quickly interjected, “Kyle, this new frequency completely removes the ship from normal space around it. If you continue to add power, it’s possible the ship could leave this universe entirely for another one.”

Kyle took a marker and put a mark on his console. “I won’t go past this mark. We’ll have to experiment with this when we get back home. Jerry, has this new field changed the scanner’s ability to detect other stardrive fields?”

“Sir, I’m now detecting five blue fields holding station out from Crystal’s planet.”

Kyle smiled, “Looks like I made a good decision to install the new circuit board. Jerry, I’m moving the ship toward those five blips; let me know if any of them changes their current position.” Jerry nodded.

Kyle pressed two of the steering thrusters on the bottom of the ship and He instantly stopped pressing them. The ship jumped more than a light year in less than a second leaving Kyle shaking his head. He turned to Jillian, and she turned to him, “It appears the ship can fly a lot faster with this new violet field.”

Kyle shook his head, “How am I going to control our speed?”

Jillian turned to her console and pushed a slide all the way back to zero. She then moved it slightly and turned to Kyle, “I’ve backed off the power to the gravity drive such that it’s one -tenth the power of the steering thrusters. Give it a try.”

Kyle grabbed the main thruster handle and pushed it slightly forward. The ship leapt forward, and he pulled it back. “Can you reduce it anymore?”

Annie left her chair and went to the gravity drive unit. She took out a screwdriver and turned a control. She turned to Kyle and said, “Try it now.”

Kyle pushed the handle slightly forward and the ship moved forward at a greatly reduced speed. “That works. What happens if I push the thruster handle.”

Annie tilted her head and shrugged, “It will increase thrust quickly, but it won’t be a sudden thrust. Just move it slightly to the speed you want. Push it all the way forward and the ship will go to full speed.”

“What if I reduce the power to the stardrive?”

Annie shook her head, “How in the hell would I know?”

Kyle looked at Jerry and said, “I’m reducing power; let me know when the color starts to change.”

Kyle moved the power slide slightly back and Jerry quickly said, “Stop it there.” Kyle stopped the slide and Jerry said, “Move it very slightly forward.” Kyle moved the slide slightly and Jerry said, “Lock it in there. Any lower we’ll fall back into the blue stardrive field.”

Kyle made a mark on his console and pushed the thruster handle slightly forward. He smiled and said, “That’s perfect; I can control this setting.” Kyle turned the ship and set a course for the five blue blips above Crystal’s planet. He arrived close to one of them and flew past it. It didn’t react and remained in place.

“Why are they still here?” Tina asked.

“Well, they must have detected us headed back here and assume we’ll come back eventually. Jillian, have you detected any communications between those ships?”

“No, nothing.”

“May I make a suggestion?” Crystal asked.

“Sure, go ahead,” Kyle replied.

“If they’re from my galaxy, I’m reasonably certain they know the communication frequencies we use, and they have to be able to translate my language if they’ve been here as long as we think.”

Kyle thought about it and turned to Jillian, who remarked, “I have a frequency Crystal gave me to contact her species when we arrived at her planet.”

“Will they be able to track it?”

Jillian nodded, “Probably.”

Kyle turned the ship away from the five blips and said, “If any of them start moving toward us, I’ll change our location. Don’t talk in long sentences, Crystal.”

“Just tell me to shut-up and I will until you move the ship.”

Kyle stopped the ship and nodded to Jillian. “I’m broadcasting the frequency, Crystal.”

Crystal immediately said, “I’m curious about why you’re here?”

Kyle heard her over the wall speaker and whispered to Jillian, “How are we able to understand her?”

“Crystal and I translated her language before we left Earth. The computer is translating it for us.”

Kyle nodded and stared at the monitor. All five blips began moving toward them and he moved the ship on a perpendicular course.

He stopped the ship and nodded to Crystal. “I see you’re trying to find me, and I won’t allow that to happen. Before I start destroying your ships, you should start talking now.”

Kyle moved the ship again and the five ships stopped at their previous location. “I asked you a question and if you don’t start answering it, I’ll destroy your ships one-by-one until you do.”

Jillian looked up and said, “They’re communicating with each other.”

Suddenly they heard, “I thought your species had fled this galaxy.”

“They have. I was late arriving.”

“If your species has this level of technology, why did you flee?”

“This ship is a new development; they were unaware of its existence.”

One of the ships inside a blue field suddenly powered up to flee and Kyle shouted, “Hit it, Tina!”

A missile leapt out of the ship and hit the fleeing ship in an instant; it went up in a giant explosion. Crystal said in a soothing tone, “It’s not nice to leave when we’re having a conversation. I can destroy all of your ships if I choose.”

“What do you want?”

“Why did you allow the black ships to force us to leave; you’re clearly able to have stopped them.”

“My civilization does not attack any civilization that is not a real threat to us. The Black Ship Civilization and you were the only aggressive civilizations operating in our galaxy and if your civilization lost to them, then they would go back to their galaxy leaving none here.”

• • •

Jillian saw Kyle’s eyes narrow, and his expression turn angry. Jillian put her hand on his arm and shook her head. Kyle sat back in his chair, but it was clear he was still bothered by what he heard.

• • •

“Then that begs the question,” Crystal replied, “Do you see us as a threat to your civilization?”

“How can I not,” the alien replied. “It’s clear your technology is equal to ours and possibly more advanced. Couple that with your species being aggressive in the past tells us you are a real danger to our survival.”

“We have no desire to threaten your species,” Crystal remarked.

“You just destroyed one of my ships.”

“You were the ones trying to move in on us and we could see your weapons were charged while you attempted to surround me; that ship could have been moving in to take a shot at my ship.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t see us as a threat to you!” the voice remarked.

“Actually, we don’t. You could be one day in the future, but right now you are no threat to us.”

The alien was silent for a long moment, and then it stated, “We know that if you believe we can be a threat in the future, you will eradicate my civilization before that happens.”

“We will not be attacking you,” Crystal responded.

“Please explain why that is.”

“Because you’ve not shown yourselves to be an aggressive civilization. We want to offer another way to resolve this situation.”

“And what is that?”

“We believe in peace. We believe that all civilizations need to learn to live in peace with other civilizations. If a civilization refuses to live in peace, then they should be forced to do it. They should only be eradicated if they refuse to accept peace, and even then, you should try to force them into doing it.”

“Just what does that mean?”

“If you agree to make the civilizations in your galaxy learn to live in peace with each other, then we will agree to live in peace with you.”

“And how do you expect us to believe you?”

“Because if you do it, and if you’re attacked by another advanced civilization, we’ll come to your defense,” Crystal replied.

The alien was silent and a moment later said, “I can’t make this decision. I need to contact my leaders and tell them what’s going on.”

“Go ahead.”

The alien replied, “Stand by.”

• • •

Jillian put the transmitter on mute and Kyle sat up and said to Crystal in an angry tone, “Will you tell me what that alien meant by your species being an aggressive civilization?”

The lights started flashing on Crystal’s surface and it was clear she was angry, “Don’t even think about having a holier-than -thou attitude with me, Kyle! You need to only look back to when you were planning to destroy those warships who stood no chance against this ship. You should also look at your species history at how many millions of women and children were murdered. This idea of peace Jillian made us look at has convinced me that it’s the right thing to do. I’m willing to change how I view other civilizations and I’m really hoping your species will do the same. If they aren’t, then you need to change the name of this ship to War Slayer from Prince of Peace. Yes, my species has attacked other civilizations we believed were a threat to our existence. However, that changes now.”

“And if your species come back to this galaxy, do you think they’d agree with you, Crystal?” Jillian asked.

“They’ll agree or I won’t share this new technology with them,” Crystal answered. “Are you willing to do the same?”

Kyle sat back and shook his head slightly, “My species already has this technology.”

“It doesn’t have the new violet-colored stardrive.”

Kyle glanced at Jillian and turned back to Crystal, “I’m sorry for challenging you. I’ll have to think about what you’re suggesting.”

“Good. Jillian, unmute the communicator, those aliens are taking too long to talk with their leaders.”

Jillian unmuted it and nodded to Crystal. “If you’re still talking with your leaders, it might be a good idea to link me into your conversation.”

“Why is that?” the alien asked.

“Because they may make a stupid decision if left alone. They’re probably planning to send all your ships out here to attack my ship and that would be a huge mistake; I really don’t want to destroy all of your ships. Ask him to allow me to speak with him.”

The alien hesitated and then said, “Gratchul, the stone is asking to communicate with you.”

“Why?”

“It says it doesn’t want you to make a big mistake.”

The Leader paused and then said, “Link him in.” The alien nodded and the Leader said, “I understand you want to talk with me.”

“Actually, I want to warn you against doing what you think should be done.”

“What is that?”

“Sending all of your warships out to attack my ship.”

“We have to eliminate you before you can communicate with your civilization.”

“You say that because you believe we will then send all of our warships out here to eradicate your civilization, right?”

“That’s how the universe works,” the Leader replied.

“Well, unfortunately for you, if you were to do that, this ship alone will destroy all of your warships. Ask the commander of your ship if he’s able to detect my ship.”

“He’s already told me he can’t.”

“So, if you send all your ships to attack me, I’ll simply fly around and destroy all of them without being detected.”

“We’re going to die anyway if we don’t.”

“You’re not paying attention, or your ship commander hasn’t effectively communicated our offer. We have no desire to attack your civilization and even if you refuse to accept our offer, we will just leave this galaxy and leave you alone.”

“I wish I could believe you.”

“There’s no reason to be deceptive. All we ask is that you do your best to make the civilizations in this galaxy learn how-to live-in peace with each other. If you agree to do that, then we will come to your defense if you’re ever attacked by an advanced civilization. If you refuse, then so be it.”

“I can’t make this decision so quickly!”

“Then don’t make it now,” Crystal remarked. “I’m leaving and I’ll come back in the future and see what you’ve decided.”

“And you’ll be coming back alone?” The Leader asked.

“Yes. We’ll be leaving now, and I do wish your civilization long life and prosperity.” Crystal looked at Kyle, “Get us out of here.”

Kyle nodded and turned the ship before accelerating away at high-speed. He pushed the slide back on the generator powering the stardrive and the ship’s blue field appeared. The Alien Ship Commander stated, “Gratchul, the ship has just appeared on my scanners and it’s moving at an incredible speed away from this galaxy. We cannot come close to matching its speed.”

“Looks like I have a lot to consider before it returns. Commander, you need to prepare our fleets for war. I don’t believe that ship will be coming back alone; it will be coming with a fleet to destroy us.”

The Alien Commander nodded, “That’s how things are in this dangerous universe.”


Chapter Ten

Jillian turned to Kyle, “What happens now?”

“We’re going to stop at the galaxy where the locals have agreed to work together to live in peace. After that, I want to go take a quick look at M-87.”

Jillian nodded, “I’ve entered the coordinates for the first galaxy you want to see.”

Kyle pushed the power slide forward until the ship was inside the violet-colored stardrive field. He then gently pushed the thruster handle forward and in less than fifty minutes, the ship appeared above the large galaxy. Kyle brought the ship to a stop and shook his head, “This new field is a revolutionary step forward in high-speed travel. I’m dropping into the blue field and moving towards the military installation on the edge of the galaxy. Jerry, let me know if you detect any warships near us.”

“Yes Sir.”

The ship arrived at the edge of the galaxy and Jerry looked up from his console, “Sir, I’m detecting numerous stardrives inside the galaxy and it looks like a space battle is about to break out.”

“Put the coordinates in the stardrive, Jerry.”

“Done, Sir.”

Kyle saw the course on the main wall monitor and pushed the thruster handle forward. The ship leapt ahead and arrived in open space between two large formations of warships approaching each other. Kyle turned to Jillian, “Connect me with the warships we spoke with last time we were here.” Jillian pressed a button on her console and nodded. Kyle activated his communicator and said, “What is going on here.”

An alien appeared on the wall monitor and replied, “We have asked the Calderac to stop their aggressive attacks and join us in working to bring peace in the galaxy; they have refused to join us. We are here to prevent them from attacking a peaceful civilization.”

Kyle looked at Jerry, “Are you detecting the frequency being used by those aggressive warships?”

“Yes Sir. I’ve sent it to your console.”

Kyle spoke into his communicator, “I believe you’ve been asked by the Mereck to stop your aggressive behaviors and join them in bringing peace to the galaxy.”

“And who are you?!”

“I’m the one that will destroy their civilization if they don’t do as I’ve asked. Now you are faced with the same situation. If you refuse to cease your aggressive attacks, I will eradicate your civilization.”

“My forces outnumber the Mereck fleet by more than three to one. I don’t detect any ships other than theirs.”

“And that is what will be your downfall.”

“You’re going to have to prove that.”

Kyle looked at Tina, “How many missiles do we have remaining.”

“A hundred and eighty-five, Sir.”

“Target the hundred ships in their front rank and I’ll fly along the second rank just inside their stardrive fields. Hit them with the lasers and shoot to destroy the ships.” Tina nodded and Kyle said over the alien’s frequency, “If it’s proof you want, I’ll be glad to provide it.” Kyle pushed the thruster handle forward and ordered, “Hit them now, Tina!”

• • •

The Calderac had five ranks of warships with a hundred warships in each rank. The missiles hit the hundred ships in the front rank as Kyle flew along the second rank just inside their stardrive fields. In less than ten seconds, all the warships in the first rank were hit by missiles and the ships in the second rank were hit by powerful lasers multiple times leaving all two hundred of them burning in space. Kyle turned the ship and said over his communicator, “Do you require more proof; should I destroy all your ships to convince you?”

“PLEASE STOP YOUR ATTACK!!”

“Your ships will remain where they are. Contact your leaders, tell them what’s happening, and link them to this frequency.”

Kyle switched to the Mereck’s frequency and ordered, “Contact your leader and link him to this conversation.”

A moment later, the Mereck Leader appeared on the wall monitor, “I was already watching the upcoming battle."

"Stand by and be prepared to take part in my conversation with the Calderac Leaders." The Mereck Leader nodded, and Kyle linked him in to the Calderac fleet’s frequency. “I’m going to destroy your remaining ships if your leaders don’t start communicating now!”

An orange-colored alien appeared on the wall monitor beside the Mereck Leader and quickly said, “Please don’t destroy my fleet.”

“That will depend on what happens next. My civilization believes in peace and will forcibly enforce it if necessary. The Mereck have agreed to work to bring peace among all the civilizations in this galaxy and have our promise that we won’t attack them if they do. Now, are you going to join them in bringing peace, or do I need to eradicate your civilization for being an obstacle to peace?”

The Calderac Leader looked at the Mereck leader on his monitor and said, “When you told us that you had no choice but to try and stop our attack, this is why, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is,” the Mereck Leader answered. “Under normal circumstances, we would just ignore what you’re doing; but this is not normal conditions and If we didn’t attempt to stop you, my civilization would have been destroyed by this alien. Even if you destroyed us, we’d be dead either way. Our best chance of survival was to try and stop your attack; we know we stand no chance against this alien’s ship.””

“Is this the first fleet you’ve stopped since I spoke with you?” Kyle asked.

“No, we’ve stopped four other attacks and all those civilizations have agreed to join us in fighting for peace. The four civilizations being attacked have also agreed to join us in the effort to bring peace to our galaxy.”

Kyle’s brow furrowed, “If they’ve joined you, where are they now?”

“Their ships are currently waiting in normal space behind the Calderac Fleet awaiting orders to be called in to join in the fight.”

“Call them in now and have them hold position behind the Calderac Fleet,” Kyle ordered. Suddenly, hundreds of stardrives appeared on the monitor and they flew in and took up position behind the Calderac ships.

The Calderac Leader saw the thousand plus warships surrounding his fleet and he turned to Kyle on the monitor, “Do you intend to destroy my civilization?”

Kyle turned to the Mereck Leader, “Do you believe they can help you in achieving peace?”

“The Calderac are one of the most powerful civilizations in this area of the galaxy. They could certainly be an asset if they chose to work with us.”

Kyle turned to the Calderac Leader, “I will make the same offer to you that I gave the Mereck. If you will work to bring peace to your galaxy, we will not eradicate your civilization. However, if you only cause problems because you can’t work with the Mereck, you will die and quickly.”

“We will work with the Mereck.”

Kyle smiled, “Really, it’s not such a bad thing if you do. Now both of your civilizations and all the others that have joined to bring peace will come to each other’s defense if needed. The danger to you is greatly reduced by your working together.”

“And what if another highly advanced civilization threatens us.”

“I’m giving a frequency to contact us to the Mereck Leader. If you are threatened, contact us and we’ll come to your defense.” Kyle looked at Jillian and nodded. She sent the frequency and the direction to send a communication. Kyle turned back to the monitor and said, “I’m leaving now. I will be checking in on you periodically, so stay true to your commitment. I suggest the two of you take some time to determine how you’re going to work together.”

Kyle turned the ship and flew out toward the edge of the galaxy. Annie shook her head and commented, “We were really lucky to have shown up just as this battle was about to start.”

“The Mereck would have won even if we didn’t show up,” Kyle commented. “Our arriving when we did prevented the loss of numerous warships.” Kyle flew the ship out of the edge of the large galaxy and ordered, “Set a course far out from M-87, Jillian.” The course appeared on the monitor and Kyle activated the violet stardrive field.

• • •

Kyle had the ship inside the violet stardrive field above M-87 looking down on the giant galaxy. He saw the giant radiation beam extending out of the central black hole far out of the galaxy ahead of the ship and stayed far away from it. He looked at the monitor and saw hundreds of thousands of standard stardrives on one side of the giant galaxy and nothing on the opposite side of the galaxy. “Jerry, are you not detecting any stardrives on the other side of this galaxy?”

“I’m detecting a few blue stardrive fields out near the opposite edge of the galaxy, but we’re too far away to detect any inside the galaxy.” Kyle flew the ship in closer to the galaxy and Jerry immediately announced, “Annie was right; there are huge numbers of blue stardrives inside the opposite edge of the galaxy.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “I wonder why those advanced civilizations aren’t attacking the standard stardrive civilizations on the other side of the galaxy?”

Kyle shrugged, “I have no idea.”

“It could be those civilizations have achieved a sort of equilibrium among themselves and sending forces to the other side of the galaxy would upset it,” Annie suggested. “Earth was just like that when everyone was worried about mutual annihilation for so many years.”

Kyle raised a shoulder, “You could be right but we’re not getting any closer to find out. I’m moving the ship away and everyone should go and get some rest; Jillian and I will handle the ship.”

Everyone left the bridge and Jillian moved to Jerry’s console. Kyle looked at Crystal and said, “You’ve been rather quiet since we left your galaxy.”

“I’ve been thinking about peace. I don’t know if your experiment in that galaxy is going to be successful, but they’re further along than I thought possible.”

“Perhaps you can organize everything we’ve recorded in that galaxy into a video report for me to share with Admiral Kuhn. It would be a big help if you could.”

“No problem; I’ll get to work on it now.”

Kyle pulled up a course on his console’s display and began pressing keys. After an hour, Jillian asked, “What are you doing?”

“Working on our course back to Earth.”

Jillian smiled and remarked, “It will be good to get back home. We have some things to discuss.” Kyle looked up from his console and nodded.

Forty-five minutes later, Kyle stopped the ship in intergalactic space far out from any galaxy. He turned to Jillian and said, “We’re safe out here. We can’t be detected in our violet field, and we should also get some rest.” Kyle reclined his chair and Jillian did the same a moment later after she set an alarm on the scanners to wake them if anything appeared on them.

• • •

Eight hours later, Kyle woke and lifted a small device from his console; he pointed it at Crystal and entered a frequency into the ship’s frequency log. He sat back and stared at the display on his console. He closed his eyes and waited for the others to wake and come to the bridge.

• • •

Kyle opened his eyes as the crew moved back on the bridge and he turned to Crystal, “Crystal, have you finished the video?”

“Yes, I have.”

“I’ve not discussed with you how you feel about attacking the Black Ship Civilization.”

Crystal paused and then replied, “I genuinely have mixed emotions.”

“Why is that?”

“They killed my partner! I can never, ever, forgive them for that. However, I know they were only doing what all of us did in trying to remove any threat to them. My civilization has done the same thing and I rationalized it by saying we were only protecting ourselves.”

“Do you think your civilization was a threat to them?”

“I’d like to say no, but the truth is that if we encountered them first, we would have worked hard to develop our technology to remove them.”

“Do you understand why they pursued you and refused to allow you to escape?”

“They didn’t want us to warn our leaders about the danger they represented to us. I understand why they did it, but I can’t forgive them for it.”

Kyle looked around the bridge and Tina asked, “What happens now?”

“I’m going to make a small diversion on the way back to Earth. Once that’s done, we’ll go home.”

“What sort of diversion?” Jerry asked.

Kyle looked at him and replied, “I’m going to save Crystal.”

“What is that supposed to mean?!” Crystal asked.

“I’m going to give you back your partner. Everyone buckle in; I’m going to maximum speed on the gravity drive.”

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN?!” Crystal asked loudly just as Kyle pushed the thruster handle fully forward.

Everyone watched the stars flashing by the ship at an incredible velocity as they felt the ship accelerating. Jerry looked up from his console and announced, “Those are not stars flashing by us; they’re galaxies!”

Kyle saw the galaxies rushing toward them and he backed off on the thrusters so he could steer a path between them. Jillian stared at him, and Kyle said, “Pull up the recording of what the communication center on the moon above Crystal’s planet told us and play it.”

Jillian played the recording, and the crew was silent. Then Annie broke the silence, “The black ships didn’t have a weapon capable of penetrating Crystal’s body when she was fleeing from the black ships.”

Kyle nodded, “Which means when the ship her partner was on was destroyed, they had no means of killing him and they weren’t about to bring him on board one of their ships.”

“Why do you say that?” Crystal asked.

“Because they had to know that your species stores a tremendous amount of energy inside you. They had to fear that if they brought him on board, he would release all that energy at once destroying the ship he was on. I’m sure they tried to kill him, but he only drew more energy from their weapons. They had to leave him at the site where they destroyed his ship. We’re going to see if we can find him.”

“Why didn’t we do that first?” Jillian asked.

“We only learned they couldn’t kill us after we listened to the communication center’s message,” Crystal interjected. “Kyle, do you honestly think he could be alive after all this time?”

“If you go dormant, how long could you survive on the energy inside you, Crystal?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“He may not be alive, Crystal, however, we’re going to go and find out.”

The colors on Crystal’s surface began moving at high-speed as she hoped Kyle was right. She didn’t know if she could survive finding her partner dead again.

• • •

The ship arrived at the coordinate Kyle put in the navigation system in five days and he stopped the ship. He turned to Crystal and asked, “When you ejected from the ship, would that have lowered the top-speed of the ship?”

“Yes, it would.

“If I remember correctly. The black ships were going to catch the ship in two months, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“I’ve used the computer to determine where that ship would be in three months on the course it was taking. I know I’ve probably passed the site where it was destroyed but I’m turning the ship around and make small jumps back on the course you were taking. Jerry, I’m sending you a frequency that Crystal has emanating from her. I want you to scan the space ahead of the ship and look for any frequency close to that frequency. He has to be in normal space, and we’ll make small jumps until we either find him or move beyond the space he has to be located in. Crystal, I need you to focus on him as well and see if you can detect him. I’m moving into normal space; start your scans now.”

The ship emerged into normal space and after thirty minutes, Jerry shook his head and Crystal commented, “I’m not detecting him.” Kyle jumped the ship again and the process repeated itself.

• • •

Thirty days later, the ship had moved a significant distance inside the two-year demarcation and still nothing had been found, not even the debris from the ship’s destruction. Kyle moved the ship into normal space and Crystal immediately said, “I’m not hearing anything!”

Kyle turned to Jerry and said, “If he’s out here, and he’s alive, he’s been broadcasting that frequency for more than fifteen-thousand years. We should be able to detect it.”

Jerry stared at his monitor and increased the gain on the scanners. Kyle waited and finally shook his head, “We should have found him by now.”

Jerry sighed and twisted the scanner control roughly. Everyone on the bridge suddenly heard a ping. Jerry’s head went back as he said, “I’ve gotten a return far off the course we’ve been taking. It’s a very weak return, but it’s inside the frequency parameters you gave me, Admiral.”

Kyle looked up at the tactical monitor and saw a red blip far off to the right of the course the ship was taking. Jillian stared at it and said, “It appears that blip is out toward the closest galaxy to this location.”

Crystal quickly interjected, “He must have tried to get to that galaxy before he ran out of energy! There’s nothing out here that he could use to draw energy.”

Kyle turned the ship and accelerated toward the distant blip. He slowed the ship down and looked at Jillian. She shook her head, “I’m not picking anything up on the optical system.” Kyle moved the ship toward the red blip that was now pinging at a higher rate. Jillian suddenly shouted, “STOP THE SHIP NOW!” Kyle stopped the ship as Jillian nodded at the viewport. Less than a hundred yards away they saw a dark globe hanging in space.

Crystal rose off the deck, “I can hear him, but the signal is weak!”

Kyle turned to Crystal, “Go to the landing bay now! I’m turning the ship and opening the landing bay door. Go out and get him back on board!”

Crystal rolled off the bridge down the corridor leading to the landing bay. Jillian kept the optical scope trained on the dark globe and everyone watched Crystal move out of the landing bay to the dark globe, extend four arms out, and grab the globe. She turned and pulled the globe into the landing bay as Kyle shut the bay door, turned the ship, activated the stardrive, and accelerated toward the closest galaxy. He looked over his shoulder and ordered, “Jerry, find me a hot star!”

Jerry stared at his console’s display and suddenly a red blip appeared on the wall monitor, “That one should do the trick, Sir.”

Kyle nodded and asked over the PA system, “Crystal, tell me how he’s doing!”

“He’s in his dormant state and I can’t break through to him; he’s so weak, Kyle.”

“I’m moving the ship to a large star’s location where you can take him out to absorb energy.”

“Please hurry!”

Kyle flashed in on the giant star and stopped the ship in normal space far enough out so the heat wouldn’t damage the ship’s hull. He opened the landing bay door and watched Crystal exit the ship pulling the dark globe with her. Kyle closed the bay door and moved further away from the star; he sat back in his chair and blew out a breath. Jillian turned to him and commented, “I’m proud of you for doing this.”

Kyle shook his head, “I almost didn’t.”

“Why not?”

“What if we found him dead; how do you think that would have affected Crystal?”

“I think she would still have wanted you to do it. At least she would have closure.”

“That’s just it, Jillian; she already had closure and by coming here I could reopen old wounds.”

“Then why did you do it?”

Kyle raised a shoulder, “I guess I figured if we found him still alive, Crystal would be given a happy moment when all she’s tasted is tragedy. It was worth the effort.”

“Why didn’t you contact Admiral Kuhn and get permission.”

“He wouldn’t have given it and I understand why he wouldn’t. It could have gotten him fired if the President found out we didn’t return directly to Earth.”

“And couldn’t the same thing happen to you?”

“Possibly, but probably not.”

“Oh? Why is that?”

“Because Crystal owns this ship, and I could tell the President that she ordered me to go and look for her partner. Besides, he’d fire Ron for not having control over me. Let’s hope this doesn’t become an issue.”

Annie interjected, “So, how long are we going to wait here for them to absorb energy?”

Kyle turned his chair around to look at the crew, “As long as it takes. How long have we been gone from Earth, Annie.”

“Going on close to eight months, Sir.”

“And how long are we supposed to be gone on this voyage?”

Annie hesitated and then replied, “About four years if we used Crystal to get us to her galaxy; two years if we used our stardrive system.”

“So how do we explain how we were able to get back so quickly?”

“We tell them about the violet-colored stardrive, sir.”

“I do not intend to do that.”

“Why not?” Annie asked.

Kyle looked around the bridge and said softly, “Have all of you bought into bringing peace to the galaxy?” Annie nodded and saw Jerry and Tina nod as well. “Do any of you believe the President will honor our agreement with the Mereck or that advanced civilization in Crystal’s galaxy?”

“Why wouldn’t he?” Jerry asked.

“From what little I’ve seen of the President; he will see them as an opportunity to conquer those civilizations and force them to provide us with anything he wants.”

Jillian remarked. “He’s solely focused on his keeping power. He’ll see the agreements Kyle made as abrogating his authority and void any agreement he didn’t make.”

“What can you do about that?” Tina asked.

“I have a plan, but to implement it, all of you are going to have to agree to put your personal lives on hold for a while. Are you willing to do that?”

“How long are you talking about,” Jillian asked.

“About a year or so for most of us.”

“And what about you and me?” Jillian asked.

Kyle sighed and said, “It could take as long as eight years. However, if one piece of my plan doesn’t happen, none of it will.”

“And what piece is that?” Annie asked.

“I have to convince Admiral Kuhn to retire from the service and run for President in about two years.”

Jerry burst out laughing, “Oh, is that all?”

“No, it’s not.” Kyle turned to Jillian, “I also have to convince Jillian to run as his vice-president.”

“ARE YOU CRAZY?!” Jillian snorted.

Kyle held up his hands and said, “I need all of you to be silent and I’m going to record a message to Admiral Kuhn. I’m going to attach the recordings of everything that’s happened, and I hope this will explain what must be done and why we must play a role in pulling it off. Once the message is complete, I’ll send it to Admiral Kuhn before we head back out to the Mereck’s galaxy.” Kyle turned to Jillian, “Start the recorder now.”

Everyone sat back and listened to what Kyle was recording. It only took three hours to complete, and at the end, all of them were shaken by what Kyle had said. Kyle looked at them and asked, “Do any of you see something I’ve missed?” No one spoke and Kyle looked at Jillian as he asked, “Are all of you willing to participate in this plan?”

The bridge was silent, and Annie finally said, “I haven’t considered what you just said but I can see you’re right. I’ll do whatever is needed.”

Jerry blew out a breath and nodded, “I will as well. Besides, I signed up for a voyage of possibly four years. I can deal with it.”

Tina shrugged, “Well I am certainly not going to throw a wrench into this. I’m in as well.”

Kyle continued to stare at Jillian, and she shook her head, “Do you know what you’re asking me to do?”

“I do; I’m asking the same of me.”

Jillian intently stared at Kyle and Annie commented, “Hey! We all know the two of you are keeping your distance out of respect for us. We’re not idiots; we see what’s going on. Do you need us to leave the bridge?”

Kyle shook his head, “No.”

Jillian stared at him and shook her head, “So you’re putting us off for another eight years?” Kyle nodded. “And how do I know if I agree to do that, you’ll be there for me at the end?”

“I have the same issue, Jillian.”

“Kyle, get real! You are the only one I’ll ever trust with my heart and my life. I’ve made up my mind, but you’ve not made any commitments”

Kyle reached out and took Jillian’s hands, “I confess that at the start of this mission, I was still hurting over what Debra did to me, but you helped me understand what happened and come to terms with it. I watched you during this mission and your bravery, intelligence, and caring for me has shown through. I will not have anyone in my life other than you and that’s a promise I make to you now.”

Jillian’s eyes moistened and Annie stood up and announced, “Come on guys, they need some time alone.” Annie, Tina, and Jerry walked off the bridge and the moment the door closed; Jillian went into Kyle’s arms.


Chapter Eleven

Jillian was sitting in her chair watching the optical monitor showing crystal still out in space absorbing energy from the star. Tina and Jerry left to have lunch and Annie asked, “Where’s the Admiral?”

“He’s resting in the sleeping quarters.”

“Did the two of you resolve your issues?”

Jillian turned to Annie and commented, “You’re not nosey, are you?”

“I don’t know anyone who’s nosier. Have you resolved your issues?”

“While we’re waiting for Crystal, we will enjoy our time together.”

“And afterwards?”

“We’ll go back to how we’ve been.”

“I don’t know if I could do that, Sir.”

“We’ll have to do it if this plan takes place and we might as well get used to it,” Jillian replied.

“Tell me why you have to do that?”

“If anyone suspects Kyle and I are in a personal relationship, my objectivity will be questioned. I don’t like it…. but I know I must do what’s needed if this plan is put in place.”

“Do you think Admiral Kuhn will agree to do this?”

“You saw Kyle’s message to him. I do trust Admiral Kuhn and I know he places Earth’s welfare ahead of everything else. We should know if he’s on board before we go back to the Mereck’s galaxy. If he isn’t, we’ll just go home and hope for the best.” Jillian stared at Annie and asked, “What’s bothering you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Annie, something is bothering you; I can see it in your expression and the way your body is tense.”

Annie lowered her eyes slightly and then looked up at Jillian, “Before we left on this mission, Tina, Jerry, and I were contacted by an agent representing the President. I was offered a huge payout if I would inform the President of anything I thought he should know.”

“WHAT?”

“Wait, there’s more. I told Tina and Jerry about the offer after Kyle recorded his message and discovered they were given the same offer. We have all agreed that if we had any doubts about what to do, the President removed them by his backdoor offers. We will not report anything to the President.”

“I think you should think about that first,” Jillian commented. Annie’s eyes narrowed. “We are going to discuss this with Kyle when he wakes and I think he’ll agree that if you report nothing, that will be more suspicious than if you did. Kyle will come up with something for you to report and that way you’ll get that payout and remain in good standing with the President. We might need you to spread some disinformation to him later.”

“The Admiral will be disappointed in us, Jillian.”

“Then you don’t know Kyle as well as you should. The fact all of you agreed not to participate in this scam will carry a lot of weight.”

“I sincerely hope you’re right.”

• • •

Kyle sat in his chair and stared at Annie, Jerry, and Tina. Jillian saw they were extremely nervous and fortunately, Kyle didn’t prolong their suffering. “Jillian has told me that each of you were contacted by the President to inform him of anything you deemed important that I wouldn’t tell him, correct?”

Annie looked up, nodded, and replied, “Yes Sir.”

Kyle smiled, “Well that is an outstanding break.”

Jerry’s head went back, and he asked, “Why do you say that, Sir?”

“Because I’m going to have to get the President’s confidence and by your telling him things which I later confirm, he’ll feel like I can be trusted.”

“But what can we tell him?” Tina asked.

“You’re going to tell him that our lasers aren’t effective against ships inside a stardrive and need more development.” Tina nodded.

Jerry remarked, “And what do I tell him?”

“That our scanners aren’t able to detect some of the ship’s chasing us and needs to be modified to make that happen.”

Kyle turned to Annie and smiled, “You’re going to tell him there’s a huge problem with the power delivery systems and that controlling the ship’s speed is an issue that must be handled before the ship can be effective.” Kyle paused and remarked, “Notice that all of this is true. I’ll confirm it with the President, and he’ll use what you tell him to make him trust what I tell him.”

“Sir, aren’t you disappointed in us.”

“Were you ordered to keep silent on what you were told to do?” Annie nodded. “The President is the supreme commander of Earth’s military, and he is well within his power to order you to do what he wants. The fact he offered you a large payout only shows he really doesn’t understand his authority. We’ll just keep to ourselves that you told me about his orders.” Kyle turned to Tina and smiled, “I suggest you tell him that the numbers of civilizations out there with stardrive technology is unbelievable and it really frightens you. Tell him if all the citizens on Earth learned of that, it could cause a panic; you know it panicked you.”

“It did panic me!” Tina replied.

Kyle nodded, “I know. I saw it on your face when we were being attacked by those six warships.” Kyle looked at them and said, “I trust you. This hasn’t changed that and know that I believe in each of you.”

Tina smiled slightly, “Thank you for saying that, Sir.”

“How much longer are we going to wait here, Sir?”

Kyle turned to Jerry, “As long as it takes. We have some time to waste; this is a good place to do it.”

• • •

Three months passed and on the next day, Jillian saw Crystal and her partner moving toward the ship. Crystal wasn’t having to pull him, and she shouted over the PA, “Crystal is coming back!”

Everyone rushed to the bridge and Kyle opened the landing bay door. They watched as Crystal and her partner entered the landing bay. Kyle closed the landing bay door and moved the ship away from the giant star. A few moments later, Crystal and her partner rolled on to the bridge. Crystal rolled forward next to Kyle’s chair and glowed brightly as she extended an arm and took his hand, “I love you, Kyle. You have given me back my life.”

“That’s what this whole thing was all about Crystal.”

“Well, if you intended to save me, you accomplished it. I no longer feel the need to make the black ships pay for what they did; they were only doing what we would have done if the roles were reversed, and Gem agrees with me.”

“Gem?” Annie asked.

“That’s the name he’s chosen, Annie.”

“I also want to thank you for saving me as well,” her partner stated. “I was down to just enough power to keep me alive, and it wouldn’t have lasted much longer. Crystal has brought me up to date on all that has happened, and we will do whatever you deem necessary to try and bring peace to this dangerous universe.”

“What about going out to find your species’ ships?” Jillian asked.

“Well, we need you to fly the ship; we’re not capable of doing that,” Crystal remarked.

“If you want to do that, we will modify the ship where you can,” Kyle replied.

“How can you do that?” Crystal asked.

“Now there are two of you, and you can extend arms, we can modify the ship where you can operate it.”

“If you can do that, we will probably go out and look for them but only after I keep our promise to the civilization in our galaxy. I promised I would go back alone to discuss their decision.”

Kyle smiled, “Your saying that really means a lot, Crystal. However, it could be a while longer before we can make that happen. I’m hoping it won’t, but I won’t know until I hear from Admiral Kuhn.”

“Why is that?”

“Jillian, send her the recording of what we’re planning. Once you’ve viewed it, we’ll discuss what happens next.” Jillian nodded and Kyle turned to Jerry, “I need a course that will take us out to the edge of our Solar System that lines up Mars with Earth.”

“Can’t do it, Sir. Mars is behind the sun from Earth.”

“Then line us up with the communication relay that’s used when Mars is behind the sun.”

Jerry nodded and began pressing buttons on his console. After a few minutes he looked up and nodded, “I have the course entered in the navigation system, Sir.”

Kyle turned and looked at the monitor. He activated the violet starfield and used the thruster handle slightly. The ship leapt ahead and seven hours later, the ship stopped just outside the orbit of Neptune.

• • •

Ron sat in a room with four scientists discussing the new technology being used by the new ships. He sat back and listened to the scientists, and he suddenly felt his communicator vibrate in his pocket. He took it out wondering what Cathy wanted. He looked at the communicator and was shocked that a code he and Kyle had set up when Kyle reported to him on his ship years ago was on the screen. He looked up and ordered, “Please take a break; I need to take this call.” The scientists walked out of the meeting room and Ron accepted the message on his communicator. He read the message and his eyes narrowed. He sent the message and attachments to his computer, stood up and dismissed the scientists waiting outside the room, then went to his office. He looked at Cathy and said, “Hold all my calls and I do mean all my calls! Only the President and no one else, Cathy!”

Cathy nodded, “Yes Sir.”

Ron looked at his communicator as he sat down at his desk and saw it came through the Mar’s communication relay. That had to mean Kyle was a lot closer than his mission profile would dictate. He opened the files and began reading. Once he completed the written message Kyle sent, he opened the recordings and sat back.

• • •

Kyle sat back in his chair and Annie asked, “How long are we going to wait?”

“As long as it takes!” Kyle responded harshly. Kyle took a breath and said, “I’m sorry, Annie; he will need time to digest what I sent him. He knows I’ll be waiting for his response but it’s not like Admiral Kuhn to make a rushed decision. I suspect he’ll let us know within two or three days.”

• • •

Ron finished watching the recordings and sat back in his chair. So, the President sent three spies out with Kyle on the mission. That had to mean the President didn’t trust him to keep him informed on what was going on. That also had to mean Kyle was right and that once he returned, the President would ask for his resignation and put Kyle in his place commanding the military. Promoting Kyle to be second-in-command of the military before he left was a clear clue Kyle was right. He also knew Kyle was probably right that the new warships would be used to expand Earth’s control over other civilizations.

He thought about the idea of forcing peace on other civilizations, and that concept was new for him. He had to think about this and this notion of running for president was intimidating. He knew he had to discuss this with his wife; she would see things he would miss. Sherri would ask him the right questions and help him decide what to do. He stood up and said to Cathy as he walked out, “I’m coming down with a cold. I’m taking a day off to go to the doctor; I should be back tomorrow. Please hold all my calls and I’ll let you know if I’m coming in tomorrow.”

“I hope you feel better, Sir.”

• • •

Three days passed and Kyle was getting nervous. Jillian tried to get him to relax but was woefully unsuccessful. Finally, Kyle said to her, “If Ron says no, then you will run for president.”

“WHAT?!”

“We must have someone that shows better than the President and you meet that criterion.”

“Then you should run for president,” Jillian countered.

“Can’t happen.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m the only one to lead the President into making a huge blunder.”

Suddenly, Kyle’s communicator vibrated, and Jillian looked at her console, “That call isn’t coming through the ship’s system.”

Kyle lifted his communicator and saw the secret code. He opened the message and began reading. After a moment he looked up and smiled, “He’s in! Jillian, can you get a message to Ed on Mars?”

“Yes Sir.”

“Send Ed the message I’ve just printed on your communicator.”

Jillian turned to her console and sent the message. Ten minutes later, she looked up and said, “Ed says he’ll arrive this time tomorrow with the communication relays. He says he’ll keep the trip secret and say he’s taking his ship out to check out the new systems.”

Kyle nodded and stood up, “I need to get some sleep; the ship is yours Jillian.”

The crew watched him leave and Annie asked Jillian, “Why didn’t he want you to go with him?”

“He wouldn’t get much sleep if I did,” Jillian replied. Annie, Tina, and Jerry laughed, and Jillian’s face turned red.

• • •

Ed arrived the next day and moved the ship to link up the landing bay doors. The pressure seals lined up and Ed walked on the ship with Angela, “It’s good to see you, Sir. I didn’t expect to see for another two or three years.”

“It’s good to see you and Angela. A lot has happened Ed. Sit down and we’ll discuss what we’ve discovered on the trip. Angela, I need you to get with Tina and let her fill you in on a new circuit board for the scanners.” Angela smiled, went over to Tina, and they exited to go to the ship’s lab with Annie right behind them. Kyle showed Ed the recordings and then they discussed all the issues of controlling the huge speed of the violet-colored stardrive for two hours. He also told Ed they were going back out and that he should keep their meeting secret. “Ed, we’ve got to find a way to reduce the force of the steering thrusters or adjust the drive calibrations on the gravity drive. I also don’t really see how the lasers can be effective at the speeds we’ll be traveling.”

“Well, we’ve come up with a modification on the lasers that will make a huge difference."

"What is that?" Kyle asked.

"Larry Bowles put a stardrive emitter in the lasers that can be extended out from the ship about forty miles that the laser’s beam will fire through; it’s no longer necessary to overlap the stardrive fields of target ships for them to function.”

“That is a huge improvement.”

“Why do you feel it necessary to take the ship back out?”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss that issue, Ed. However, part of the reason is to set up communication relays that the civilizations we’re working with to contact us if necessary.”

“How are you on remaining missiles?”

“We’re down to less than a hundred.”

Ed sat back and thought for a moment and then suggested, “Sir, both of our ships are identical in appearance. You want us to update Crystal’s ship so she and her partner can fly it, right.”

“Yes, I assumed that would happen when we come back.”

“What about swapping ships? My ship has the new lasers installed and a full compliment of missiles on board. I can take Crystal’s ship back with me and work on the modifications while you’re gone.”

“And just how will you explain the containers installed for Crystal on this ship?”

“I won’t. I’ll park the ship and have the members of the team remove them before we start modifying the controls. I can trust the team to keep it secret and they’ll be the ones working on updating the controls. I’ll tell the engineers assigned to assist them that we’re going to replace the ship with the one you’re currently using when you return with Crystal.”

Kyle thought about it and asked, “Won’t they question why she came back instead of staying in her home galaxy?”

“I’ll tell them that you want it done because you suspected her species might not be there. If she doesn’t come back, then we’ll change the ship’s controls back to normal.”

“Won’t you be questioned by the President’s advisors on your progress on building the ships?”

“The President has no interest in what we’re doing and when his advisor called the first time, Angela and Larry discussed all the changes being done and they were lost after the first sentence. They don’t call anymore, and the President has left everything up to Admiral Kuhn to handle. Besides, all the communication relays are on my ship, and we won’t have to transfer them if we just swap ships. You’ll still have the issue in controlling the ship’s speed, but we’ll work on that issue while you’re gone.”

Jillian had sat in her chair listening to their discussion and she spoke for the first time, “We need to do this, Kyle.”

“Why do you say that?”

“We’re down to less than a hundred missiles and by swapping ship’s we’ll be at full capacity. Also, as you mentioned, the lasers are not effective, and I suspect we’ll run out of missiles rather quickly if we’re involved in any more confrontations out in the Mereck’s galaxy. Those new lasers will prevent us having to use too many missiles.”

Kyle stared at her and then turned to Ed, “Do you need to remove anything from your ship?”

“No, I haven’t had time to take it out and I told everyone I was taking Angela to go out and check it out.”

Jillian sat back and said, “We’ll need to download everything in our computer and navigation system to new ship.”

Jerry was sitting in his chair and interjected, “We’ll also have to erase everything in this ship’s data base as well.”

Kyle turned to him and nodded, “You’re right.” He turned back to Ed and said, “Alright, we’ll make the swap. Ed, I’m depending on you to make sure this meeting never happened.”

“I’ll handle it, Sir.”

Kyle smiled and ordered, “Alright, let’s make this happen. Jillian, you copy the navigation data on two data cubes and erase everything in the navigator. Jerry, you do the same with the main data bank, “Yes Sir.”

Jillian looked up at Kyle, “Why do you want two data cubes?”

“I’m giving a copy to Ed to take back with him.” Kyle turned to Ed, “Keep this data secret and be prepared to enter it into our new ships if needed.”

“Yes Sir.”

“I’m also putting out the communication relays so they can reach the Mars communication system. I’ll check them out with you, and you need to make sure no one knows of their existence.”

“How will you contact me and avoid everyone else?”

“I’ll send a code to your personal communicator and check the connection that way.”

“What’s the code?”

“JACTJ12148^.”

Ed programmed his communicator and looked up, “Got it set up, Sir.”

Kyle stood up, “Let’s do this.”

• • •

Three hours later, all the systems on the new ship were updated; a spare circuit board from the scanners installed, and the generators were adjusted to the settings on their former ship. Ed had left with the former ship to return to Mars before his absence aroused suspicions. Ed turned to Crystal and Gem, “Are the two of you ok without having a container?”

“We’re fine,” Crystal answered. “We can flatten our lover body and remain in place.”

“Let me know if we need to stop at another star for the two of you to absorb energy.”

“We’re fine and won’t need that in the near future.”

Kyle turned to Jerry, “I need you to choose where we’re going to place the three communication relays.”

“I suggest the first one be placed far out above the Milky Way. That is where all the messages being sent will be collected. The second one should be placed high above M-87.”

“Why”

“Because anyone that manages to get a line on one of our communications will believe it’s being sent there. The relays will be continuously changing their positions and even getting a line won’t be much help in determining where it might be relayed. It’s open space between the Virgo Cluster and the Milky Way so any messages it relays should be easily received by the first communication relay. The third communication relay should be placed between the Mereck Galaxy and Crystal’s galaxy.”

Kyle glanced at Jillian, and she nodded, “I agree, Kyle.”

“Alright, let’s go place the first relay.”

Kyle looked around and asked, “Where’s Annie and Tina?”

“They’re working on modifying one of the spare circuit boards they developed,” Jillian answered. Kyle’s eyes narrowed and Jillian added, “Angela suggested some changes and they worked out how to do it while she was here. Tina tells me that they may be able to extend the range of our scanners in detecting ships using the blue-colored stardrive and possibly detecting ships using the violet-colored stardrive.”

“I thought that was impossible,” Kyle remarked.

“Angela pointed out that no-frequency is also a frequency. I don’t understand the details, but they genuinely feel they can make it happen.”

Kyle shrugged, “I was thinking we might be the only civilization with a violet-colored stardrive.”

“Even if we are, we need some way to see our own ships if they’re working together,” Jerry interjected into the conversation. “However, it’s a dangerous universe and the possibility of another civilization having the technology does exist.”

Kyle nodded and activated the stardrive.

• • •

Ed flew the ship back to Mars and turned to Angela, “What do you think about what’s happened?”

“It was good to see the Admiral and the others,” Angela remarked.

Ed stared at her, and Angela grew uncomfortable, “Why are you staring at me?”

“Angel, I’ve been working with you for a long time and something’s bothering you.”

“Nothing is bothering me, Ed!”

“Are you going to tell me or am I going to have to force it from you?”

“What do you mean by that?!”

“The Admiral told me that the President contacted Annie, Jerry, and Tina and enlisted their help in spying on what was taking place on the mission.” Angela’s eyes widened slightly. “That made me start wondering if he did the same thing with the members of my staff.” Angela remained silent as Ed glanced out of the viewport and said, “There are only two people who know about the meeting with the Admiral, you and me. If it gets out about this meeting, it could only come from one of us.” Angela stared at Ed for a long moment and then she burst into tears. “Tell me, Angela.”

“A member of the President’s advisors contacted me and told me that I would keep him informed on everything taking place; if I refused, then my family would pay for not doing it.”

“So, he threatened your family?”

“Yes, and though he didn’t tell me what he’d do, it was clear my children would be the target. He told me what school they attended here on Mars, and he said he’d hate for them to have an accident.” Angela wiped her eyes and said, “He’s contacted me about every two weeks to get updates on what I know. I’m also reasonably certain some of the engineers working on the ships are also reporting to him and one of them would be used to harm my children if I didn’t follow his orders.” Angela paused and added, “So far all I’ve told them is that the updating and modifying of our ships are moving forward at a good pace.” Angela turned to Ed and said, “If I don’t tell him about the meeting with Admiral Jamison, and it gets out from one of the engineers working on this ship….” Angela broke down crying as she said, “I hate them, Ed!”

Ed placed his hand on Angela’s shoulder and said, “Then you’re going to have to tell him.”

“But….”

Ed interrupted her, “The President is our Commander-in Chief, and I know Admiral Jamison would want to avoid outright lying to him.” Ed stopped the ship and took out his communicator, “The Admiral needs to know about this.”

“But he’ll hate me for this, Ed.”

“Don’t sell him short, Angela. Let’s see what he has to say about this.”

• • •

The ship was at the site for the first relay when Ed’s call came it. They discussed what to do about the situation and Kyle finally said, “Angela needs to report into her contact as soon as you arrive back on Mars. Once she’s reported in, you will contact Admiral Kuhn and tell him what’s happened and allow him to handle the situation.”

“Is that a good idea, Sir?”

“I shouldn’t have put you in a situation where you would have to lie. Tell Angela I don’t blame her at all, and I understand her concerns. Admiral Kuhn will take it from there and you will answer any questions the President might ask you.”

“But…”

“Ed! We’ll tell the truth. You’ll tell him that the systems we put on my ship allowing the alien to operate the power systems has failed miserably and is interfering with the operation of the ship. You took out a ship to replace the one I’m using and brought my ship back to be modified for the alien to operate it. The alien is planning to come back to get her ship once we check on her civilization and we’ll complete our mission inside the time frames established.”

“All of that is true,” Ed remarked.

“And by us reporting it, the President will see that we can be trusted to keep him informed. Admiral Kuhn will smooth things over with the President.”

“Do I need to send the data you gave me to Admiral Kuhn?”

“No, that won’t be necessary. Let me know if you encounter any difficulties.”


Chapter Twelve

The President was talking with one of his advisors and learned about a new ship being taken out to Admiral Jamison. What in the hell was going on? His secretary stepped in his office and said, “Admiral Kuhn has requested to speak with you at your earliest convenience.”

The President’s eyes narrowed as he said, “Connect me with him.”

Admiral Kuhn appeared on the wall monitor and the President turned around and smiled, “Good day, Admiral. I understand you want to speak with me.”

“Yes, Mr. President. Admiral Boyer has just reported to me that he took one of our newly modified ships out to meet Admiral Jamison.”

The President’s eyes narrowed, “Why would he want that?”

“The ship we built for the alien is malfunctioning. It appears the power system we built for the alien to use on the ship is interfering with the generators and stardrive systems we developed. Admiral Jamison has disconnected the alien’s power system, but the other systems are still malfunctioning. He used the system we installed on the ship to move the ship back toward Earth and ordered Admiral Boyer to bring a new ship out to replace it; Admiral Boyer met him and made the change. Admiral Jamison will now be using our power systems and he assured me he would complete his mission within the time frames he was given. He requested that I tell you about the situation.”

“Did he report anything else, Admiral?”

“Yes Mr. President. He says that every galaxy he came close to had tens of thousands of civilizations in them with stardrive technology and some of them sent ships out to try and attack his ship. He managed to evade them, but he couldn’t take the risk of continuing the mission with a ship that could malfunction during a critical moment. We have agreed to repair the alien’s ship and the alien has agreed to go out and check on her civilization and then come back to retrieve her ship.”

“Is that a good idea?”

“It won’t be able to standup to the ships we’re building, Mr. President.”

The President smiled, “Thank you for keeping me informed, Admiral. Keep up the good work.”

“Sir, there is one other thing I need to discuss with you.”

“What is that?”

“Once Admiral Jamison returns from his mission, I believe it would be best if I retire from the Navy and he be put in overall command of our forces.”

“Why would you want that?”

“He will be the most knowledgeable of what we’re up against and he should be leading us in getting prepared.”

The President actually looked sad as he said, “I understand, Admiral, and I will accept your resignation and retirement once he returns. I wish you the best life has to offer.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

The monitor went dark, and the President laughed, “Now that turned out well!”

“Why do you say that?” his advisor asked.

“We’ve proven Admiral Jamison is loyal and I don’t have to fire that old relic of an Admiral. I planned to replace him with Jamison as soon as he returned.”

“Do you think it’s a good idea to give that alien one of our ships?”

The President shrugged, “How would I know? You know how paranoid the military is and if they think it’s ok, then I’m fine with it. I have to start focusing on my reelection and it’s a relief to know I don’t have to worry about the military being loyal.”

• • •

It took four months to get the relays in place, check them out with Ed on Mars, before going to the Mereck’s Galaxy. They arrived above the galaxy and Kyle contacted the Mereck Leader, “Are there any issues you need assistance handling?”

“We’re avoiding an area on the other side of the galaxy where a highly advanced civilization is located.”

“How do you intend to handle it?”

“We’re adding civilizations to join us in establishing peace and we’re waiting until we have enough ships to possibly challenge them.”

“Have you determined if this civilization is an aggressive one?”

“No! We’ve avoided them.”

“Do you have their language translated?”

“We have listened to their communications but have been unable to translate their language.”

“Send me a copy of all you’ve collected and continue to avoid them. We have another issue to handle first but we’ll be back soon to see if we can assist you with this problem.”

“That would be greatly appreciated.”

“I’m also sending you a new frequency in the event you need to contact me.”

Jillian looked up, “I’m receiving the data.”

“See what you can do with it and get Crystal to help you,” Kyle replied. “I’m heading out to Crystal’s galaxy to see if they have made a decision.”

“I need to be available to speak to them,” Crystal commented.

“I’m not going to communicate with them until Tina and Annie complete that circuit board,” Kyle replied. “You’ll have time to work with Jillian before we attempt to contact them. Keep in mind we have another eight months before we can go home; we have plenty of time.”

Crystal rolled over by Jillian’s console and they began analyzing the data the Mereck Leader sent them.

• • •

A week later, Annie and Tina entered the bridge and Kyle looked up from his console, “How’s your work progressing?” he asked.

“We’ve finished modifying the circuit board and built two others as well,” Tina answered. “We’re going to need the scanner system shut down for a while.”

Kyle’s brow furrowed, “We’ll be blind if we do that.”

“Just keep the ship inside the violet stardrive and we should be ok,” Annie said with a smile.

“Exactly what have you done?” Kyle asked.

“We’ve developed a separate circuit board for each of the scanner circuits,” Tina answered. “One board will control the scanner that detects ships with normal stardrives that have the disturbances around them. The second board will be used to detect the frequency of the blue stardrives; the third board will detect violet stardrives.”

“I thought that wasn’t possible?” Jillian commented.

“Angela had an idea that it was possible, and we believe she’s right,” Tina replied.

Kyle sat back in his chair, “Please explain to me in simple terms what you’re talking about.”

Tina turned to Annie, “You should explain it; you’re better at it than I am.”

Annie chuckled and said, “The first thing that must be understood is that when a ship is inside a stardrive field, it is not in contact with anything in normal space. The only thing a scanner inside a stardrive field can detect is another stardrive field; that’s it, nothing else.”

Kyle thought a moment and then said, “Go on.”

“Well, if we send out a rotational scanner beam and it hits a stardrive field, it will cause a blip on the scanner as it passed the field. If you set it for the frequency of a normal or blue stardrive field, it will ping any field the beam hits. That’s also true if you have it programmed to ping if it hit a field with no frequency. If the beam contacts a field with no frequency, it will ping and put a blip on the scanner’s monitor. Keep in mind that all the scanners can detect is a stardrive field and it will react if it hits one. We just had to find a way to see that reaction.”

“I think I understand,” Kyle commented. “Will our scanner beam be detected by other ships when it hits them?”

“No, it will simply be reflected by the stardrive field it hits,” Tina answered. “The trick to make this work was to find a means of seeing that reflection.”

Kyle shook his head slightly, “Are you telling me that we aren’t able to detect if this ship is being scanned.”

Annie nodded, “Sir, you need only to look back at when those blue ships were following us when we arrived at Crystal’s planet; we never knew they were there initially. Now on the surface, this may sound bad, however, that means we can pour a huge amount of power into the scanners and extend their detection range without being detected.”

“How far will it extend the range?”

Tina raised a shoulder, “Won’t know until we put the boards in, Sir.”

Kyle stared at them and said, “I’m moving the ship out into intergalactic space and then move it into normal space.”

“Why are you doing that?” Jillian asked,

“If there’s a possibility our violet and blue-colored fields can be detected, I’m not going to take the risk of being seen while our scanners are down. If we’re in normal space, no ship can move close to us without our optical scanners detecting them and no starfield scanner will be able to detect us as well.” Kyle turned the ship away from Crystal’s galaxy and flew out into intergalactic space.

• • •

The entire crew worked on updating the scanners and Kyle decided to make a change during the process, “Jerry, you will take control of the weapons console and Tina will take your place operating the scanner system.”

Jerry nodded, “I think that is a good idea, Sir.”

Kyle turned to Tina, “I want you to cross train Jerry and Jillian on operating the scanners when you’re not available.”

“Sir, it’s really not difficult; just leave the scanners on at all times and the monitors will ping if anything is detected.”

“Even so, I prefer you to have the main responsibility in operating them.”

“Yes Sir.”

Crystal interjected, “I think I understand why you’ve been able to develop your technology so quickly.”

Annie looked up from the circuit board she was installing and asked, “Why do you say that?”

“Normally, stardrive and gravity drive technology is discovered early in a civilization’s history. However, the power necessary to get the most out of them lags far behind those discoveries. Humans already had fusion reactors and had all the power necessary to exploit them. It was your having the ability to create the huge power needed to develop those systems that led to your species explosive development.”

Kyle smiled and said, “We’re not done yet. Tina, where are we in getting everything in place?”

“About another three days to crosscheck the systems and we’ll be ready to trial them.”

Kyle shook his head, “It’ll take that long to get everything back in place. It’s taken us a month already.”

“Once Annie gets the last circuit board linked in, we’ll be putting everything back together, Sir.” Kyle nodded and turned an insulated wrench on one of the sealed cases. Everyone was working together to get everything put back in place.

• • •

Kyle took his seat in the pilot’s chair and looked around at the crew, “Alright, it’s time to find out if all this work was worth it.” Kyle activated the stardrive and turned the ship back toward Crystal’s galaxy. He said over his shoulder, “Tina, I want to know the moment you detect any ships.”

“Yes Sir.”

The ship flashed in on the edge of the galaxy and Tina announced, “I’ve detected ten blue-field ships around Crystal’s planet.”

Kyle’s eyes widened, “How far out are we from those ships?”

“About ten light years, Sir.”

“That’s absolutely amazing, Tina!” Kyle responded.

“We just didn’t know before that our scanner wouldn’t be detected, Sir. I’m using fifty percent of the power from the generator powering the ship’s systems to push the scanners.”

Kyle tilted his head and muttered, “It looks like we’re going to need some more generators on our ships.”

“Not really,” Annie replied. Kyle turned to her, and Annie smiled, “Admiral, we’re not using full power on any of the generators except for the one powering the stardrive. All that we’ll need is to increase the power in that generator and the others should be plenty.”

Kyle chuckled and replied, “I yield to the expert on our power systems.” Kyle turned to Crystal and Gem, “Are you ready to communicate with them, Crystal?”

“I am.”

“Where are you and Jillian on deciphering that language the Mereck gave us?”

“We’re able to understand them and once we intercept some of their communications, we’ll be able to communicate.”

Kyle turned to Jillian, and she nodded. “Alright, I’m moving the ship in outside their detection range and then it’s show time, Crystal.”

• • •

The ship came to a stop and Kyle nodded to Jillian, “Activate the frequency they’re using to communicate.”

Jillian looked up from her console, “Done.”

Kyle turned and nodded to Crystal. She immediately said, “I see you have ships at my planet; are they a welcoming group?”

There was a few moments of silence and then they heard, “We’re here to determine if you were going to keep your word and come back alone.”

“You could do that with just one ship,” Crystal replied. “Do you have ten ships here to attack me when I showed up?”

“As commander of these ships, it was left up to me to decide if that would be an option,” the alien remarked.

“So, what’s it going to be, talk or attack?”

“It’s clear you’re able to detect all of my ships and none of us have been able to detect your ship; that says attacking you would be fruitless.”

“Then please get your Leader on the channel and let’s talk.”

A moment later the Gratchul appeared on the monitor, “The Commander of my ships has notified me that you’ve returned.”

“And I’ve come back alone keeping my promise,” Crystal replied.

“We have no way to prove you’re alone; we’re unable to detect your ships.”

Crystal’s colors began flashing as she replied, “If I came back with a fleet of warships, why would I waste time trying to communicate with you? I’d destroy the ten ships at my planet and then go after your planets. I kept my promise and I’ve come back to determine if you’ve decided about my offer.”

The Gratchul was silent for a moment and then he said, “So let me make sure I fully understand your offer. You say if we attempt to get all the civilizations in this galaxy to live in peace with each other, you will come to our defense if an advanced civilization attacks us in the future.”

“That’s correct,” Crystal agreed.

“And if we refuse to do as you ask, you’ll leave and not come back?”

“That is also correct.”

“My civilization has never attacked another civilization and has chosen to stay out of other’s conflicts, I don’t like being forced to do things by others.”

“You’re not being forced to do anything,” Crystal quickly replied. “We’re offering to defend you if you’re attacked if you will work to bring peace in your galaxy. The fact you’re not an aggressive civilization is the sole reason we’re making this offer. Is it worth it to you to do as we ask and know that we’ll fight any aggressor with you in the future?”

“This coming from a member of a species that isn’t much different than the Black Ship Civilization that forced your species to flee is not something I trust.”

Kyle turned to Crystal and said, “We should just leave.”

The Gratchul immediately asked, “Who just said that?”

Crystal was silent for a moment and then replied, “He is a member of the species that assisted in building this ship.”

“So, you didn’t build that ship alone?”

“No, I did not.”

“So, this species is forcing you to make this offer?”

“No, they believe in bringing peace to the universe and I’ve learned from them that destroying your enemies is the wrong thing to do. And I will not share the technology on this ship with my species unless they also agree to forever give up their aggressive behaviors and work to bring peace in the galaxies.”

“Do you believe what the stone is saying is true?”

Kyle knew the Gratchul was speaking to him, and he blew out a breath before saying, “Yes, I do.”

“How can you be sure of that?”

“Trust is earned not given, Gratchul. And we would be the ones to come to defend you if you agree to our proposal. It’s a dangerous universe and going out and destroying civilizations who are weaker than you is what makes it even more dangerous. It’s only by working together civilizations will survive in the current climate that exists.”

“And if you’re attacked by a more advanced civilization, do you expect us to come to your defense?”

“No, I do not,” Kyle responded.

“Why not?”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed as he answered, “If a civilization is powerful enough to destroy my ships, then your ships would stand no chance against them; it would be wasted effort. Secondly, there’s no possible way you could go to my civilization in time to make a difference.”

“Then just how would you come to defend us if that’s the case?”

“Because at maximum speed, my ships are capable of arriving here in about four days. It would take your ships close to ten months to arrive at my galaxy.”

“That’s not possible,” the Gratchul stated.

“Gratchul, it’s true,” Crystal replied. “I know you believe your ships are incredibly advanced, but they are woefully behind the technology on this ship. I wasn’t being deceitful when I told you this single ship could destroy every warship you have.”

“Which begs the question why you haven’t done just that,” the Gratchul commented.

“Because we believe in peace!” Kyle interrupted. “Is that concept just too foreign for you to understand? If it is, then we should just leave now and leave you to your future.”

“If I agree to do as you ask, will you share your technology with us?”

“Trust is earned, not given,” Kyle replied. “If you demonstrate you are working to bring peace to your galaxy, then we will consider sharing our technology with you.”

“Gratchul!”

“Yes, Fleet Commander.”

“I observed this ship leave our galaxy at a speed we can never approach. I saw one of my ships trying to flee the initial contact destroyed so quickly that it was unbelievable. I believe these beings are telling the truth and could be a real blessing to us if we agree to their proposal. There is no civilization in this galaxy capable of standing up to us and though it may require us to stop some aggressive civilizations, we are capable of doing what they’re asking us to do.”

“Do you trust them, Fleet Leader?”

“They could have destroyed all of my ships in the initial encounter, and they chose not to do it. Anyone else would have destroyed my ships and then gone after our planets. I believe they are being honest, but this decision is yours to make.”

“And you’re willing to attack aggressive civilizations to comply with their request?”

“We should have done that long ago, Gratchul. The universe is too small now and other galaxies can threaten us. By bringing all of the civilizations together in our galaxy to work together; we’ll be stronger for the effort, and we’ll have to decide on whether or not to share our technology with those civilizations. Would we be willing to do that before those civilizations have earned our trust?”

“Fleet Leader, it is my sworn duty to protect us!”

“But that begs a question as well, Gratchul. Do you honestly think you need to protect us from these beings if you know they could destroy us if they chose but didn’t? I’ve asked myself over and over why they haven’t and the only answer I can come up with is they are telling the truth.”

The Gratchul was silent for a long moment and then he said, “I will agree to your proposal.”

Kyle immediately replied, “I’m sending a frequency to your ships and the line you need to send any communication you want us to receive. We will be here if you need us and I pray you’ll find that by uniting your galaxy, you’ll be much stronger than before. We will return and check on how you’re doing in the future and at that time we’ll discuss sharing our technology.”

“I have great reservations about doing this, but I promise to make the effort.”

“Contact us if you need us, Gratchul. I look forward to seeing you in the future.” Kyle turned the ship and changed the stardrive to blue. He flew closely past the ten alien warships at maximum speed and the Fleet Leader sent a recording of the exit to the Gratchul.

• • •

“What happens now?” Jillian asked.

“We’re going to take a close look at the advanced civilization that the Mereck Leader is worried about.” Jillian entered the coordinates and course on the main monitor and Kyle turned the ship to the new course.

• • •

Kyle sat in his chair listening to the intercepted communications as they came in. Jillian and Crystal were adding the communications to the translating program in the computer and Kyle insisted they continue to gather data. “They’re not threatening the Mereck or Calderac so there’s no rush to confront them. We still have a lot of time to waste before going home so take your time and get a good translation of their language.”

Jillian looked up from her console and turned to Kyle, “This species calls themselves Olgren. It appears they know that the Mereck and Calderac are being forced to bring peace to the galaxy. They’re actually wondering why they haven’t been confronted by us.”

“Have you been able to determine if they’re an aggressive civilization?”

“They do attack anyone who enters their territory, and they were once aggressive in the past.”

“And now?”

Jillian shrugged, “They seldom leave their territory is the best I’ve been able to determine from their communications.”

“Do you know where their leaders are located?”

“I have the coordinates of their main planet.”

“Set a course in the navigation system for that planet and lets go see what’s happening.” Jillian nodded and entered the course into the navigation system. Kyle pressed the PA button on his console, “Report to your stations immediately, and activate our weapons; we’re entering a possible combat zone.”

Tina and Annie rushed to the bridge and Annie began powering up the ship’s generators as Jerry activated the weapon computer. “All systems online,” Annie announced.

“Weapons are powered and active, Sir,” Jerry reported.

Kyle turned the ship to the course and accelerated ahead at half-speed.

• • •

They arrived above an Olgren Planet and Jillian was shocked by what she saw, “This planet is unbelievable!”

“Why do you say that?” Annie asked.

“Just look at it! Those cities on the surface put all the cities on Earth to shame. They’re gigantic and have huge populations.”

Kyle turned to her and smiled, “This is the first time you’ve actually seen another planet other than Crystal’s.”

Jillian thought about it for a moment and replied, “I guess it is. We’ve not gone to a planet on this voyage other than Crystal’s home world. Are all of them like this one?”

Kyle shrugged, “I don’t know. I’ve been on the same voyage you’ve been on, but I suspect there are many planets out here similar to this one.”

Jillian turned to Kyle, “Are you telling me that when aggressive civilizations destroy other civilizations, they’re killing populations like this?”

“I guess,” Kyle replied.

“Well, it’s no damn wonder the entire universe is paranoid!” Jillian commented.

“We were just like them in the past,” Jerry remarked. “Every nation on Earth feared destruction by their enemies.”

Jillian turned to him, “And it took possible nuclear destruction to stop the madness.”

Jerry raised a shoulder, “I guess you’re right about that.”

Jillian snorted, “This explains why the Mereck Leader immediately asked for terms when we threatened him. I know they have to hate they’re being forced to do our bidding.”

“Destruction does cause motivation,” Kyle replied. “Tina, what can you tell me about their warships?”

“They all have the blue-stardrive field. However, their power readings are only slightly better than the Mereck or Calderac ships? From the number of Fields I’m detecting, it does appear their have more ships than either of them alone but not together.”

“I find it interesting that the first thing we examine about another civilization is their military capability,” Jillian commented.

Annie looked up and rolled her eyes before saying, “Duh! That’s why we’re in the Military, Jillian. We’re not out here to look at farming, culture, or flowers they might grow.”

Everyone laughed as Jillian glared at Annie. “Jillian, feel free to examine anything you want on that planet,” Kyle remarked. “However, Annie is right, it’s the threat they represent that brought us here. Do you have a frequency used to contact their leaders?”

“Yes, and it appears there are five Leaders with one Senior Leader in charge.”

Kyle turned to Jillian, “Do you have any suggestions on how we approach them?”

“I’d start by asking them if they’re worried about the Mereck and Calderac working together.”

Annie smiled and said, “Good answer, good answer.”

Jillian rolled her eyes and Kyle said, “Get the Leader of the Mereck and Calderac on the monitor and tell them to stand by.” Jillian nodded and a minute later she remarked, “They’re on the monitor standing by.”

Kyle nodded and ordered, “Open the frequency to the Olgren Leaders.”

“The frequency is active, Sir.”

Kyle nodded and pressed the communicator button, “I wish to speak with the Leaders of the Olgren Civilization.”

They immediately heard, “Please wait a moment while I notify them.”

Kyle sat back and tilted his head, “It appears they’re expecting my call.”

“And it looks like they’ve made plans for our appearance,” Tina remarked. “Thousands of warships are moving in toward the planet from all directions.”


Chapter Thirteen

An hour later, an image of four yellow-colored aliens appeared on the monitor and one of them said, “We’re expecting our Senior Leader to arrive momentarily.”

Kyle smiled, “Take your time, I’ll wait.”

Tina said, “You know, except for their faces, they look very much like humans. They even have four fingers and a thumb on each hand.”

“Their faces look like a cross between a kangaroo and a Koala Bear,” Annie added.

“By their initial appearance, I’d guess they’re vegetarians,” Jillian remarked.

“Let’s hope you’re right about that,” Kyle replied.

“Why is that?” Jerry asked.

“Vegetarians aren’t usually aggressive.”

“Then you need to meet a rhinoceros,” Annie remarked.

Kyle laughed and turned to her, “Touché.”

• • •

Twenty minutes later, a fifth alien walked in the room and the five aliens sat down at a table. The alien that just arrived looked out and said, “We’ve been expecting you.”

“I can see you’re right about that,” Kyle replied.

“Are you here to threaten us like you did the Mereck and Calderac?”

“I was wondering what you thought about them now working together.”

“Just how do you think we feel about that? They’re a real threat to us now!”

“I think it would be helpful for them to join in this conversation; they’ve been listening to us.” Kyle pressed a button and the Mereck and Calderac Leaders appeared on the monitor with the Olgren Leaders. Kyle turned to them and asked, “Are you a threat to the Olgren?”

The Calderac Leader immediately said, “I’ll defer to the Mereck Leader to speak for us.”

The Mereck Leader remarked, “You know that we have forced us to go out and try to bring peace to all the civilizations in this galaxy. If the Olgren do not agree with what we’re doing, then we have no choice but to confront them.”
The Olgren Leader responded, “We have no desire to work against you. We simply want to be left alone.”

The Mereck Leader turned to the Olgren Leader on the monitor, “Our orders are to bring peace to all civilizations in this galaxy. Unfortunately, that also includes you.”

The Olgren Leader turned to Kyle, “Are you going to threaten us with destruction if we don’t join them?”

The Mereck Leader immediately replied, “There’s something you need to understand before this goes any further. I admit that I hated being forced to do this against our will….. however, we’ve found that by going out and working with other civilizations, we have greatly grown from the effort. The Calderac and we have agreed that even if the alien removes his threat, we will continue to try and unite the galaxy in living together peacefully. We are stronger and more prosperous than at anytime in our histories and we see the benefit of continuing this effort. We ask that you join us working toward this vision; we have no desire to be a threat and we both know you could greatly help us in making this vision happen.”

“The alien didn’t answer my question!” The Olgren Leader responded.

“Before I do,” Kyle replied. “I want you to consider this. What would happen if another highly advanced civilization shows up in your galaxy. Do you not think that if every civilization in this galaxy confronts them you stand a better chance of surviving?”

“Most of the civilizations in this galaxy stand no chance of surviving because they’re too weak.”

The Calderac Leader commented, “It might interest you to know that we’re sharing our technology with the civilizations that are working together.”

“You can’t be serious!”

“We will stand together or die together. The weaker civilizations that have joined us are more committed to our vision than we are, and I have to say we are totally committed to making it happen.”

“And who rules?”

“We will each rule our civilizations and work together to ensure the peace of the galaxy,” the Mereck Leader answered. “We regard your civilization as one of us. We would welcome you to join us and help bring peace to our galaxy.”

“Don’t tell me you don’t see us as a threat to you?” the Olgren Leader challenged.

“Truthfully, the Calderac and us saw each other as a threat until we started working together. Now, neither of us would ever threaten each other and will come to each other’s defense. The same would be true of you and we both know the emotions you’re experiencing at this moment; both of us felt them. But we no longer do and we’re stronger because of it.”

The Calderac Leader added, “The alien was right; sometimes peace has to be forced on others to make it happen. It was forcing us to do it that showed us the wisdom in working together to be safe. You will see the same thing if you choose to join us.”

“And if I don’t?”

“We’ll leave you alone as long as you don’t threaten the peace of the other civilizations. You’ve demonstrated that your civilization is not aggressive, and we will honor your borders and not make you a part of what’s happening.”

One of the Olgren Leaders commented, “Is this not what we’ve prayed for? That the constant threat of being attacked could be removed. It’s worth it to do this simply for that reason.”

The Senior Olgren Leader turned to the other three, “How do you feel about this?”

One immediately said, “This is a vision I can believe in and get behind, Leader.”

The other two shook their heads and one said, “I have reservations about losing our autonomy.”

The Olgren Leader stared at them and said, “So, it’s up to me to break the tie?” He turned to the Calderac and Mereck Leaders and asked, “If we do this, will we come to each other’s defense?”

“Indeed, we will,” the Mereck Leader answered.

Kyle spoke up and interjected, “And my civilization will come to the defense of every civilization working to achieve peace. And to answer your earlier question about forcing you to do this, I will not do that. You either see the vision or not.”

The Olgren Leader stared at Kyle from the monitor and said, “We will join you in making this vision a reality.”

Kyle smiled and said, “I remove the terms you agreed to initially and I’ll give you a frequency to contact me should you require our assistance. I wish you great success and I know you’ve grown from making the effort. I’ll leave the three of you to work out the details on how to come together.”

Kyle ended the call and turned to Jillian, “See what your intervention on not destroying those six ships has led to; you should be very proud.”

Jillian lowered her head and nodded, “Thank you, Kyle.” She looked up and asked, “What happens now?”

“We’re going to scout those advanced civilizations in M-87 and see what’s going on there.”

Annie chuckled, “Now that should prove to be interesting.”

Kyle turned and said, “Jillian, set a course for M-87.”

• • •

Six months passed while the crew tracked the blue stardrives in M-87. Jillian collected the data and entered it into the computer. Finally, Kyle called a meeting of the crew and said, “Alright, what have we learned from the information we’ve gathered.”

“It does appear those civilizations have a sort of equilibrium among them,” Annie remarked.

“Tell me more about that, Annie,” Kyle requested.

“First I want to thank Jillian, Crystal, and Gem for translating their languages, without that, we’d still be in the dark about them.”

Kyle smiled and nodded, “You’re absolutely right about that. Thank you for the hard work you’ve done translating their languages. Annie, go on.”

“There are about six hundred and seventy-five advanced civilizations on this side of M-87 that are equal in their technology, and they have approximately four million warships between them. Those civilizations control large areas of M-87, and they appear to have come to an understanding among each other where they have agreed to stay out of each other’s territories. I think all of them understand that if they attack one of their neighbors, the others will come in and destroy them after they’re weakened from the attacks; so, they won’t run the risk of attacking another civilization. They also can’t run the risk of attacking the less advanced civilizations on the other side of the galaxy. If they did, then when they sent out an attacking fleet, they would in turn be invaded. None of them have developed enough power to generate the violet colored starfield and they are pretty much stagnant in advancing their technologies. That has caused a sort of equilibrium in this galaxy.”

Kyle clapped, “That’s an astute summary, Annie. Does anyone else have anything to add?”

“It appears the civilizations across the galaxy from these advanced civilizations are still following the practice of attacking anything they see as a threat,” Gem commented.

Kyle nodded, “For the moment, I’m not worried about those civilizations. Our focus for the future is to build up the defenses around Earth before we take on anything else. Anyone else have anything to add?”

“When are we going home?”

Kyle turned to Tina, “That would be now.”

“Really!”

“Yes, Tina. The election is nine months from now and we need to go back and put our plan into action.” Kyle turned to Jillian and saw her frowning slightly, “Set a course for Mars and we’ll drop Crystal and Gem off to pick up their ship.” Kyle turned to the monitor, turned the ship, and pushed the thruster handle forward. He wondered what was bothering Jillian.

• • •

They landed at the main complex and Ed met them at the landing bay. The crew exited the ship and Ed came to attention when Kyle stepped out, “Welcome back, Sir. It’s good to see you.”

“It’s good to be back, Ed. How’s the construction of Crystal’s ship coming along?”

“It was completed two months ago, Sir. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to it.”

Kyle nodded and the crew walked over to the ship with him; Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “It looks….. quite different.”

“This ship is the newest model we’re currently building, Admiral. It’s larger due to the modifications we had to make to incorporate the new scanning system and lasers.”

Crystal smiled, “It’s beautiful.”

Jillian turned to Crystal, “What are you going to do now?”

“I’m going to go out and find my species’ ships.”

Jillian’s eyes moistened, “I’m going to miss you, Crystal.”

The lights on Crystal’s surface were flashing as she extended two arms out and took Jillian’s hands in hers, “I owe you so much, Jillian. I’ll always cherish the memories we’ve shared, and I will come back one day to see you.”

“Promise?”

“I do.”

Kyle turned to Ed, “Is the ship ready to launch?”

“Yes, we just need to educate Crystal and Gem on how to operate the ship.”

“How long will that take?”

“Not long, maybe a day or so.”

“Do it faster.” Kyle turned to Crystal, “You and Gem should leave as quickly as possible.”

“Why?”

“The President could get cold feet and decide to not allow you to leave with the ship.”

Ed’s brow furrowed, “I’ll personally teach them how to fly the ship. There’s a tutorial on everything in the ship’s computer and they can learn on the fly how to operate all the systems.”

Kyle nodded, “Get them out of here before I meet with the President.”

“When will that be, Sir?”

“Probably first thing tomorrow morning.”

“They’ll leave in about four hours,” Ed responded.

“That should do it.” Kyle turned to the crew, “You should contact the president’s advisors about what happened in about three hours from now. Once we arrive on Earth, you’ll leave the ship and go to be with your families.”

“You don’t think we’ll be asked to be available for your debriefing, Sir?” Annie asked.

“Not if you contact the advisors prior to our arrival; the President will think he has all he needs from you. However, keep your communicators turned on in case he want’s you there. I’m contacting Admiral Kuhn and fill him in on everything and he’ll let us know when the President needs us there.”

“Shouldn’t we be there first?” Jillian asked.

“We’re only about ten seconds from Earth, Jillian. I’d like to have as much time as possible with our friends before they leave.”

Jillian blew out a breath, “I’m not thinking clearly.” Kyle smiled and walked away to contact Admiral Kuhn. Annie, Tina, and Jerry walked away to contact the president’s advisors. A few minutes later, they came back to be with Crystal before she left. They remained on the ship with Jillian as Ed instructed Crystal and Gem on how to fly the ship. Once that was done, they sat around and there were tears as they said their goodbyes.

Kyle ran on the ship and said, “Crystal, you need to get out of here now. Admiral Kuhn just told me the President wants to see us in less than an hour. Ron will be waiting for us at the Melbourne spaceport. Kyle went up and put his hand on Crystal, “Stay safe my friend.”

“You’ve taught me how to do it, Kyle. You stay safe as well.”

• • •

The crew rushed off Crystal’s ship and boarded their ship. Kyle ordered, “Set a course for Earth just above Melbourne, Jillian.”

Jillian nodded, “Done.”

As Kyle lifted the ship, he saw Crystal’s ship lift and fly away from Mars at high speed. By the time he had the ship above Mars, Crystal’s ship had disappeared. He smiled and said softly, “Find your family and live in peace.”

Kyle arrived above Earth fifteen seconds later and used the gravity thrusters to land the ship at the spaceport. He and Jillian rushed out of the ship and found Ron waiting for them, “Hurry and come with me.” He led them to a shuttle, flew to the government center, and landed on the roof.

An aide was waiting for them, and he smiled as he said, “Please follow me; the President will be here momentarily.”

They went to the elevator and Kyle noticed that Jillian appeared to be upset. But he couldn’t speak to her because the aide was with them. Kyle looked at Ron and he shook his head telling him to not say anything. They arrived outside the President’s conference room and the aide went inside. Kyle turned to Jillian, “What’s wrong?”

Jillian turned to him and said softly, “During the last year while you’ve been delaying coming back, I’ve been thinking about you and me.” Kyle’s brow furrowed as Jillian continued. “Do you remember what you told Debra when you told her about going to Mars for two years?” Kyle nodded. “You told her you would stay on Earth with her if she wanted and forego advancing your career. Now you come up with a plan where you and I will be apart eight years and didn’t discuss it with me in advance. It’s clear to me now that you loved Debra a lot more than you do me. I don’t know if I’m willing to wait eight years for you to have a family.”

Kyle opened his mouth to respond but the door to the conference room opened and the aid said, “The President will see you now.”

Ron turned to them and said, “Follow me.” Jillian walked by Kyle before he could respond, and he realized in that moment that he had lost her. He shook his head and followed them in.

• • •

They arrived at the chairs to the side of the President’s table and unlike the first time, the President turned directly to them, “Welcome back Admiral Jamison and Admiral Turner. I know it’s been a long voyage, but I need you to update me on everything that’s happened. Admiral Jamison, I’ll start with you.”

Kyle gathered his emotions and stood up at attention, “Mr. President, I have about a month of videos for you to see along with three weeks of written reports to fill you in on everything that took place on the voyage.”

The President’s eyes narrowed as he leaned forward, “Admiral, I don’t have time for all that. I’m working on my reelection campaign, and I don’t want all the small details; give me the big picture now.”

Kyle squared his shoulders and said, “The big picture is it’s a dangerous universe out there.”

“Tell me what you mean by that?”

“Every galaxy we encountered had anywhere from hundreds to thousands of civilizations possessing stardrive technology. My ship was attacked by ships coming out from those galaxies, but I was fortunate enough to avoid them. The videos and reports explains in detail what happened.”

“I don’t care about the details.”

“Mr. President, if one of those civilizations stumbles on Earth, they will destroy the planet. We must start building up our defenses immediately. If we’re found, we’ll die.”

“What about how your ship functioned?” The President asked.

“There were numerous malfunctions and those must be handled and soon,” Kyle replied.

“And the alien?”

“We left it on Mars, and it left on its ship to go out and search for her species that fled from their home world to escape being attacked. I suspect we’ll never see it again.”

“I don’t like giving that alien our technology.”

“The ship she took is still going to have issues, Mr. President. And it won’t be able to standup to our newest warships. We kept your promise to build her a ship and now she’s gone.”

The President shook his head slightly and said, “Well, I suppose it’s too late to stop it. Are you telling me there is currently a real threat to Earth.”

“Threat doesn’t adequately describe it, Mr. President. We stand no chance against a stardrive civilization if it finds us without having built up our defenses.”

One of the President’s Cabinet members said, “Mr. President, do you intend to release this information?”

“Why do you ask?”

“What the Admiral just told us has frightened me…. a lot. If you release this, then I have no doubt all the people on Earth will be scared out of their wits.”

Kyle released a small breath and was glad he wouldn’t have to point that out. Another Advisor turned to the President, “A frightened voter is not predictable, Mr. President; it would change everything. Currently, the polls have you in far in the lead against any possible challenger. Releasing this information would make predicting the outcome of the election impossible.”

The President stared at them for a moment and then turned to Kyle, “Admiral, do you think this information should not be released to the public?”

“Mr. President, that is a political decision and I know little or nothing about politics. My job it to prepare the Military to take on any threat and to follow the orders you give me without hesitation.”

The President actually smiled at Kyle’s response, “It’s good to hear you say that, Admiral.” The President thought for a moment and then ordered, “All of the data you’ve collected Admiral will be classified Top Secret.”

“May I offer a suggestion, Mr. President.”

“Go ahead, Admiral.”

“If I store the data on Earth, I’ve seen numerous times where leaks occurred. I recommend I keep the data on my ship, and I’ll lock it away where it can’t be examined until you deem otherwise.”

“That’s an excellent suggestion, Admiral.”

Jillian sat back in her chair and was surprised that Kyle’s plan was falling in place just like he suggested it would. Now was the time to see if he was right about her part in the plan. Jillian stood up and said, “Mr. President.” The President turned to her, and Jillian said, “I have a personal request.”

“What is that,” Admiral Turner.”

“I humbly request that you allow me to retire from the Navy.”

The President was obviously surprised by the comment, “Why would you want to do that? Admiral Kuhn has offered his resignation and I’ve honored it for the great job he’s done. I’m going to promote Admiral Jamison to replace him and I’m promoting you to be his second-in Command.”

“Mr. President, I’ve about had my fill of Admiral Jamison and the Navy. I agreed to go on this voyage to be a team player but now that it’s over, I’d like to get back to my career in civilian life. I’ve collected numerous recordings of alien languages and I want to begin translating them. I can best do that away from the demands of the military.”

“You don’t think you can assist Admiral Jamison in building up our defenses?”

“Mr. President, I spent most of my time intercepting alien communications and recording them. I have no knowledge on building up defenses and I doubt he would find my assistance useful.”

The President turned to Kyle and saw his expression. It was clear they did not get along. “Is that true, Admiral Jamison.”

“Admiral Turner contributed to the mission and did a great job, Mr. President. However, she does not have the knowledge to work on things technological.”

One of the President’s advisors leaned over and whispered, “It would be good to get her out of the public’s eye and back in a lab. Her favorability rating is high, and she could become a problem in the future. Let her go and disappear, Sir.”

The President turned to Jillian and said, “I appreciate all you’ve done, Admiral Turner. I will honor your request to retire.”

Jillian nodded, took a paper out of her satchel, and walked forward to hand it to the President, “I’ll leave now and go to personnel to handle my papers, Mr. President.”

The President turned to aide that led them in and said, “Please go with Admiral Turner and expedite her retirement.”

The aide nodded and said, “Please come with me Admiral Turner.” Jillian walked out with the aide and didn’t even glance at Kyle.

“Admiral Kuhn stood up and said, “I believe I should leave now Mr. President.”

The President turned to him and smiled, “Thank you for your service, Admiral Kuhn and I wish you a happy retirement.”

Ron smiled and replied, “Thank you, Mr. President.”

The President turned to Kyle and he instantly spoke up, “Mr. President, I request that Admiral Boyer on Mars be promoted to be my second-in-command.”

“Why have you chosen him?”

“He’s been commanding the ship building forces on Mars, and he will be a huge asset in getting our warship construction on the way on Earth.”

“What else do you need, Admiral?”

“I’ll handle the personnel needed to start modifying the defense stations above Earth. Getting them ready and starting the construction of warships is what I’m going to focus on in the near future, unless you have other orders.”

“No, I think that is a good plan. I’ll notify Personnel to promote you and Admiral Boyer and have him report to you.”

“Thank you, Mr. President.”

I’m going back to planning my re-election; if you need me don’t hesitate to contact me.”

“Yes Sir.”

“You may leave now.” Kyle did an about face and left the conference room. As he exited the room, he felt his heart breaking. The plan he made was clear that he would not make any contact with Ron or Jillian under any circumstances. He had cleared out his communicator on the way back to Earth; he knew it was going to be bugged by the President’s agents. There was no way for him to reply to what Jillian had said before entering the conference room. He blew out a breath and knew he lost her. He didn’t need to discuss it with a woman, he knew why and it was his fault. He decided to get to work and try to stay busy. He really didn’t blame Jillian for leaving; she was right that he made the plan without discussing it with her in advance. He knew if he did, she wouldn’t have agreed to it. He thought she’d understand why…. But in the end, she didn’t. Now it was up to him to carry out his part of the plan to keep the heat on the President. He squared his shoulders and went to the visit the Commander of the Melbourne Naval Base.

In less than thirty days, ten major cities on Earth were chosen to start construction of warships. Thousands of engineers and technicians moved to the Defense Stations above Earth and began installing stardrive and gravity technology; this didn’t go unnoticed by press or the people on Earth.

• • •

Two months later, the date arrived where anyone planning to run for an elected office in the government was required to announce their plans. The President’s staff watched the announcements being made and at the last minute, they saw something that shocked them.

• • •

“Mr. President!”

“Whoa, Slow down, Arie. What’s wrong.”

“That admiral of yours that retired recently has announced he’s running for President and that linguistic scholar is his chosen vice-president.”

The President’s face turned red, and his expression turned angry, “Why in seven hells did he do that?”

“We don’t know and the first time we can find out is in two weeks when the candidates are introduced to the planet.”

The President immediately contacted Admiral Kuhn and demanded to know what he was doing. Ron smiled and said, “I’m exercising my rights as a private citizen, Mr. President.”

“I thought you were retiring!”

“I did retire from the Navy. I decided that this venture would keep me active and occupied.”

“No military leader has ever been elected president since this new government was creted!”

“Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?”

The President slammed the communicator down and contacted his staff, “I want all the dirt you can dig up on Kune and Turner. Get back to me with what you find!” This uppity Admiral was about to find out how politics worked; he’d be forced to drop out before the election.


Chapter Fourteen

Two weeks later, the Meet the Candidates Week arrived and all non-essential people on Earth were given the week off to watch the new candidates running for office. Monday through Friday, all the local and lower government officials were interviewed by the press and allowed to explain why they chose to run for office. On Saturday evening, all those running for President were interviewed together on a stage in the Melbourne Cricket Ground Stadium. The capacity of the stadium was a hundred-thousand people, and it was filled to capacity.

The President was totally frustrated the week before the event; his agents had not found anything he could use against the Admirals. He found numerous things on the other candidates but nothing on Admiral Kuhn and Jillian.

His main advisor told him he had nothing to worry about; only one in a hundred voters knew who Admiral Kuhn was and he just needed to make a good presentation and that should take care of the election. The President was required to have the Leader of Earth’s Military and his choice for vice-president on the stage with him. The other candidates were only required to have their vice-presidents in attendance.

The press elected ten reporters to ask questions and they were considered high-powered in their profession and were known to not avoid hard questions. An eleventh reporter was chosen to moderate, and she started the meeting promptly at eight PM. “I want to welcome all of you who came tonight along will all the billions of people watching this broadcast. The first one to ask a question will be Elle Jonas. You may ask your first question.”

Elle stood up and surprised everyone when she said, “My first question is directed to Admiral Jamison.” Kyle stood up and Elle asked, “I think everyone on Earth has seen the massive buildup of our military forces. Please tell us why that is taking place?”

Kyle immediately replied, “I’m sorry, Ms. Jonas, but I’m not at liberty to answer that question.”

“Why not?!”

“The information to answer your question is classified and I’m not allowed to answer any question concerning that information.”

“You can tell us the reason why all this construction is taking place!”

“I’m sorry, but that information is classified.”

“Who ordered it classified?”

“The President is the only one that can order information classified, Ms. Jonas.”

Elle turned to the President and said, “Same question, Mr. President.”

The President stood up, smiled, and raised his hands, “The data collected by Admiral Jamison on his voyage is both voluminous and complicated. Before I release any information that was gathered, we’re going to have to go over all the data to ensure we don’t release any information that’s incorrect.”

“And how long is it going to take you to review all the data?”

“At least six or seven months.”

Elle frowned, “So, the people of Earth will be kept wondering what’s going on until after the election?”

“If we can complete it sooner, then we’ll release it.”

The moderator interrupted the back-and-forth by saying, “Your time is up. The next questions will come from Chen Lee, from the Beijing News.”

Chen stood up and turned to Admiral Kuhn, “Admiral, I understand you recently retired from being the Senior Commander over our military forces, is that correct?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Do you know why all the military construction is taking place?”

“I do.”

“Then tell us why?”

“I, like Admiral Jamison, am bound to not reveal any classified information. The President is still the Commander-in- Chief and no one is allowed to reveal any of that information. To do so would be against the law and lead to prosecution.”

Chen stared at Ron and then turned to Jillian, “Dr. Turner, same question.”

Jillian smiled and stood up. Her face was immediately recognized by everyone watching the proceedings. “I was on the voyage, but I am also constrained by law to not discuss anything that took place.”

Chen stared at her and then asked, “Why have you chosen to run for office with Admiral Kuhn?”

Jillian glanced at Ron and then turned to the reporter, “Because during my time in the military, I came to respect and Admire Admiral Kuhn. I’m running with him because I know he is the best candidate to keep Earth safe.”

The moderator lifted her microphone and Chin quickly said, “Just one more question, Ms. Moderator.”

“Ask your question, Mr. Lee.”

Chen turned to Admiral Kuhn and asked, “If you were President, would you have classified that information?”

Ron shook his head, “No, I would not.”

“Why not?”

The moderator frowned and Chin quickly sat down. Ron turned to the moderator and asked, “Should I answer that last question?”

“If you don’t, I’m sure the next one will ask it. You may answer the question.”

Ron looked out at the cameras and said, “The people are who the government represents and there should be nothing kept secret from them. The only way for humanity to work together is for everyone to be informed about what’s happening and what the government is doing. Not knowing what’s going on will only lead to confusion and fear. I trust the people to know the right thing to do if they’re given all the facts.”

The next reporter immediately asked the President, “Do you not trust the people?”

“I do trust the people, but they must be given accurate information, or they could make a bad decision,” the President replied.

By the end of the evening, the reporters turned their attention to the other candidates but only because they were forced to do it. Every candidate expected the same number of questions and the last two hours were spent trying to make that happen. But it was clear at the end that Ron and Jillian were the stars of the show.

Kyle remained in his chair and wanted to look at Jillian, but he kept his attention on the audience. He didn’t have to look at the President to know he was furious. Back stage the President yelled at his advisors, “WELL IT’S FOR DAMN SURE EVERYONE KNOWS THAT ADMIRAL NOW!!”

Arie looked at the President and said, “It won’t matter. I’ve talked with the Premiers of China and Russia and they both state they still support you.”

The President calmed down and asked, “Should I release the documents?”

Arie shook his head, “If you do, now, you’ll appear weak, and many will see that admiral as being stronger than you.”

“Then what do you suggest?”

“Keep a low profile and tell the reporters you’re working on building up our defenses.”

The President thought about it and nodded, “That’s what I’ll do. At least this way no attention will be given the other candidates.”

Arie smiled, “Out of sight, out of mind.”

• • •

Kyle turned and asked the President, “May I go back to work, Sir.”

“Yes, thank you for supporting me when the reporters questioned you.”

“It’s my duty to support you, Mr. President.” The President waved his hand at Kyle, and he walked out of the stadium and boarded his shuttle.

• • •

When the reporters couldn’t get to the President, they decided to go to the other candidates, and it didn’t take long to learn that the highest ratings came for interviewing Ron and Jillian. They were seen on every channel over the next month and the President finally had enough. He called his advisors in and told them he was going to release the data. “Sir, we’re holding our own at the moment but if you release the data, then it could cause an outrage that you’ve not shared it before. Also consider this, what will you do if a reporter asks you about how you’ve decided to build our defenses. I’m rather certain that Admiral can answer that question, can you?”

“I’ll call in Admiral Jamison to answer their questions.”

“And that will tell everyone you don’t know enough to answer the question. The polls show we’re solidly ahead and I hope you don’t make a mistake by overreacting.”

“The polls show me ahead.”

“Yes, Mr. President.”

“Alright, I’ll yield to your judgement.”

The President left and one of the Advisors turned to Arie, “Are you telling the truth about the polls?”

“Most citizens are refusing to answer the pollsters. Those that do say they support the President.” The Advisor glared at Arie, and he raised his hands, “Look, every time the President opens his mouth, he embarrasses himself. The only chance we have is to keep him out of the public’s eye.”

“That’s a good way to lose, Arie.”

“We’ll see.”

• • •

Finally, election day arrived and everyone on the planet was in their homes waiting to vote over the internet. At twelve noon, the voters started voting. It continued until twelve noon the next day and then all voting ended. No results would be announced until after voting ended so as not to influence any voters. At two in the afternoon, the results were tabulated. The current Vice-President appeared on the world-wide Web and began announcing the winners. He announced all the local races would be given first followed the elected positions in the central government. At four in the afternoon, the Vice President announced, “The winner of the Presidential Election is Admiral Ron Kuhn by a margin of ninety percent of the vote to ten percent for the current President. President-Elect Kuhn has been asked to report to the government center in the morning to receive his oath of office.”

• • •

Annie and Kyle were sitting on one of the defense stations above the Earth. Annie turned to Kyle, “How was Ron able to defeat the President by that large of a margin?”

“Because the President frightened the voters.”

“How?”

“By not telling them the truth; he hid the truth from them and that really worried them. Ron told them he would have released the data and that made them believe they could trust him. Having secrets from the voters is a good recipe for disaster.”

“Well, it looks like the hard part is over.” Kyle snorted and Annie’s eyes narrowed, “Why did you do that?”

“The hard part is just beginning. Ron is going to have to clean house in the government of the President’s appointees. If he doesn’t, they will work against him getting anything done.”

“Does he have time to make that happen?”

“That’s all he and Jillian will be focused on for the near future. You and I will be responsible for building up our defenses. Don’t expect him to be giving us orders until he gets his house cleaned.”

“What about you and Jillian, Kyle?”

“I think she and I are over Annie.”

“Why?!”

“She doesn’t believe I love her enough?”

“Do you….. love her enough?”

Kyle shook his head, “More than I can express. However, I can not contact her until Ron’s first term is ending.”

“That’s eight years from now,” Annie remarked.

“I know. But if Jillian and I are seen as having been working together during the election, the former President’s supporters will claim we deceived the voters. They’ll accuse me of treason for working against him.”

“It’s a big shame that the two of you are caught up in this madness.” Annie turned to Kyle, “What are you going to do about it?”

“There’s nothing I can do. I’m sure the public expects Ron to ask for my resignation, but he’ll tell them I’m the best one available at the moment to get our defenses built. After some time has passed, he’ll tell the voters that I did what a good military officer would do when working with any President; I followed my orders.”

“Do you feel bad about what happened to the former President?”

“I’m fortunate I didn’t have to prod him to classify the records, and might have felt bad if I did, but Ron has opened some of the notes from the former President’s meetings and discovered he was planning to go out and attack any threat he perceived once our forces were numerous enough to do it. I suspected he was going to do that and that’s why I started this plan. I came up with the plan when Crystal asked if humans would agree to peace.”

“It cost you Jillian.”

“I believe I saved her life, Annie. If the President sent our forces out to attack alien civilizations, Jillian would have been given a command of warships and she just doesn’t know enough to lead them.”

“You also saved a huge number of people on Earth.”

“I know. If we went out into the universe to attack other civilizations, it would only be a matter of time until some of those civilizations combined their forces to take us on. Our technology is incredibly advanced but imagine all of those hundreds of blue ship civilizations combining forces in M-87 to come and attack Earth.”

“We couldn’t take them on and win?”

“We can one day in the future but for now, we don’t have enough warships to stop them from attacking Earth. As time passes, we’ll be better prepared to defend ourselves against all comers; however, we’re not there yet and won’t be for a long time. Annie, I’m depending on you to get the defense stations updated with the new technology. I’m going to focus on building the ships and transports we’ll need to defend Earth.”

“I’ll handle it, Sir.”

• • •

Kyle threw himself into the job and spent twelve hour days working on getting the ship building facilities brought on line. He hated having to deal with politicians and contractors trying to only think of themselves and not the job at hand. His days would start on Melbourne and end in Paris and Moscow. He’d get some sleep and start the process all over again the next day. He was too tired and fatigued to think about Jillian, but it was hard not to do it. She was the darling of the press and appeared on the news channels continuously. Many declared she would be the next president after Admiral Kuhn, and she appeared to really enjoy the moment immensely.

• • •

Six years into the plan, Annie told Kyle in one of their conversations that Jillian was dating her college sweetheart. “I wanted to tell you before someone surprised you with the information, Kyle.” Kyle lowered his eyes and nodded. “I’m so sorry, Kyle.”

“Well, at least she’s found someone to make her happy.”

“She’s an idiot, Kyle!!”

“Annie, I don’t want to hear you say anything negative about her. I knew this was coming and I’m not surprised. We need to get back to work.”

• • •

The last two years of the plan flew by and no one ran against Ron and Jillian. Kyle asked for a meeting with Ron, and he arrived in Ron’s office the day after the election. “Congratulations, Mr. President.”

“None of this would have happened without the plan you devised, Kyle.”

“Sir, I’m resigning from the Navy and retiring from the Military.”

“For God’s sake, why would you do that? We need you to continue building up our forces!”

“Sir, Ed can take my place and he will do just as good a job as I do.”

“Why are you doing this, Kyle?”

Sir, I hate my job; I’m over dealing with politicians and contractors with overinflated egos. I just can’t do this anymore, Sir. The only reason I took this job was because it was critical to moving the plan forward and getting our defenses ready. You don’t need me anymore and you know it. Please accept my retirement.”

Ron stared at him for a long moment and then replied, “I will not accept your resignation.”
“But, Sir….”

“Hear me out, Kyle. I know Jillian is playing a role in your decision and learning she’s getting married in a few months has to be driving you to do this. I propose another avenue for you.”

Kyle blew out a breath and said, “You won’t change my mind.”

“Then just noodle on this. I’ll demote you and make you Fleet Commander over the five hundred ships in our Scout Fleet. I’m going to send that fleet out to meet with the Mereck and Gratchul to ratify the agreements you made with them and share our technology. That will get you off Earth and away from Jillian. I know you are at your best commanding a warship and this will get you back where you belong and want to be.” Kyle stared at Ron and then for the first time in a very long time, he smiled. Ron quickly added, “I’ll promote Ed to replace you and you will be reporting to him if you choose to do this.”

“I have no issues reporting to him, Sir.”

“Will you do it?”

“Sir, you have brought the first ray of sunshine in my life for a long time. I will gladly accept the demotion.”

“Then you need to get out with the Scout Fleet and get them ready to go out into this dangerous universe. I’ll notify Ed about his promotion, and you must get that fleet organized and trained to take on what they might face.”

Kyle stood up, “Annie and I will leave immediately. I’m making her my second-in-command.”

“Make me proud, Kyle.”

“I will, Mr. President.”

• • •

A month later, Annie met with Ed and his staff to update them on the progress of getting the Scout Fleet ready. After the meeting, Jillian saw her in the corridor and smiled, “Annie, it’s been so long since I’ve seen you. Please come to my office for a few minutes.” Annie followed Jillian to her office and Jillian asked, “How are things going?”

“Kyle and I have been working hard to get the Scout Fleet ready to go out to visit the Mereck and Gratchul. We should be leaving shortly?”

Jillian frowned, “How is Kyle doing?”

“Why would you ask that, Jillian? I hear you’re getting married soon and Kyle should be the last thing on your mind.”

“Why do you say it like that?” Jillian replied. “You know he and I were close and of course I’d be interested in how he’s doing.”

Annie stared at Jillian for a long moment and then said, “Permission to speak freely.” Jillian nodded. “Sir, you are the most consummate idiot I’ve ever known.”

Annie turned to leave and Jillian said, “JUST ONE MOMENT, CAPTAIN!” Annie turned around and Jillian stood up, “You have no right to say that. I left Kyle because he put everything ahead of me. Hell, he loved Debra more than me. He was willing to forgo advancing his career to stay with her if she wanted. He came up with a plan that separated us for eight years… eight years and he didn’t discuss it with me.”

“He didn’t discuss it with you because you wouldn’t have agreed to do it if he did.”

“Of course, I wouldn’t have accepted his plan; I loved him too much!”

Annie’s face turned red as she responded, “What if Kyle had not come up with his plan, what do you think would have happened?” Jillian was silent and Annie continued, “The former President would have stayed in office and he would have sent our fleets out to attack anything he saw as a threat. That would have put us at war with the universe and it would only be a matter of time until the President began attacking those advanced civilizations in M-87, who are not attacking each other. They would have combined their forces and found Earth….”

“Our ships can handle them, Jillian interrupted.

“Not four million of them! We’d have destroyed tens of thousands of them but there’s no way we could have stopped all of them from getting enough ships through our defenses to bombard Earth into slag!” Annie paused and said, “I asked Kyle if he would do it again knowing he’d lose you.”

“What did he say?”

Annie shook her head slightly and answered, “He told me the whole reason he came up with the plan was to ensure you’d be safe. He knew you’d be assigned to a fleet to go out and attack other civilizations and he knew you just weren’t ready to do that. He told me that at least now, you would be safe and that would have to be enough. He also said that all the people on Earth would also be safe, but you were the reason he came up with his plan. He was forced to accept a job he hated, and he’s died a little every day while he dealt with politicians and contractors. He suffered while he watched you become the darling of the planet and enjoy your position as vice-president. Have you suffered, Jillian?”

Jillian glared at Annie, but Annie wasn’t done, “And let’s talk about how much more he loved Debra. Who would have died if he chose to stay with Debra instead of going to Mars?” Jillian continued to glare at Annie as she added, “No one would have died! Absolutely no one! But if he didn’t act, Earth was in danger of being destroyed. Do you think for a second that he didn’t want to be with you?! He’s suffered more than I can say and now you’re going to marry an architect. You honestly don’t deserve him, and I can’t emphasize enough, YOU ARE AN IDIOT!”

Annie took a breath and said, “I’ll tell you what Kyle told me when I told him you were getting married. He told me that at least you had found someone to make your life happy.” Annie shook her head slightly and said softly, “Kyle is someone I pray my children will grow up to be like one day.” Annie looked at Jillian with a sad expression, “I wish you well, Jillian. I admire you for all the things your did on our voyage and I do wish you a happy life. I imagine if Crystal were here, she would be echoing what I’m telling you; she would call you an idiot as well! Good day, Madam Vice-President!” Annie turned and walked out of the office.

Jillian sat down in her chair, looked out of the window, and saw the sun setting. She thought about what Annie said to her and knew she had never given Kyle a chance to respond to her accusation, and he had followed his plan and didn’t try to communicate with her once. She began thinking about everything that happened and when the sun rose the next morning, she put her face in her hands and wept.


Chapter Fifteen

Kyle and Annie worked getting the Scout Fleet ready to go out into a dangerous universe and after four weeks, they were getting to the point where there wasn’t much left to teach them about formations and tactics. Kyle and Annie observed the five groups paying close attention to the ones commanding the five flights reporting to them. The Group Commanders would make changes in their Flight Commanders to ensure the best fit and Kyle had to admit the Group Commanders were doing an excellent job.

Kyle and Annie were meeting in Kyle’s conference room and Kyle commented on how good of a job their officers were doing. Annie replied, “Kyle, your fleet has the highest rated Commanders and Pilots in the Navy. The Defense Fleet isn’t bad but it’s not nearly as good as your Scout Fleet. Someone is going to have to take some time to whip the Defense Fleet into shape but our fleet is ready.”

“How’s our ship coming along?”

“Senior Captain Bentch is doing an outstanding job with the crew.” Annie replied. “It’s a good thing the new warships are a lot larger than the ship we went out in. There’s enough crewmen on board so three shifts are available instead of us having to tag out in order to get some sleep. They also have four of the new lasers instead of two and they can carry a thousand missiles; these ships are deadly.”

“We’re scheduled to launch tomorrow. If there are any issues we’ve not seen, we’ll correct them on the way out.”

Kyle’s personal communicator suddenly vibrated, and he saw President Kuhn was contacting him. “Annie, I have to take this call.” Annie nodded, stood up, and left his conference room. “Good-day, Mr. President.”

“Kyle, I’ve just left a meeting with Admiral Boyer and his staff. I hate to deliver bad news but all of them agree that Annie should be promoted to take command of the Defense Fleet. She’s considered the best one to take the job. I’m promoting her to Fleet Admiral, and she’ll be leaving to take command of her fleet immediately.”

“Sir! I depend on Annie to get things done. Surely there’s someone else.”

“Ok, tell me who,” Ron replied. Kyle thought about it and struggled to come up with someone better qualified than Annie; he came up empty. Ron watched him on his monitor and said, “You’re having the same trouble we had; there isn’t anyone better qualified to do the job. Trust me, we tried to avoid moving her, but we need her to get the Defense Fleet up to speed. Do you have anyone you want to promote to replace her on your ship as your second-in-command?”

“At this late moment when we’re due to launch tomorrow, I don’t.”

“Then here’s what I’ll do. I’ll get the staff back together and we’ll go over every file and send you the best qualified officer to replace her. You can choose to replace them when you return from your mission or keep them if they’re doing a good job.”

“Sir, we’re launching tomorrow afternoon!”

“We’ll get on it immediately and they’ll report to you in the morning.”

Kyle blew out a breath and asked, “May I be allowed to tell Annie about her promotion?”

“You should be the one to tell her. I’m sorry, Kyle but you know we’re making a good decision.”

“I know. I’m certain she’ll do an excellent job, Mr. President.” The call ended and Kyle pressed the PA button on his console, “Captain Barrett, report to my office.”

Annie walked in, took one look at Kyle, and said, “What’s wrong?”

“Annie, the President and Senior Military Staff have decided to promote you to Fleet Admiral commanding the Defense Fleet.”

Annie’s head went back as she said, “Say what?!”

“You shouldn’t be surprised Annie; you’re ready for command; you’re probably past ready. You helped me get this fleet organized and you’re the best one for the job in getting the Defense Fleet up to a fighting posture. Congratulations on your promotion and if I seem upset, it’s because I’m losing my best officer.”

“Sir, I can’t leave you now; we’re launching tomorrow!”

“I know. The President is going to look for the best officer available to replace you and they’re due to arrive tomorrow morning. I want you to stay to meet with whoever they send to get them up to speed as much as you can.” Kyle paused and smiled, “I know you’re going to do an outstanding job working with your fleet.”

“I’ve learned from watching the best: I’ll do everything I can to make you proud, Sir.”

“I’m already proud of you, Annie. Make your fleet into something special.” Annie nodded and Kyle said, “You’re relieved of your duties, and you should take the time to say goodbye to the crew and other commanding officers before you leave.”

Annie smiled, turned to leave, but stopped, came around Kyle’s desk and hugged him, “I owe all of this to you, Kyle. Stay in touch, please.”

“You know I will, Annie.”

Annie left the room and Kyle sat back in his chair and blew out a heavy breath. All of the staff from the Rock Project were gone. He was going out into space and no one familiar to him was going with him. What made accepting this assignment so great was that he knew Annie would be going with him; she was his link to the past. Now they were all promoted into important positions on Earth getting the planet’s defenses ready. Even Jillian was gone. He felt his depression descend on him and he shook his head almost wanting to call the whole thing off. But then he’d be on Earth and see Jillian getting married; it would be on every news channel. He took another deep breath and stood up. There was no way he was going to do that so he might as well grow a spine and stay busy getting his fleet ready for launch. He worked late until his fatigue forced him to stop and go to bed. He collapsed on the bed and passed out into sleep.

• • •

The next morning at 11 Am, Captain Bentch announced over Kyle’s console, “Sir, your new Second has arrived.”

“Send them to my conference room please.” Kyle turned to Annie sitting beside him, “I want you to spend some time with him after they report in getting him up to speed.”

“Yes, Sir.”

The chime on the door rang and Kyle said, “Enter!”

The new officer walked in and came to attention in front of Kyle, “Reporting for duty, Sir.”

Kyle and Annie’s expressions showed their shock. Annie stood up and asked, “IS THIS SOME KIND OF SICK JOKE?!”

Jillian turned to Annie and said, “Please keep your seat, Captain. I’m reporting in to my Commanding Officer.”

Annie slowly sat down and Kyle’s head was shaking, “Jillian, you’ve just been re-elected Vice-President and I hear you’re supposed to be married in a week or so! Is this a sick joke?!”

Jillian relaxed and said, “President Kuhn refused to accept your resignation because he considered you too important to Earth’s safety. He had absolutely no problem accepting my resignation as Vice-President; matter of fact, he sort of hurt my feelings when he accepted it on the spot and agreed for me to come out of retirement and go to active duty.” Kyle continued to stare at her in silence and Jillian’s head tilted before she realized, “Oh, I didn’t mention the wedding. I called that off the day after Annie called me an idiot three times.”

Kyle turned to Annie, and she raised her shoulders, “I think I might have called her that four times.”

“Three or four, you made your point, Annie,” Jillian commented. “I stayed up all night and thought about what you said to me, and I finally realized I was being stupid. I called off the wedding because you should never marry a man when you love another man more.”

Annie stood up, “Sir, I have nothing to teach this officer. I’m going to start organizing my fleet.” Kyle nodded and Annie started walking toward the door. She stopped before exiting and turned to Jillian, “If you had just really thought about it, you’d have come up with it on your own. Sorry I called you an idiot.”

Jillian nodded, “I deserved it. You owe me no apology, Annie.” Annie smiled and walked out.

Jillian turned to Kyle and saw his brow was furrowed and his eyes narrowed as he remarked, “I imagine calling off the wedding was tough.”

“It was but it had to be done. Kyle, I’m so sorry. I was only focused on my own selfish wants and needs. It took Annie to get me to really see the big picture. Will you please forgive me for my stupidity?”

“You were supposed to make it appear that you and I didn’t like each other, and you carried that out to perfection.”

“But Kyle….!

Kyle interrupted her, “All of that happened during the plan and now you’re here exactly where you should be now that the plan is over.” Kyle paused and said, “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you!”

Jillian’s tears started and she wiped her eyes with her sleeve as she said, “You have always had the knack of saying the absolutely perfect thing at the perfect moment.” Kyle came around his desk and took Jillian in his arms, “I’m so sorry, Kyle.”

“You’re right where you belong now and there’s nothing to be sorry about.”

“Annie says she want’s her children to grow up to be just like you. I feel the same way.”

“Don’t you mean our children?”

Jillian chuckled, “Yes, I guess I do.”

Kyle smiled, “Good! We need to start planning our wedding for when we get back from this mission.”

Jillian stepped back slightly with a furrowed brow, “I didn’t hear you ask me to marry you?”

“If you think about what I just said, you’ll see I did.”

Jillian thought about it and laughed, “Yes, I suppose you did.”

Kyle reached into his pocket, took out a small black-box, and went to a knee, “Just to make sure there’s no misunderstanding, Jillian Turner, will you marry me?” Jillian’s eyes flew wide open, and Kyle raised a shoulder, “I’ve been carrying this box for eight years for this moment.” Jillian dropped to her knees and wrapped her arms around his neck as she kissed him. When they broke the kiss, Kyle asked, “May I take that as a yes?”

“A thousand, thousand yeses!”

Kyle kissed her again and stood up with her. “I’m announcing our engagement to our crew and the other ships in my fleet.”

“Why?”

“So there won’t be any raised eyebrows when we take our breaks together.”

Jillian shook her head, “You always see the big picture.”

Kyle opened the door for her and said, “Honestly, I was dreading going on this mission yesterday, but today, I’m excited to go. Let’s step out and go make history in this dangerous universe. Jillian smiled and followed him to the bridge.


Epilogue

The Scout Fleet launched on schedule and arrived outside the Mereck’s Galaxy in three days. Jillian activated the frequency to the Mereck Leader and after a few moments, he appeared on the monitor with five other aliens. Kyle recognized the Calderac and Olgren Leaders, but he didn’t know the other two. The Mereck Leader immediately said, “The other leaders of our galaxy have asked that I handle speaking with you.”

“I’ve come to see how things are going and if there are any issues, I can assist you in resolving,” Kyle replied.

“Actually, over the last four years, we haven’t been forced to go out and force civilizations to join our vision; they came to us requesting they be allowed to join us. The galaxy is united now, and we’ve formed a government to ensure our continued development.”

Kyle smiled, “That is wonderful news. I’m also here to notify you that my civilization has accepted our agreement and if you need us, we will come to your defense. I’ve also brought two of our newest warships along with all the blueprints and construction data you’ll need to duplicate them. You can take the new technology to update and modify your own ships or you can start constructing ships like ours.”

The Mereck Leader stared at Kyle for a long moment before saying, “During all of our conversations, you’ve never told me your name.”

Kyle’s eyes narrowed, “Why would you want to know that?”

“What is your name?” The Mereck Leader asked.

“I’m Admiral Kyle Jamison; is there a problem?”

“In a manner of speaking there is. All of the hundreds of thousands of civilizations have demanded to know the name of the one that brought them peace.” The monitor flashed and Kyle’s head went back. The Mereck Leader smiled and said, “I’ve just recorded your image; they also demand to know what the galaxy’s greatest hero looks like. Now we can answer their questions.” The Mereck Leader paused and said, “It was your forcing us to embrace peace that led to all the good that’s happened. We will never forget what you’ve done for us.”

Kyle lowered his head slightly and then looked up, “I didn’t make it happen. It was you and all the others that went out and did it.”

“But we wouldn’t have done it without the push you gave us. You are our greatest hero, and you deserve to be. I will also tell you that once we get our ships updated, we will also come to your defense if you need us.”

Kyle smiled and nodded, “Thank you for that.”

“Come back and see us soon.”

Kyle nodded, “I promise to come back.”

• • •

The monitor went dark and the bridge crew stood up and applauded. Kyle’s face was red and Jillian sent a recording of the conversation to all the other ships in the fleet. All of the sailors knew they had a good commander; now they knew they had a great one.

Kyle looked at Jillian and said, “It was you that stopped me from destroying their warships attacking us. But for you, none of this would have happened.”

Jillian waved a hand as she replied, “Just goes to show we work well together.”

The bridge crew laughed, and Kyle laughed with them, “Jillian send out the coordinates to Crystal’s Galaxy. Have all ships ready to launch once the two ships and data are sent down to the Mereck.”

“Yes Sir.”

• • •

Five hours later, the fleet launched and arrived outside the edge of Crystal’s galaxy. Jillian activated the Gratchul’s frequency and he appeared on the monitor a few minutes later. Kyle sat forward in his chair, “I’ve come back to keep my promise. How are things going?”

The Gratchul immediately replied, “I must confess that I was suspicious of accepting your proposal, but with the assistance of our friends, our galaxy is now unified, working together, and living in peace. It was the best decision I’ve ever made.”

Kyle’s brow furrowed, “Friends?”

Crystal suddenly appeared on the monitor beside the Gratchul, “We arrived back at our planet three years ago and we shared the new technology with our neighbors. They have a thousand ships in service, and more are rolling off the lines every day.”

Jillian stood up, “CRYSTAL!!”

The lights on Crystal’s surface began flashing, “Gem and I are taking a shuttle up to see you. We’ll meet you above the planet.”

Kyle had the ship moved above the planet and then it entered normal space. The shuttle was already in orbit and headed their way. Kyle stood up and said, “Kevin, you have the ship.”

Yes Sir.” Kyle turned and ran to catch up with Jillian who had already left for the landing bay.

• • •

They arrived in the landing bay just before the shuttle landed. The port opened and Crystal, Gem, and a small globe rolled off the landing ramp. Crystal turned to them as the lights on her surface flashed brightly, “This is our daughter. We named her Jillian and we’ve told her how she wouldn’t exist but for your saving us.”

Jillian’s tears began as the small globe rolled up to them and extended four arms around their legs. Jillian knelt and hugged the small globe whose lights were flashing brightly, “She’s beautiful, Crystal!”

Kyle looked down at Jillian hugging the small globe and he knelt down and hugged it with her. He looked into Jillian’s eyes and said, “You told me you hope our children will grow up just like me. But I’m hoping they’re like you. Everyone you come into contact with loves you, Jillian. The people on Earth adore you; the staff at MIT love you, Crystal loves you, and I love you with all my heart.”

Jillian looked at Kyle with her tears falling and said, “Who could possibly ask for more? All I’ve ever dreamed of having is right here with me; there’s no place in this universe I’d want to be than where I am now.” The little globe began glowing brighter as Kyle leaned over and kissed Jillian.

The End

Message me at Saxonandrew@msn.com and let me know your thoughts. I treasure your feedback.
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