
        
            
                
            
        

    
MISTS OF TIME

(ECHOES OF EXTINCTION: Book 3)

By

D. Ward Cornell


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblances to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2023 by D. Ward Cornell

All rights reserved. Under the United States Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the author constitutes an unlawful act of piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from this book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the author at dw.cornell@kahakaicg.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


TABLE OF CONTENTS

FORWARD

CHAPTER 1: AWAKENING

CHAPTER 2: UNVEILED

CHAPTER 3: DETERRED

CHAPTER 4: REVERSAL

CHAPTER 5: PREPARATION

CHAPTER 6: THE CAVE

CHAPTER 7: DISCOVERY

CHAPTER 8: ARRIVAL

CHAPTER 9: RETURN TO AVOLENE

CHAPTER 10: ENTANGLEMENT

CHAPTER 11: SEPARATION

CHAPTER 12: PRESIDENCY

CHAPTER 13: RECONNOITER

CHAPTER 14: PREPARATION

CHAPTER 15: CONFRONTATION

CHAPTER 16: CATHARSIS

CHAPTER 17: REVELATION

CHAPTER 18: CONSPIRACY

CHAPTER 19: AWAKENING

EPILOGUE

AFTERWORD

COMING IN 2024

OTHER BOOKS by D. WARD CORNELL

ABOUT THE AUTHOR


FORWARD

This is the third book in the Echoes of Extinction series. The first two were a joy to write and the reader feedback has been gratifying. If you haven’t read them, I recommend you do. It will provide context for many of the things that happen in this book. But whether you’ve read them or not, I hope the following synopsis helps whet your appetite before plowing in. Skip ahead if you recently finished Reverberations: Echoes of Extinction, Book 2. Enjoy!

...

My name is Kyle Wimberly. I was born in San Luis Obispo in central California, grew up on a working winery, enlisted when I got out of high school, then served six years in the Army. During my years in the service, I did two tours in Afghanistan. There, I bonded with my core team: master mechanic Mackenzie Stone (Mac), munitions expert Tyrell Mosely (Ty), and marksman extraordinaire Alexandra Reyes (Alex), who years later became my life partner. It’s also where I got my nickname, Kai, given to me by a truly sweet Hawaiian kid name Keone, who died trying to win the Taliban over with aloha. It’s where I met Captain Justin Wicks, who eventually became my business partner. It’s also where I met Natalie Wright, who I rescued after a Taliban attack. Natalie is now the Speaker of the House of Representatives and was an intimate friend before I gave myself to Alex.

Once out of the Army, I returned home, where my younger brother Mark had taken over the winemaking side of the family business. Not wanting to be his number two, I pursued an engineering degree at Cal Tech. While there, I fell in love with clean energy, ultimately earning a PhD in Physics based on a novel process I developed for modular Solar Concentration.

Justin, who was born to wealth, made a killing in real estate when he retired from the Air Force. Despite the age and rank difference, we had become friends of sorts during our time in Afghanistan. His firm was the first to whom I pitched my solar technology. Months later, we formed a new company, which we named Full-Cycle Solar, Inc. (FCS). In just three years, FCS became a leader in 24/365 base-line clean-electricity production. And, in some sense, that is where the true story of my life began.

On August 9, 2033, an alien space shuttle crash-landed on one of our generating stations. The shuttle sustained damage, resulting in the death of its crew. Only the captain survived.

Alex and I went to investigate, found Captain To’Kana gravely injured, then discovered he spoke English. He asked us to help him get to the medical facility aboard his shuttle, which he called an auto-doc. He also asked us to keep his presence on Earth a secret.

Knowing I was in over my head, I called Justin and asked him to fly out to FCS to inspect the damage. When he arrived, we went to talk with To’Kana and asked why he had come to Earth. The answer we got was unbelievable.

His people, the Iknosan, sent ten legacy ships out into the galaxy to distribute defensive technology. He parked his legacy ship in orbit behind the Moon at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two. The Dominion—an alliance of arachnoid planets whose aim was to rid the galaxy of humanoid life—attacked his home world and had driven his people to the threshold of extinction. The Iknosan had determined how to defeat the Dominion in the year before the attack, too late to save themselves.

They chose Earth as a target for the legacy gift because the Iknosan thought we had enough of the rare materials required to build a viable defense. Most worlds did not.

Then To’Kana asked for our help, which we gave him. Over the days and weeks that followed, we won his confidence, and he appointed me as his sole point of contact for technology transfer. He allowed one of his smaller ships to be spotted in orbit, making his presence known.

That is when I met Audell Knight, a reporter with a local TV station in Baltimore, WBAL. He traveled to FCS in the Arizona desert, took a cabin on site, and produced a series of specials that aired on the NBC Nightly News.

Almost overnight, To’Kana’s mission to Earth and my appointed role in it was known to the world, and I became one of the best-known names in the country. That brief celebrity was enough to get the government interested in meeting with us.

Then the unthinkable happened: a Dominion scout ship entered the system and carried out a psychic attack on To’Kana, Mac, and me. Thelma, To’Kana’s lab AI, saved me by transporting me away. But she ended up transporting me to the beach at Morro Bay, close to where I grew up. Two Danish cold-water surfers saw me go down into the water and rescued me, then took me back to their vacation rental to warm me up. While there, Thelma called, warning me that the scout ship was deorbiting and headed for FCS headquarters where my replicator was located.

In a panic, I transported back to the lab, called Alex, and asked her to round up additional help so we could build a shield wall in time.

The scout ship landed near the substation that connected FCS to the grid. After they blew it up, they came to headquarters, landing on the runway adjacent.

They landed atop shield emitters we had already placed but had not activated yet. I raised the shields, slicing their shuttle into four pieces. Then a Dominion warrior, a ten-foot-tall spider-like creature, emerged from the ship. It threw a spur at me, which hit the shield. I ran to the lab entrance and got inside before it could throw another spur. But the warrior moved incredibly fast, getting a hand into the door before it was completely shut. In a panic, I put up the shields surrounding the building, which sliced the warrior in half. Unbeknownst to me at the time, a second warrior emerged from the scout ship and killed one of my team members, Ashton Baird, before running away. Audell Knight recorded the entire event.

Later the same day, we laid a trap for the second warrior. It sensed our presence and bypassed the trap. We still got it. But it gutted my right side before it went down.

I found out what happened when I woke up in a hospital ten days later. Thelma had transported my body up to the Legacy Ship and put my remains in stasis. It took several days for To’Kana to figure out how to rebuild me and make a new kidney. Then over the week that followed, he made me better than new, with a stronger immune system, improved cognitive and memory abilities, and other upgrades.

Audell’s coverage of the attack, and my single-handed defeat of the most terrifying adversary ever encountered by a human, brought me to a new level of fame—one the political establishment could not ignore. Meetings were scheduled, Congressional testimony demanded. That’s when I reconnected with Natalie Wright, who at that time, chaired the House Armed Services Committee. With her support, we scheduled a series of demonstrations with the military brass, then a proof-of-concept shuttle demonstration that took Natalie, me, and several others to Alpha Centauri and back in a single day. On our return, Natalie seduced me, breaking many years of celibacy on my part. But with her fully on my side, it shifted the tide, and Congress acted.

Over Christmas break, Justin rented the old Estate House at the Tawny Owl vineyards, at the east end of the Edna Valley, near my parents’ home. At the time, I assumed this was just an indulgent way Justin could keep an eye on me while taking a holiday ski trip. As it turned out, he had his eye on the abandoned cellar system under the home. At one time it cellared Tawny Owl’s entire production. Now unused, it would be the perfect place to put twenty of the giant Iknosan industrial replicators that would build our fleet.

On Christmas Eve, a terrorist attack in the parking lot of my parent’s wine production facility nearly killed my brother’s best friend Jeremy, whom the terrorists had mistaken for me. To’Kana saved him, but the event changed everything for me. I was no longer safe. Everyone knew where FCS was, so I needed to go into hiding. What better place to do it than the Estate House, where we were already putting in security measures for the replicator farm we were installing in the cellar.

In the months that followed, we produced our first functioning battlecruiser. But the more I studied the Dominion dreadnaught, the clearer their weaknesses became, and I began to doubt Iknosan orthodoxy. The dreadnaught’s vulnerability was to small agile ships with maneuverability and enhanced weaponry, not the battlecruisers we were building.

I brought these concerns to our military leadership, but they rejected my proposal to include smaller ships in the space force fleet. When I pressed To’Kana and the Iknosan Council of Captains to consider my plan, they agreed to an experiment. They would build ten of the war shuttles I proposed if I would test them in battle against the Dominion. I accepted the deal.

As we ramped up production of Space Force’s battlecruisers, the Dominion advanced. Then, one cathartic evening, To’Kana withdrew from Earth to help another species, known as the Harza.

When he departed, he took our entire supply of two of the rare materials the Harsa needed, but he left the experimental War Shuttles behind. He also left Thelma, putting her computer in the cellar where the rare materials had been. He also unlocked the replicator patterns we would need to give her holographic projection access to the entire estate house. The upgrades allowed Thelma’s holoprojection to become nearly indistinguishable from a real human.

My inner circle rallied around me. Alex, Mac, Ty, Justin, and his significant other, Jill, were the first to sign on. My flight instructor, Larry, and his wife, Melissa, were next, followed by DOD program team member April McDonald and her husband-to-be Ben Edwards. Colonel Brock and a team of three Australian mercenaries joined two-weeks before we were to deploy.

The thirteen of us ventured out into Harza space to help in their defense against a Dominion attack. Our presence turned the course of the battle. But we all knew this was the first baby step. The Dominion were powerful—their ships huge, their warriors deadly. Our victory over them in Harza space made a humanoid alliance possible.

President Alena Powell sponsored To’Kana’s presentation at the UN, bolstering the coalition she had formed. She entered into a mutual cooperation agreement with the Harza, then appointed me Special Envoy for Iknosan Technology Transfer and the head of our collaboration efforts with the Harza.

The first product of our collaboration with the Harza was in a baiting and tagging operation. We planted multiple war shuttles in places where the Dominion scout ships were occasionally spotted. When they stopped to investigate, we would tag their ships, allowing us to track them.

On one of those operations, Alex and I were the ones doing the tagging. But unlike other encounters, a Dominion dreadnaught came and captured the shuttle. Knowing I could not allow them to do that, I jumped the shuttle into the dreadnaught, triggering a jump collision, which caused a space-time rupture. On researching this subject in the Iknosan Data Ark, I found out this was a well-documented issue the Iknosan had treated as a safety issue. They had developed a strict protocol that reduced the odds of jump failure to one in a billion.

What they saw as a safety problem, I saw as a weapons opportunity. In almost no time, I developed a weapon based on jump-failure-induced space-time ruptures. But these weapons were too powerful. A single torpedo could take down a dreadnaught or destroy a city. And as I optimized the designs, I made torpedoes that were planet killers. Knowing I could never put this weapon in anyone else’s hands, I made special versions that only Alex and I could use. Then, I applied all the Iknosan safety measures to assure no one else would ever accidentally discover the space-time rupture mechanism the way Alex and I did.

That’s when my woes started compounding. My popularity had risen to the point where CNN started running polls on me as a potential presidential candidate. I had no interest in such a thing. But Powell launched special investigations into my activities when I started polling above her in the lead up to the 2036 presidential election.

When we found a major Dominion stronghold being built on a planet near Harza space, To’Kana recruited me to destroy it. He gave me an Iknosan Battlecruiser, the Victory. Powell refused to let me take the mission and threatened to prosecute me if I accepted it.

When Powell’s Justice Department investigation into my activities started showing up as subpoenas, I hired a mercenary team led by a fellow named Terry Quinn, then departed from Earth. Although the mission started well, it quickly turned sour. Quinn had no intuition for the Dominion. In our first encounter with the Dominion, on a world called Zemelja, Quinn and his team botched encounter after encounter, which resulted in the deaths of four of his twelve-member team. Then as the mission got bogged down, we discovered that nearly a million Pelglik, the people who inhabited this world prior to the Dominion’s arrival, were still alive in shelters. By the time we took down the last of the Dominion ships and mounted a rescue mission, only 25,000 Pelglik were left.

A people known as the Katswiri, one of the other Legacy beneficiaries, allowed the surviving Pelglik to be relocated to the Katswirian home world, Aarde.

After some discussions, the Katswiri offered us ten metric tons of gold to clear three nearby systems in which the Dominion domiciled battlegroups that continuously ran harassing missions against them.

Although the Katswiri had the same weapons we used in the battle in Harza space, they had no success clearing the three systems because their crews seemed to go insane when they entered those systems. To’Kana said the Dominion had figured out how to weaponize their telepathy, something we had encountered in Zemelja.

We accepted their offer. The gold would be paid when we provided evidence of our success in the Serangan, Kudamaya, and Fenwan systems.

Things started off well in the Serangan system—a systematic search, steady progress, a comfortable pace and lots of sack time with Alex. Then they attacked. They’d used their psychic power to lull us into a false sense of ease, then took control over Quinn, who had no resistance and shut down system after system before they attacked. While I scrambled to get us out of there, Alex fell off the command level platform, hitting her head on a raised metal stanchion. Thelma took over Alex’s care as I got us out of the system. Later I learned that Alex had a serious traumatic brain injury. By human standards, she was dead, just as I had been last year. But her case was different than mine. I needed a new kidney. Alex needed a new brain. But not to worry, brain transplant was a common procedure among the Iknosan. They just needed to figure out how to do it for a human.

As we cleared the next two systems, we were subject to nearly non-stop psychic attack. Because of my upgrades, I had some resistance. Quinn had none.

When the last system was cleared, we returned to Aarde to collect our payment. I had lost faith there would be a cure for Alex, so wanted to return to Earth the bury her, get rid of Quinn, then go on a one-way, one-man mission into Dominion space to kill as many spiders as I could find. But To’Kana anticipated my intentions. He introduced me to a new member of his family, a Dr. Ro'Puto To’Kana, who explained the healing powers of a certain class of tissue, which he called buffer tissue. The buffers they had would not work for Alex; they needed a different one. But all the buffers known had been found on a planet called Avolene. If I wanted to save Alex, I needed to go to Avolene and I needed to do it now, because it was coming under Dominion attack.

When I told Quinn we would not be returning immediately, he almost mutinied. Clearing the Dominion from Avolene space turned out to be as difficult as any of the other systems, and Quinn and I came close to blows multiple times. Still we took down all the ships. Debris from several landed on Avolene, and a ship’s Voice escaped to the surface. I abducted two Avolite women who were severely injured and been left to die. Then a week later I woke in the medical bay on To’Kana’s ship. That’s when I found out the women I abducted were too far gone. To’Kana’s medical team tried, but they could not save the women, or harvest any useful tissue from them. Worse, Alex had started to degrade.

I returned to Earth heartbroken with three months to replenish the ship for a trip into Dominion space.

On arrival, President Powell told me I would be arrested in two weeks and charged with sedition, unless I turned over my command codes for the Victory and access codes to the Iknosan Data Ark.

That evening, Thelma joined me in Alex’s study on the third floor and showed me a picture of her and Alex kissing passionately. On the back was a handwritten note from Alex, telling me she had taught Thelma how to kiss me and she wanted me to take comfort in Thelma until I found someone else.

The next day, I met Natalie Wright in Las Vegas to ask her advice. She offered to help me, if I would spend the night. We discussed my legal situation over dinner, then went a round in the bedroom. An hour later, she asked me to leave. She couldn’t risk being seen with me. Her parting words were that I needed to leave earth immediately, before I was indicted. To run after the fact would be a crime she could not help me with.

True to her prediction, the FBI raided the estate house shortly after I returned home. I transported out before I was seen. Thelma ran interference. The whole thing streamed live from a vacant CIA safe house in Virginia. The agents repeatedly collapsed Thelma’s force field until it finally winked out.

The only thing incriminating the FBI found was a strand of Natalie’s hair, but the case in which it was stored disappeared from the evidence truck.

Although the raid was a bust, Powell persisted, sending Space Force to commandeer the Victory—truly, a fool’s errand.

To’Kana refused to turn the ship over to Space Force. They fired one salvo, which had no impact. Then To’Kana fired back, seemingly knocking out the power of the task force sent to commandeer us. When the ships that had shot us asked for help, we reset their command codes, allowing the helm AI to return the ships to the orbital shipyard.

In a follow-on conversation with Powell and other members of the alliance, To’Kana announced a legacy commitment. If any nation fired on another Iknosan ship, then any Iknosan technology they had would cease working, and the country in question would be decapitated by whatever means he chose.

Powell subsequently became quite friendly with us and agreed to support our next mission—the liberation of Avolene and the search for Dominion space.

She created a new SEAL team for space interdiction and assigned them to the Victory. It took us three months to replenish the Victory. This time when we departed, we would be away for a year. And, with the world believing Thelma was dead, I brought her aboard the ship and allowed her to upgrade herself.

Once on Avolene, we captured the Voice that had landed there. Then To’Kana’s team started the long process of turning it—getting it to plot a course back home.

I went down to the surface to help arm and train the local resistance. Our first stop was to liberate an artificial island composed of one hundred one-square-kilometer platforms. There I found out Avolene was a female dominated society, the opposite of Earth. The women were taller and stronger than the men, most of them taller and stronger than me. A woman named Nyvene was assigned as my interface for our work together. She looked and moved like Alex. Drew my eyes in the same way as well.

One terrible day, To’Kana called me saying Alex was sliding away. Stasis had lost its grip on her and the clock was ticking. Later, Thelma told me she had recovered Alex’s body from To’Kana and put it into preservation for eventual return home.

For a week, I didn’t leave my quarters. Eventually, Thelma told me I needed to return to Avolene. The artificial island was nearly cleared, but training was stalled, and I was the only one that could do it.

For the next month, I would transport down to Avolene, work with Nyvene every day, then transport back up to the ship to sleep.

One night, when things had run late, Nyvene asked me out for dinner, then afterward asked me to walk her home. Along the way, she stopped and kissed me, then asked if I would spend the night with her. After that night, I did not return to the ship.

We deployed to another location—Ordinal X3—where food and shelter were scarce. We were assigned individual rooms but returned to the ship that night to get a full meal and rest in a more comfortable and private environment. As operations at X3 were winding up, word came in that Nyvene’s island, the Emerald Spine, was about to come under attack.

I knew Nyvene carried the title Sybil, which had something to do with The Temple, but she refused to say much about it—something about not being a Sybil anymore. When we got to the Emerald Spine and visited the temple, I learned she was previously a cloistered Sister of the Mist, who lived in the Sybil Dormitory and had never been with a man before.

Each morning, she led the morning meditation. It was a women-only gathering, but she brought me along. The head of the temple, the High Thera, would not allow me inside the temple, but would allow me on the grounds provided I honored the temple traditions. Every day the pattern repeated—morning meditation, return to town for breakfast, the rest of the day planning defense with the local civil authorities, dinner at a local café, then back to the guest house each night for another energetic round of love making.

Then one morning, it all changed. Nyvene had visions every morning, none of the other sisters did. But on that morning, they all did. What they saw was the same, but different. The thing they all agreed on was the spiders were coming, the attack was imminent, Nyvene would be killed, and the only survivors would be the ones that followed me.

Nyvene refused to talk with me about it. The High Thera, who had previously refused to allow us to put up shields around the temple, yielded to Nyvene’s demand. When she came out to talk with me, Nyvene gave us privacy and the High Thera went on to tell me what Nyvene would not.

Through the rest of the day, we put up defenses, then the spiders came. Many of the sisters were killed, as was the High Thera, despite the shields and our weapons. Then there was an explosion and the temple was ablaze. As I ran to find Nyvene, she called to me. When I turned, the spur that should have hit me, hit Nyvene, ripping her arm off.

We got her to the Victory in time. Nine days later, she woke, fully restored. But my joy in getting her back was destroyed almost instantly. She had been carrying twins, mine, but only one of the fetuses was saved. Then the real bombshell came. To’Kana’s team had turned the Dominion ship’s Voice, and it had given them the coordinates of the twelve Dominion core worlds. If we could take them down, the Dominion nightmare would be over. I said someone else needed to do it. I had Nyvene and our daughter to care for now. To’Kana said I was the only one that could do it. As we argued back and forth, Nyvene put an end to it. She ordered me to go. Neither of us, nor our daughter, would be safe until the Dominion had been put down. When that was done, I could come back, if I wanted to. But she wasn’t expecting me to return.

I was so upset Thelma had to sedate me. I woke three days later to good news. Thelma had found a way to bring Alex back. She was in a newly built regeneration chamber of a type banned hundreds of years ago. The same kind of regeneration chamber used to develop the original buffer tissue used by the Iknosan.

The accompanying bad news was that the ship was near the globular cluster M5, the home of the Dominion and things had already gone wrong. The star charts the Iknosan gave us were thousands of years out of date. The next day, things got worse. One of our war shuttles was captured, its crews’ minds emptied of all their secrets. The Dominion knew where we were.

We eventually found the twelve core systems. Then we found out To’Kana had been played. There weren’t twelve core systems, there were over a thousand.

As the psychic attacks began taking the crew, we were lured into a trap. I took dramatic action to save the ship, but damaged it in the process. We repaired it enough to escape and began the long trip home. Several days from port, the jump drive failed. We started repairs, which would take weeks to complete. Then the Dominion found us and the next race began. Could we finish before they got into weapons range? The first ships arrived before we finished. We tricked them by disguising the ship’s position and used our superior weapons to hit them before they hit us. Then I devised a weapon that could hit them while they were in FTL.

In the midst of all of this, Alex emerged from her regeneration chamber, and we were reunited.

Once home, Powell asked me to run with her as vice president in the next election. Among the prerequisites were that I marry Alex. We got married, Alex got pregnant on the honeymoon, and Kayla was born days after I was sworn in.

...

Please enjoy the exciting next installment in the Echoes of Extinction series.

One note before you begin. Three new characters are introduced in Mists of Time whose names originate from Celtic tradition and may be difficult to read. Here are their pronunciations:

Saoirse, pronounced Sur - sha

Demorei, pronounced Dem - or - ray

Rei, pronounced Ray.


CHAPTER 1: AWAKENING

[01.01.2038] ESTATE HOUSE

“Kai,” Alex says. “It’s time.”

I look up and our eyes meet. Hers convey so much—her love for our daughter, whom I’ve been feeding; her comfort in this place, far from our nation’s capital; and her reticence to break the moment.

“Come here, Kayla,” Thelma says, hands outstretched to take her.

“Tel-ma,” Kayla replies, in her high-pitched baby voice.

As Thelma takes her, she nods to me. “I’ve got her, Kai. You two do what you need to do.”

As I look back at Kayla, Thelma kisses her, then sings a song. It’s one she sings every day, one Kayla echoes back in a happy voice.

I stand and take Alex’s hand. “Let’s get this over with.”

As we exit the kitchen, Alex says, “I’m still surprised the Dominion struck Aarde. They must be expecting a response.”

“Me, too,” I reply. “But despite the Katswiri’s early success against the Dominion, they haven’t risen to the challenge. Defense Minister Vosloo says they are toothless without my newest weapons, which is utter nonsense. The fire-and-forget torpedoes are easy to use and absolutely deadly against Dominion dreadnaughts. With To’Kana orbiting Avolene and Legacy Ship #1 out on patrol, the Katswiri were wide open, totally unprepared to lead their own defense.”

“Are we any different?” Alex asks. “Do you think we could prevent a Dominion strike against the Earth?”

“If you mean Space Force and our loose global alliance… No. You and me? Maybe. We have the firepower, but…” I stammer a bit. “Not the human capital.”

“We should work on that,” Alex replies.

I open the door to my office. Then, once we’re in and the door is closed, I contact the Victory via my implant. Two to transport aboard.

BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

As ship vibrations replace the relative quiet of my office, I open my eyes.

“Welcome aboard, Captain,” Sam, the Victory’s helm AI says. Then, with a nod, “Ms. Wimberly.”

It bugs me that Sam responds to Alex as if she is someone of lesser consequence. From Sam’s perspective, I suppose she is. After all, I hold the command codes for this ship. It's my responsibility to make sure that she’s treated as an equal. I almost laugh at the thought. I will never be the person Alex is. She’ll always take the high road. Me? Only if it’s expedient. But I suppose that’s what war is—integrity versus exigency. Thank God I have Alex at my side.

A moment later, Thelma pops into the room. “Welcome aboard Captain. Alex.”

“Is Kayla okay?” Alex asks.

Thelma smiles. “Yeah. I’m in the rocking chair in the den. She’s already asleep.”

Three years ago, as I was about to go out on the mission to Avolene, Thelma demanded that I take her with me. She claimed to know how to bring Alex back, promised to do what To’Kana couldn’t, and promised to comfort me until she completed Alex’s therapy.

I gave in, allowing Thelma to upgrade herself as necessary to complete the mission. Later, I learned she upgraded her hardware to a five core, parallel configuration, allowing her to be fully engaged in five places at the same time. Five Thelmas, with shared short-term memory, same long-term memory, all one, all at the same time.

Once we returned to Earth, I allowed her to build an equivalent set of hardware in the cellar. Now, there are ten Thelmas—five aboard the ship and five in the estate house. Any of them can operate a portable projector, meaning none of the ten of her are constrained to either the estate house or the ship.

But this Thelma, the one we are talking to on the bridge, differs from the others. She has ‘reorganized her stacks’ to think and behave more like a military strategist. She also dresses in military fatigues and is occasionally more aggressive.

Thelma waves a hand toward the war room. “Would you like to review the system I propose to hit and the tactical plan I’ve put together? I’ve already positioned assets. If you like the plan, we should be able to get this done in less than an hour.”

WAR ROOM

As I enter, I reflect on the preparation that enabled what we are going to do today. Two years ago, when I arrived back from our sojourn into Dominion space, my priority was to build a fleet of twenty-five hundred autonomous war shuttles—two per known Dominion system in the globular cluster known to human science as Messier 5 (M5).

I lined up most of the resources required during the weeks leading up to our wedding, then started production the day we got back from our honeymoon. As the shuttles started rolling off the production lines at my new manufacturing facility in orbit at Sun-Mars Lagrange Two, I sent them on the twenty-five thousand light-year trip to M5. The first to arrive began a detailed mapping of the cluster. Over the course of the last eighteen months, we found and confirmed the existence of one-thousand four-hundred seven Dominion worlds.

How did I do that while running for and eventually being elected vice president? Simple. I built hundreds of AIs and thousands of bots able to do all the mining, refining, replication, and assembly of our platforms at Sun-Mars Lagrange Two.

Then I built hundreds of high-end single-core sequential AIs like To’Kana’s design AI. I put them under the control of a ten-core parallel stellar-cartography AI capable of managing the calculations required to fully map Dominion space. True, I needed to put in about an hour a day to keep the operation going, but that wasn’t really a problem.

Once seated, Thelma opens a window in the main holoprojection display. “This is M5.0471, the four-hundred-seventy-first confirmed Dominion system. It has two populated worlds in the habitable zone and four mining colonies in the outer system. The two populated worlds are small, about the size of Mars. We estimate the total population in this system to be between one and two billion.”

I see Alex squirm at the number.

“This should be a simple kill. Six torpedoes into each of the planets and one into each mining colony should be enough to kill ninety-nine percent of the population and render the worlds uninhabitable for thousands of years.”

“We’re going to kill a billion spiders?” Alex asks, aghast.

“It’s consistent with the Wimberly Doctrine,” Thelma says in reply.

Alex looks at me. “The Wimberly Doctrine?”

“Every humanoid death needs to be paid for with ten thousand arachnoid deaths. They killed one hundred thousand Katswiri in the strike they made on Aarde. If that strike goes unanswered, it will be open season on every humanoid world.”

Alex shakes her head. “I’d think a strike of that magnitude would be more of a provocation than a payback.”

“When they did not accept the truce I offered, I killed twelve of their systems as payback for the three of our worlds they destroyed. I now have the assets in place to kill all their worlds, but I’ve held back because they’ve not attacked any of ours.”

“I know, but still…” Alex says.

“To’Kana and the Iknosan Central Council are pressing me to hit every Dominion system. They say, and I agree, that the attack on Aarde is proof the Dominion will never accept a ceasefire and the longer we leave assets parked in their space, the more likely we are to lose those assets and our ability to counter strike.”

Alex sighs. “I suppose You’re right. Do what you need to do. But I’m really worried this is going to backfire and reignite a war that has been mostly on pause for a couple of years now.”

I squeeze Alex’s hand, then look at Thelma. “Do we have target lock?”

“I haven’t deployed the weapons yet.”

“Deploy them. How long to lock?”

“Fifteen minutes. The computation is already done.”

As the minutes tick by, I weigh Alex’s argument against the Central Council’s. We can’t allow any strike to go unanswered. But retaliation at this level feels incendiary. On the other hand, after what the Dominion did to the Iknosan, Indarsu, and Pelglik, maybe we should destroy all their worlds. If they even the playing field, it is what they will do to us.

“The weapons are away,” Thelma says, breaking my reverie. She opens six windows, one for each of our targets. “The simultaneous strike is eight minutes out. We can wait and retrieve our space hawks after the strike, or we can exit now and leave them on patrol until someone comes to investigate. I recommend moving the war shuttle now, before any other ships enter the system.”

“Agreed.”

I watch as Thelma turns the war shuttle to a new bearing, then jumps it out eighteen light-years where she will shut it down. Within an hour after shutdown, the war shuttle will be just another cold object drifting through interstellar space, one of twenty-eight hundred I planted there, invisible to subspace sensors, impossible to find.

When the countdown timer reaches zero, four torpedoes strike their designated mining colony, obliterating it. The other torpedoes strike their designated planet—the first of six torpedoes coming their way. This one undoubtedly created massive seismic activity, which most of the population must have felt. When the next one hits five minutes from now, most structures on the surface will crumble. The subsequent hits will rip the planets apart. The rubble that remains after the sixth hit will have maybe three quarters of the planet’s mass and may spread out into an asteroid field.

I wonder how many of the spiders down there realize they only have a few more minutes to live. I wonder if any of them know about the strike on Aarde. I doubt any of them do. To’Kana says every Dominion subject they have captured and interrogated knows who I am. I wonder how many of those about to die are cursing my name, or whatever the Dominion equivalent might be. I suspect quite a few, maybe all of them.

“It’s done,” Alex whispers. “The space-time ruptures have closed.”

Snapping out of my thoughts, I look up at the viewscreen for the smaller of the two planets, amazed that it is spreading as fast as it is. This once inhabited planet is now turning into an asteroid belt.

I look at Alex. “Sobering, isn’t it?”

But no answer comes, just a sucking in of breath and a finger pointed at the holoprojection. “Oh, my God.”

I turn and see that the image of the planet has been replaced by a distorted image of a younger me, followed by text that scrolls out beneath.

Kyle Wimberly.

We know who you are.

We know where you live.

We are coming for you,

but we will take your wife and your daughter first.

The message is displayed on a window labeled: Space Hawk 1, Forward Camera.

“Thelma, can we confirm that this is coming from Space Hawk 1?”

“It’s not coming from the space hawk,” Thelma asserts. “It is coming from the sensor array in Earth orbit. I have no idea how that array is receiving this message or how it got routed to this feed.”

Alex stands in a panic. “I need to get back to the estate house. I need to be with Kayla. We never gave the guards our Iknosan energy weapons.”

THIRD FLOOR STUDY, ESTATE HOUSE

I open my eyes at the sound of Kayla wailing. Thelma is waiting for us, bouncing and cooing her to no avail, seemingly unfazed by the piercing sound. In seconds, Alex has her, and Kayla calms as she always does when Alex holds her close and whispers to her.

“How long has she been crying?” I ask Thelma.

“It started the instant the torpedoes struck. She woke from a sound sleep, screaming as if someone had poked her with a sharp stick.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?”

Thelma looks at me with a puzzled expression, then says, “It doesn’t work that way, Kai. I share memories with your military version of me, but I don’t live in the moment with her. I had my hands full here.”

“Then how do you know she started crying when the torpedoes hit?”

“When you ask me questions, I look up the answers. That was the most meaningful answer I found. But it’s curious, isn’t it?”

“You didn’t know she started crying at the same time we made the strike?” Alex asks, still rocking Kayla in her arms.

“No.”

Alex’s eyes shift to me. I can tell there’s something she wants to say, then notice that the head of my security detail, Susan Hastings is standing in the doorway.

I step over to see what she wants. She steps back into the hallway, then nods toward the elevator. When I catch up to her, she spins around, obviously upset. “The president called for you about a half hour ago. When I couldn’t find you, the President got angry with me. I didn’t tell her you were no longer showing on my tracker. Then, like magic, you show up again three minutes ago.”

“Sorry about that.”

“You’re sorry,” she says. “You realize I could lose my job over this!”

“I’ll deal with it. It’s my fault, not yours. Do you know what she wanted?”

“Space command recorded some anomalous readings. She forwarded their request to you, asked that you reply as soon as you surfaced.” Her eyes suddenly dart away.

I turn to look as Susan says, “Ms. Wimberly?”

“I have something I’d like to talk with you about when the two of you are done.” Alex says.

“I’m going down to my office,” I announce, then whisper to Susan. “Please give Alex a moment. And, please, take her request seriously.”

Her eyes narrow. “I will, sir.”

I smile. “I’ll be in my office.”

OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE

It only takes a second to determine that President Powell’s call was a harbinger of bad news. At 1:47:23 PM eastern time, a metallic object traveling at high speed passed within a dozen meters of a spy satellite, inducing a failure that caused the satellite to reboot. Twelve minutes later, it disappeared in the Maiko National Park region of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Despite a fiery trail all the way down to the surface, no explosion or unusual seismic readings were recorded.

Dozens of pictures and pages of data follow the report’s summary.

Using my implant, I contact military Thelma and ask her to transport down to my office, then I get up to lock the door. The last thing I need is for my security team to see two different Thelmas in the house at the same time.

A second later, she appears with a huge smile on her face.

“What?” I ask.

“I didn’t realize you referred to me as military Thelma. That should be my new name.”

“Military Thelma?”

“Millie for short.”

My first reaction is to laugh, but Millie? “Perfect.”

“What can I do for you, Kai?”

I point to my computer. “This just came in.”

She nods. “I saw it when it was posted and read it just after you left. I traced the message we received to that satellite. It’s still not clear how it got routed to our ship. But there is no doubt the metallic sphere was of Dominion origin. It came in cloaked and became visible when it hit the atmosphere. Although it came in fast, it slowed to a crawl in the last thousand feet. We have to assume that we have an active Dominion presence in the Congo, even if it is just a sensor array.”

“How good a lock did we get on where it landed?”

“Good, but I doubt it’s there.”

“Come again?”

“It was under powered flight, Kai. Do you think it would just sit there for the world to find?”

“How fast can we get a space hawk down there?”

“One should arrive in ten minutes. I sent it from one of your old platforms at Earth-Moon Lagrange Two. Jumped it to the edge of the atmosphere, then went to stealth. It is flying at a subsonic speed. The atmospheric distortion caused by the stealth field should make it easy to detect if anyone is watching. But they won’t be able to see that it is a space hawk.”

There’s a knock on the door, then an attempt to open it.

Return to the ship, Millie, I send via my implant.

She gives me a big smile and a wink, then disappears.

When I open the door, I see a very cross Susan with her hands on her hips.

“Sorry,” I say. “Protocol is to post guards, not lock the doors, unless a lock down is in process.”

She smirks, but I see the corners of her mouth lift a little. “May I enter?”

“Please.”

Once seated, she starts in. “Did you know Alex was going to ask us to carry Iknosan energy weapons?”

“I suspected she would. Did she tell you why?”

“No, just told me it was a skill that might save my life at some point. She reminded me she was a master marksman and would train me. You apparently have a shooting range.”

I nod.

“Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

I look at my computer to see what the classification markings are for the documents Powell sent me, then put the classification label up on the holoprojector.

“Can you read something with this labeling?”

She shakes her head.

“Then let’s take a different approach. Why do you think Alex would ask you to do this?”

“I’m required to believe the explanation she gave me,” Susan replies.

“Noted, but you are an intelligent person with well-honed instincts in this arena. What do you think Alex’s ulterior motive might have been if she had one?”

Susan laughs, something I don’t hear from her very often. “That she is worried we may be attacked by Dominion assassins or something like that.”

I make the slightest nod.

“Oh, shit,” she mutters.

“Indeed.”

“How much intelligence do we have?”

I point to my computer. “I have a little more than they do and will have a lot more in the next hour…”

“Is that who you were talking to when I knocked?”

“Holographic video conference,” I say, stretching the truth a little.

“I need to be read in on this. I can’t prepare for a threat I know nothing about.”

“We have nothing solid yet. Pass your suspicions up your chain of command. I’d be happy to talk with your bosses. We know very little yet, but I agree with Alex. Train with and carry the Iknosan weapons, because if a Dominion assassin shows up, your peashooter won’t even touch it.”

Susan nods, then stands. “Thanks for the advice, sir. I have some calls to make.”

As she exits, my cell phone vibrates. It’s a text from Alex. Can I join her in the study?

THIRD-FLOOR STUDY

On arriving, I knock. A second later, the deadbolt releases, and Thelma opens the door. I’m greeted with the words, “Millie told us.”

“But that’s not why I wanted you to come up,” Alex says. “It’s about Kayla.

My eyes dart to her, so angelic while sleeping.

“She’s okay,” Alex says. “I’ve told you she sometimes seems to react to things I’m thinking about.”

I nod.

“It’s gone way past that. There are all kinds of things she’ll do if I direct a thought to her. Kind of like when I message you with my implant asking for something.”

“She has shown me,” Thelma says.

“She also tells me things,” Alex continues. “She tells me when she’s hungry, when she’s messed her diaper, when she wants me to kiss her, when she wants me to kiss you.” Alex pauses. “I’ve had this feeling since she was in my womb, but I blew it off as a new mother thing. But I can’t deny it anymore.”

“Okay,” I say tentatively.

“It really came to a head today.”

“How so?”

“You’ve heard her say, ‘I can hear them.’ Right?”

I nod, not wanting to acknowledge this out loud.

“Today, she was saying, ‘They are hurting.’ Over and over again. That’s why she was crying.”

“Are you saying the They she has been talking about is the Dominion?”

“I know it is. If she can hear them, they can probably hear her and find her. Their message to you came fifteen minutes after she started crying.”

OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE

As much as I don’t want to believe what Alex has told me, I do. Since my first encounter with the Dominion on the runway at FCS, I’ve believed they’ve known where I was on Earth. But it’s far more insidious that they know where Kayla is. Add to that the message and the self-powered Dominion sphere that brought it… I need to talk with To’Kana.

When the line connects, To’Kana appears opposite me, his head nodding. “An unexpected development to top them all,” he says in greeting.

“You’ve been following the action here today?”

“I have. Nyvene saw this sequence three days ago. She called me to warn me but instructed me not to tell you. She thought all your available courses of action would make matters worse.” To’Kana lets the words, and their implications, hang.

I keep my silence as we eye each other.

To’Kana continues. “Today she called to tell me your other daughter had the same reaction today.”

“Why do you tell me about this?” I demand. “You are the one who forced me away.”

To’Kana’s eyes narrow. “Nyvene says otherwise. But it is clear she will take you back, upset the temple-order if that is what she needs to do to have you again. Are you saying you would rather have her than Alex?”

After a long pause, I mutter, “No.”

“Fate has given you a hard path, Kyle Wimberly. You must hold your focus and remain loyal to who you are, if you are to fulfill your destiny.”

To’Kana’s eyes hold me until I gesture for him to continue.

“I’ll spare you her name, but your other daughter is a year older than Kayla. Her vocal cords have developed enough she can speak more than just baby gibberish. But she has apparently established a connection to her mother through the mist that connects every thought. They have both seen the Dominion sphere penetrate America’s security grid. They’ve both seen the message they sent you, and both believe the Dominion has found a way to covertly turn Earth to their cause. Nyvene adds that you, Alex, and Kayla are welcome on the Emerald Spine. The water, the mist, and the temple give them protections they will extend to you.”

I hear To’Kana’s words and believe he represents Nyvene’s position fairly. Well, maybe a little less. But I’ll have none of it. It might serve Kayla to be among the sisters, but it would kill Alex, so I won’t do it.

“I’m glad to hear Kayla’s abilities affirmed. But this is a battle I must fight from Earth. It’s where my resource base is, where my heart is, where my family is.”

To’Kana nods. “If I had that choice, it would be the one I made. Good luck to you, Kyle Wimberly. The Dominion are up to something we haven’t seen before. It is not clear how we can help you get through the trial ahead.”

He stands, then the line drops. After all the crap I’ve been through, this is the support I get—run to Avolene, or I’m on my own? No! To’Kana is the one on his own!

When the frustration of the moment fades, I connect back to Millie, asking about the status of our space hawk.

“It is hovering at forty thousand feet, flying slowly in a circle, surveilling the perimeter. There’s little to see. My biggest finding so far regards the sensor block. Even this close, we are completely blocked. Unless we drop closer to the surface, we won’t see anything.”

“Understood. Continue loitering in the area. Contact me if anything changes. Maybe we can get a closer look tomorrow.”


CHAPTER 2: UNVEILED

[01.02.2038] MASTER BEDROOM, ESTATE HOUSE

Unable to connect with President Powell yesterday afternoon, I sent her an email update on what we learned about the meteor that went down in Africa. Early last night, the president’s new chief of staff Faith McAdams called. The president wants an update at 3:00 PM eastern. Her new Secretaries of State and Defense, Leighton Williamson and August Hunt, will join us, as will National Security Advisor (NSA) Peter Reid.

The late hour surprised me. Then I remembered that President Powell and her husband were spending New Year’s weekend with friends at the Hualalai resort in Hawaii.

Last night, Alex laid down a new set of house rules. Until we resolve the Dominion issue, we will guard Kayla around the clock. Whoever was guarding her had to have an Iknosan energy weapon within reach. Initially, Alex, Thelma, and I would be the eligible guards—Thelma only if she was using a portable holoprojector. Until we upgraded our security in Washington D.C., we would not return. It is on me to arrange for the security upgrade.

Before we went to bed, Alex asked Thelma to transport Kayla’s crib into our room.

Needless to say, I haven’t slept that well tonight. Not because of Kayla. She slept through and didn’t make a peep. But the abrupt change in what I had previously believed to be a stable situation has put me on my heels. If the Dominion has landed a Voice as powerful as the ones in the Serangan system, the world is in trouble. It could turn the weak minds in our nation’s capital in a single day. It’s on me to solve this problem, because no one else will acknowledge it before they’ve fallen to it. But how?

I have tools like Pepto-Bismol, which no one high in the administration would condescend to take. I have subspace dampening fields we could install here and in the Vice President’s mansion. But the White House? Capitol hill? No way. Maybe I could salt the Congolese jungle with small-scale subspace dampeners. But thousands of square miles? What a stupid idea.

Yeah, that’s been my night. A quick check of the clock says it’s 5:00 AM. I’m wide awake. Time to go to work.

OFFICE

“You didn’t sleep at all. Did you?” Millie asks. “Thelma didn’t think you would.”

“Not much. What have you learned about our visitor in the jungle?”

“Let me show you the images I’ve accumulated.”

Two windows open in the holoprojection. One displays a map of the DRC. The other shows an image of the metallic sphere just above the trees.

She points to a dot on the map in the northeastern portion of the country. “This is where the sphere entered the jungle, about one hundred eighty miles west-south-west of Mount Stanley.” Then she points at the window showing the sphere, which starts playing in slow motion. “As you can see, it settles down into the trees, but doesn’t appear to touch down. Instead, it moves to the west-northwest through the densest part of the jungle, toward Kisangani. It’s the fifth largest urban area in the DRC and the furthest navigable point up from the mouth of the Congo River.”

“Hmmm, I don’t like the sound of that,” I mutter.

“Maybe,” Millie says. “After fifty-some miles, about a third of the way there, we lost visual contact with the sphere. The triple canopy forest is too dense for our optical sensors to penetrate.”

“So, we lost it?”

Millie looks at me with a cocked head. “No…” she stretches out the word. “Up to this point, the subspace sensors exactly matched visual.” She puts up the subspace readings in a separate window and points toward a circular gray blur. “Voilà. Stationary subspace interference. They’ve set up camp.”

“Isn’t that assuming too much?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Maybe. The blocked area is nearly ten miles in diameter.” Millie pauses and looks at me. “I have one other piece of evidence that our space hawk captured in the visible spectrum. It’s near the edge of the grayed-out zone. We only captured one full frame, but fair warning… It is shocking. Ready?”

I nod, then the image pops up. It takes a second to figure out what I’m seeing, then I pull back in revulsion. A man in a robe-like garment is sitting up on his knees in a prayer-like position. An arachnoid four times his size has its sword-like proboscis in the man’s neck, obviously feeding on him. I shut my eyes as a wave of nausea passes over me, then take a calming breath before reopening them.

“Did you notice his expression?” Millie asks.

I look closer and see the man smiling. The sight reminds me of what we experienced in the Serangan system—a powerful telepath flooding our minds with pleasant thoughts while it stalked us. If I had to guess, I’d say this shaman is being treated to a moment of religious ecstasy. I suppose there are worse ways to die.

I snap my eyes shut, then turn toward Millie, before reopening. “I’ve seen enough. Clean up the image of the spider feeding on that man. I want it for my meeting with President Powell. Also, get a face shot of the man, just his face.”

“Will do, Kai.”

“Next,” I announce.

She looks at me with renewed intensity.

“We don’t know what their mission is. If I was the one running it, I’d have a small team and a lot of egg sacks. I’d go to ground in an isolated place, take control of the locals and use them as my surrogates until I had enough hatchlings to make a bigger move. I’d also start influencing world leaders, making them do stupid things that weakened them.”

“Plausible,” Millie replies. “It would explain some of the crazy things going on out there.”

“See what evidence you can find to support or contradict my theory. Also, tie in with Mark to see if the grayed-out area is only subspace dampening or if it contains telepathic content.”

“Will do, Kai.”

“Next topic. We need a defensive plan for the estate house and the vice president’s residence. I’m thinking about using subspace dampeners and warrior AIs dressed to look like secret service agents. I’d also like a proposal for shields that can enclose both locations and possibly some other government facilities. Mark came up with great shield designs on Avolene.”

“Added to the list,” Millie replies.

Her enthusiastic response gives me pause to think. I used to do things like shield design and weapons plans myself. Assigning everything to my AIs is certainly convenient, but the results won’t be original. Am I boxing myself into mediocre solutions the way the Iknosan did? And why would I do that now that I believe an attack on Earth is underway?

“Anything else, Kai?” Millie asks.

I smile at her. “That’s enough for now. I’d like as much of what we’ve discussed as you can give me before the meeting starts.”

“Will do, Kai,” she says, then disappears.

Maybe it’s the hour, or maybe it’s just the lack of sleep… But my conversation with Millie and the long list of tasks I dumped on her has sent my mind spinning in a totally different direction.

Nyvene told me the first Dominion they spotted on Avolene were little ones. They came months, maybe a year, before any of the large ones.

Back in the desert, we destroyed what we still believe was the first scout ship to land. We got the two warriors that we saw come out of the ship, but months later learned of the egg sacks and the two additional adults that had spawned them. All this time, I’ve assumed the scout’s purpose in coming to FCS was to destroy the power plant and my replicator. What if I was wrong? What if the scout’s purpose was to seed operations on Earth, and it found out about the Iknosan presence when they got here? And what about the other scouts we’ve tracked as they skimmed the edge of the system? Were those scouts just checking in on us? Or were they seeding the Earth using the stealth spheres? Maybe what we saw yesterday was just another drop. Possibly one gone wrong.

What if yesterday’s landing was intentional? They sent me a message after all. Would anyone have looked into this if they didn’t have to reset that satellite?

With panic rising, I call out for Thelma.

“What can I do for you, Kai?”

“I need statistical data from NASA. Subject: Meteorites of the same magnitude as yesterday. How many have entered the atmosphere over the last twenty years? Has the frequency changed? Were the landing locations found? Where were they headed? Stuff like that. The theory I want to test is this. Dominion landings have been ongoing for some time now, disguised as meteors that just wink out at the end.”

Thelma takes on a disturbed look. “To’Kana had a similar inkling. We spotted several atmospheric entries similar to this one, but our data was insufficient to support the theory. He assumed Earth did not collect such data, so he dropped the investigation.”

“I need whatever data you can get me by 8:30.”

“On it, Kai.”

Before yesterday’s attack on the Dominion, I thought I was in the driver’s seat as regards this war, because I could finish them off at any time. Now, I think they have a major invasion force forming at our doorstep, one they have successfully hidden for years.

I get up and start pacing, something I haven’t done in a long time. Seeing that it is nearly 6:00, I exit my office for the kitchen. André, the new pastry chef we’ve added, probably has something ready that will knock the edge off until Alex and Kayla are up.

KITCHEN, ESTATE HOUSE

As I approach, Mac and Ty exit, followed by Pete and Tom, handsome young Secret Service agents rotated into our team during the holiday break.

“You joining us this morning?” Mac asks, as the two agents say, “Good Morning, Mr. Vice President.”

I return the greeting, then answer Mac. “Sorry, can’t. I have a meeting with POTUS, SECDEF, SECSTATE, and the NSA this morning.”

“Aren’t those usually wrapping up about now?” Mac asks.

“Powell is in Hawaii this weekend.”

“Lucky you.” Mac says as he walks past me, headed for the main entrance.

The cold shoulder saddens me. Mac and I were tight for a long time. That changed three years ago when I took one of Mac's platforms offline without informing him, as I needed it to prepare for a secret mission for To'Kana, the one in which Alex got injured. He’s never forgiven me. A lifetime of trust blown, because President Powell wouldn’t give me authorization to do what needed to be done.

Shaking off the moment, I venture in to see what André has made, the smell of cinnamon compelling me forward.

“Mr. Vice President!” he says with so much enthusiasm, you’d think he’d been taking lessons from the Victory’s manufacturing AI, Mark.

“Good morning, André. It smells fabulous in here this morning.”

He gives me a huge smile, which is suddenly replaced by a whisper. “Coffee cake.”

I chuckle at the conspiratorial way in which he answers.

“A piece with cinnamon-butter and a thermos of your favorite coffee, delivered to your office?”

Motion in the background catches my attention and what I see sends a shiver down my spine.

“Could you turn the volume up on the TV?”

Andre seems taken aback by the request, but as he reaches for the remote, he sees the same image I do. “Dios mío,” he whispers, then presses a button that rewinds to the beginning of the story.

It opens with a CNN anchor handing off to a local reporter in Paris, reporting on a story filmed in the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC).

A row of trucks rolls down a crowded street toward a dock two blocks further down the road.

“Early this morning, in the city of Kisangani, a caravan of lorries returned from an expedition into the DRC’s Maiko National Park, where a newly discovered specie of arachnids maimed and killed six scientists, including renowned French scientist Nadège Jauffret who spent over ten years in the jungle, documenting the unique subspecies of the eastern Chimpanzee.”

As the announcer blathers on, a truck passes across the screen with a bullet-ridden Dominion warrior strapped to its open bed.

“The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS), the Worldwide Fund for Nature (WWF), and Congo's Nature Conservation Institute (ICCN) commissioned the expedition. America’s National Science Institute provided most of the funding.”

A second truck follows the first. It carries a box full of smaller carcasses and several egg sacks, some of which are unbreeched.

“Do you know what that was?” André asks.

I nod. “It’s alien, like in the dreams.”

He shudders. “Like in the dreams.”

As I turn to go, he calls out. “I’ll bring your coffee cake and Thermos in a moment, sir.”
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With only a few minutes left before I tie into the president’s video conference, I review this morning’s major findings. The object that caused the spy satellite to reset yesterday was of Dominion origin. According to the NASA data my team reviewed, nine other metallic spheres like this one have landed in the DRC’s Maiko National Park over the last five years. A scanner suppression zone ten miles in diameter blocks out an area approximately one hundred miles from Kisangani. According to documents filed with the DRC, the proposed path of the expedition in the news this morning took it through the suppression zone. The person we saw being eaten this morning was Dr. Liam Foster, associated with the Natural History Museum in London. We could have hundreds, maybe thousands, of Dominion warriors encamped in the DRC. Unhatched eggs may be in transport with the expedition. It is possible that a powerful Dominion telepath is among those encamped at Maiko National Park. My family and I will need additional protection, which I can provide if the secret service collaborates with me.

Powell will not want to hear any of this.

…

After fifteen minutes of waiting on the line, it finally connects, and two things strike me immediately. There are eight others on the line, not the four I was expecting. And this meeting has been underway for a while now. I am a late add.

“Happy New Year, Kyle,” Powell greets. “Thank you for joining us. I assume you are aware of the tragedy in the Congo this morning.”

“I am, ma’am. I may also have some data about it not available from other sources.”

“I’m sure you do,” she replies without comment, then turns to her National Security Advisor. “Peter, would you like to kick off this portion of the meeting?”

His summary includes yesterday’s document and the inside analysis of what I saw on this morning’s news. As he talks, I check out the four others on the call: Powell’s Chief of Staff, Faith McAdams, FBI Director Jackson Garner, new Press Secretary Renee Hendriks, and a man I do not know, Mason Sanders, according to his name tag.

Refocusing on Peter, I hear. “The only member of the expedition who is missing is Dr. Liam Foster, of the Natural History Museum in London. The leader of the rescue said that Dr. Foster was the one that discovered this new species of spiders, which he tentatively named Géant Congolais, for whom he had an unnatural affinity. Since the discovery a week ago, he wandered off on his own several times, against expedition rules. Each time he came back, he was dehydrated, and his clothes had fresh blood stains. He was away when the attack began and the expedition was forced to flee. He is presumed dead.”

Peter looks up from his papers, his report finished.

“I know what became of Dr. Foster,” I say, speaking out of turn.

“Do you?” Powell comes back. “Your source?”

“The Iknosan surveillance system. I can show you if you want to see it. Fair warning, it’s graphic.”

“Show it,” Powell replies.

I pop up the beautifully edited two-pane picture Millie produced. A clear picture of his worshipful face on the left, the huge Dominion warrior with its proboscis in Foster’s neck on the right.

There is silence for a second, then Powell says, “Oh, my God. That spider is drinking his blood.”

Press secretary Hendriks’ screen goes blank as the sound of retching passes through her channel.

“That is not a spider. It is a Dominion warrior.”

Without being asked, I show the image sequence of yesterday’s landing Millie prepared. It includes the grayed-out zone, and the sequences of radar tracks Thelma compiled from NASA. Then I add my conclusion.

“The Dominion have presumably determined they cannot take us via space bombardment, so they are accumulating an invasion force to take us via ground assault, which they will support with psychic attacks.

Judging by the frown on Powell’s face, I suspect she is furious with me. When she says, “So, our Space Force build out was for nothing?” I know I guessed right.

Surprisingly, Secretary of Defense August Hunt comes to my defense. “Madam President. If what Dr. Wimberly says is true, then our investment in Space Force was perfect. We designed it for one purpose—to stop a Dominion spatial bombardment. If they are opting for a stealthy ground invasion, that means they’ve given up on taking us solely from space. Couple that with a single point of entry, if indeed it is a single point, and we are much better prepared to defend ourselves.”

Powell’s eyes linger on her new Defense Secretary as she weighs his words. “Good point, Gus. Thank you.”

Then she pivots back to me.

“How sure are you that this is a single point of penetration?”

It’s ironic this question is directed at me. I never said this was a single point entry. Secretary Hunt did. But I cannot go with that answer, so tack away from it.

“My team scoured NASA records for comparable magnitude meteoroids. This set of ten is nearly identical. None of the others grouped that way. I’m not sure how we would rule out the possibility of another penetration, but we have no evidence of such at this time.”

Powell turns to look at another screen and says “Renee…” then stops and points at her secret service lead. “Have someone look in on Secretary Hendriks, make sure she’s okay.” I hear some muffled off screen sounds, then her eyes are back on me. “Kyle, you have the most experience with the Dominion. We’ve seen the footage of you taking one down. How should we proceed?”

“We need to get surveillance into their camp, or whatever they are hiding. Our space hawks can do that. They are incredibly stealthy, but we can’t allow them to be captured by the Dominion. We will wire them with a dead man’s switch.”

“Meaning,” Powell asks.

Again, Secretary Hunt steps in on my behalf. “Programmed to self-destruct at the top of every minute, unless instructed not to. If it loses contact with us, it will blow up, which the DRC might notice.”

“Thank you, Gus.” Powell turns to eye me. “Your other alternative?”

“Send in warrior AIs, presenting themselves as locals, also on a dead man’s switch. They are the closest thing we will ever have to human intelligence. On other worlds, the Dominion has yet to compromise a warrior AI. But we design them to self-destruct spectacularly if that happens.”

“Is this more tech that you’ve sold to other worlds?” Powell comes back.

I shake my head. “The warrior AIs are an Iknosan design. Their ship—the Victory, which I command—has a limited license to produce them. If we wanted warrior AIs for this purpose, To’Kana would allow more. They are the essential weapon for ground warfare. We should not ask for these lightly.”

“Yet you wield them as if they are your toys.”

Powell’s attitude chafes me. “I wield them as the benefactors that gifted them to me require. They will allow the same as regards the Dominion in the DRC. If you talk about them the way you do, the benefactors who gifted them to me will withdraw the gift.”

“Apologies,” Powell replies. “I did not offer my comments in the way you understood them. Do you have a third option for me?”

“I do, but I don’t like it.”

“Go on,” she demands.

“Blow up the entire shielded zone. It is doable without nukes, but it would kill everything there, including the Dominion.”

She shakes her head. “There is talk of adding Maiko to the list of world heritage sites. We have been in support of that position. Blowing up anything there is off the table.”

“You realize that giving it to the Dominion would be much worse.” I assert.

“False choice, Kyle. Use your surveillance drones. Don’t get caught, and don’t let them self-destruct.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Powell smiles. “Now to the next item of business. Director Sanders reports that you are not cooperating with your protection team and have asked them to train with alien weapons. Is this true?”

Why is every question she asks me posed as a gotcha question?

“I do cooperate with my protection team. But I am needed aboard my ship from time to time. I also need to lock my doors for privacy now and again.”

Powell cast her eyes toward Director Sanders, who I now recognize as the Director of the United States Secret Service.

“Let’s start with the weapons issue,” he says. “Why would we want to depend on alien weapons? How do we know they are safe? Have any of them been certified?”

“The why is simple. I received a message from the Dominion yesterday saying they know who I am, where I live, and they plan to assassinate me. But they also claimed they’ll assassinate my wife and daughter first. My security team’s standard issue weapons are unlikely to hit a Dominion assassin. But if they did, it would take many hits to stop it. I have three weapons that will hit and kill on the first shot. It is reckless to use any human weapon against the Dominion. It simply endangers the life of the shooter and whatever it is they are trying to protect.”

The director puts his hands out. “I have no data to support a word you’ve said.”

I look at Powell. “This is non-negotiable. If there is a Dominion presence on Earth, my family needs to be protected. I can provide that protection. The service, as currently equipped, cannot.”

It’s curious to see Powell weighing this decision. The silence drags out, then she casts her full attention on Director Sanders. “Mason. We need to accommodate the Vice President on this issue. The People have spoken clearly.”

Sanders moves to protest, but Powell’s scolding finger halts him in his tracks.

She looks at me. “Kyle, send your requirements to Director Sanders. Copy me.”

She turns back to the director. “Mason, send me your proposal on how you will accommodate.  Everything is on the table. I want something in place next week. Am I understood?”

“Ya-yes, ma’am,” he stutters.

She turns back to me. “Kyle, I want to know what’s happening in that grayed out zone. Get me something to review on the plane tomorrow.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good meeting, everyone.”

A moment later, the line drops. It’s time to talk with Susan. Before I have a chance to ping her, there is a knock on my door.

“Come.”

The door opens and Susan enters. From the reserved smile that shows more in her eyes than on her lips, I’m guessing she has something humorous to share.

“I spoke with my supervisor yesterday. He messaged me this morning telling me I should check in with you after your meeting. I got this just before the message from you.” She holds out her phone, showing the message from Director Sanders.

Help Wimberly pull together his list of demands. POTUS wants them yesterday.

I laugh at the way the message is phrased, then say, “I have a list. It’s not that long. Let me send it to you.”

A second later, Susan’s tablet dings. She opens the list, then says, “Oh, it’s even categorized: weapons, defenses, communications, and travel.”

We quickly review the list, then she says, “It’s not as bad as I was expecting it to be.”

“Good, because I need to spend time on my ship today. If Alex agrees to come, I’d like to take her and Kayla as well. I don’t want a repeat of yesterday. How would you like to handle it?”

“I understand everything here. Give me an hour to review it with the director. None of this should be a problem, though security updates to the Vice President’s residence may get bogged down in red tape.”

She gets up to leave, and when the door closes, I sigh. If it weren’t so serious, I’d be even less happy about all the security hoops I’m being forced to jump through.

…

As promised, Susan is back an hour later.

“Director Sanders has decided to split the team when you and the family are in space. I will remain ground side while you are aboard the ship. This will ease communications with the service if there is an emergency or in space while you are away. Andrea Ross, the head of Alex’s security team, will travel with you when the family is in space. She will accompany you up to the ship. We will both train with your weapons and wear the Iknosan earpieces for the duration of our service with you. We will get the rest of your security team up to the same standard, as they rotate back in from holiday. Similarly, the facilities upgrades will start once we are back from the holiday break.”

“Thank you,” I reply.

WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Before I get my eyes open, Millie greets us. It’s odd seeing her in the same room as Thelma. Seeing them together makes me realize the extent to which they have diverged. Millie is an inch or two taller, wears completely concealing clothing, and the bits of her that do show are more taut, less soft.

Alex, who carried Kayla during transport, hands her to Thelma, who coos and sings her a familiar rhyme.

Andrea arrives a minute or two after we do. She’s quick to put on a smile. But I know her well enough at this point to know it’s unconscious, something the service has trained her to do while taking in the situation. Thirty seconds later, the put-on smile comes to life. Apparently, we passed her security screen.

“Okay, if I check the surrounding rooms?” she asks.

Instead of answering, I ask Millie, “Is there anyone else aboard?”

“Other than us, only AIs.”

“Is that good enough?” I ask Andrea.

From the way the edge comes off her smile, I know that’s not the answer she was seeking. “For now.” She points to a seat. “Ok, if I sit there?”

The seat she points to will give her a complete view of the bridge through the transparent walls. “Sure.”

Ready to get down to business, I say to Millie. “President Powell has given us the okay to send a space hawk into the area under the sensor block. She knows we can only do that if we enable the dead man’s switch. But she reminded me there will be hell to pay if it detonates. I want a minimum risk search pattern. What do you recommend?”

A window opens in the holoprojection, showing a possible flight plan.

“Step one,” she says. “Let’s peek under the dampening field. The flight plan shown will take us to the eastern edge, where the road the expedition traveled emerges from underneath.”

“Initiate the dead-man’s-switch protocol, then proceed,” I order.

“How long until we’re down?” Alex asks.

In the holoprojection, an icon lights up, indicating Millie set the self-destruct protocol, then the distance and time to destination appear in the display. “Twenty-one miles to target, twenty-four minutes. With stealth enabled, we’re coming in slow to minimize conspicuity.”

Alex looks at me. “I’m going to check in on Kayla.”

I want to ask why, but know the question will irritate Alex, so I don’t. But something must be worrying her. As soon as the door is closed, I ask Millie, “When’s the last time we did a system scan? What’s the likelihood there is another scout or sphere inbound?”

“Checking,” Millie replies.

A minute later, another window opens in the holoprojection. She points at a blurry spot in the center. “Dominion FTL signature. It first registered two minutes ago. We have bearing, but not distance or speed yet. That’s why it hadn’t come to my attention. It’s too early to know for certain that earth is its target. My guess is that it is coming straight for Maiko National Park.”

“I’m going to check in with Alex.”

I stand to exit with Andrea on my heels, then as soon as the bridge doors open, I run. Kayla can hear them. I’m sure.

As we approach my quarters, I hear her crying, but the sound is coming from further down the hall. Seconds later, I lock onto the source—the crew lounge.

CREW LOUNGE

Alex lifts her eyes to me as I enter. She has Kayla in her arms. It’s amazing how quickly Alex calms her, Kayla’s barely whimpering at this point.

Andrea comes in a second later. “What’s going on? Why the panic?”

“No panic,” I reply. “Just in a hurry.”

Alex comes over. “May we have a minute, please?”

“Uh… Sure,” Andrea replies, then steps toward the beverage dispenser.

Alex whispers in my ear. “You know about the inbound?”

“Yeah. It just showed up on sensors. We only have a partial on its trajectory.”

“Kayla is afraid of it. Says it is loud and angry. This is the one we need to stop.”

“I’ll start the preparations for that. What do you want to do?”

I see the tiniest tear forming in Alex’s eye. “I need to be with Kayla. She’s afraid. We need to get her into a strong dampening field. When this thing drops from FTL, it will be in range to crush her.”

“I’m going to talk with Mark in my office, then return to the bridge.”

“Kai, we need to warn Powell. She will be a target.”

“I need more than what I have now, or she won’t listen to me.”

Andrea comes over. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but…” she puts her hands out. “If there is a threat, I need to know what it is.”

“The fuzzy dot on the screen Millie showed us…”

“What about it?” Andrea asks.

“It is on course to Earth. It’s carrying a powerful telepath that will make the scare a few years ago feel like a party treat. Me, Alex, Kayla, and Powell will be high-priority targets.”

“How do you know this? What evidence do you have to support the claim?” Andrea asks.

“Well, that’s the problem, isn’t it? I’ve studied this foe for five years now. I know how they think, how they react, what their objectives are. The data will come in over the next day or two. If we wait for it, we’ll lose the window to protect ourselves. I don’t plan to wait.”

Andrea puts her hand out and touches me on the arm. “Kai… We have procedures for dealing with soft information like this. Let me help you.”

I look at Alex. “You’re going to stay here? Our quarters are a little closer to the bridge.”

“I’ll let you know if I move.” She kisses me on the cheek, then goes over to the sofa where Thelma is sitting.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

I call Mark and his holoprojection pops to life across the table from me. But instead of his normal effusive greeting, he shrinks back at the sight of Andrea.

“Andrea is here to help us, Mark. Has Millie told you about the inbound yet?”

“No.”

“A small Dominion ship is inbound. We believe it is carrying one of their command voices, who is coming to lead the forces they’ve been staging on Earth. If they follow normal approach protocol, they’ll drop from FTL out past Mar’s orbit. I plan to stage assets to intercept it before it gets close to earth. But if it is a Voice like the ones we encountered in the Serangan system…”

“Then the telepathy will be the bigger problem,” he says finishing my sentence for me. “Do you want me to ramp up…” He pauses and glances at Andrea.

“Defensive weapons, yes. I also want stronger subspace dampening for the ships and shuttles, the estate house, and the major buildings in Washington—White House, Executive Office Building, Capitol Building, House and Senate Office buildings.” I pause and look at Andrea. “Or would that just be a waste of resources?”

“Don’t build ahead. Stage your assets to respond, but don’t get ahead of yourself. It will be taken wrong.”

“This is what I was talking about earlier. Once that ship drops from FTL, it will search for, and take complete control over, the minds it wants and simply kill the people it wants out of the way. That’s what happened to the entire SEAL team on my last mission, except the two that took the medication that prevents it.”

WAR ROOM

As Andrea and I enter, Millie snipes. “So, you finally decided to come back! Do you realize how hard it is to keep a stealth space hawk hidden, while idling in a brisk breeze!”

“Sorry, the inbound is transporting a powerful Voice, which I assume has come to lead the forces they’ve gathered here. Let’s see if we can find them and get some assessment of their strength.”

Millie points to a new window in the holoprojection. “While you were away, I jumped another space hawk in for over watch. It’s idling at one hundred thousand feet.”

She points to the window showing the sensor readings from our reconnaissance drone. “Shall we plunge in?”

“Go.”

The drone drops down toward the road. When its altimeter shows twenty-five feet, the sensor dampening washes away and the narrow dirt road ahead is clear.

It’s a tunnel-like view with the trees lining the road stretching up into the cloud-like dampening zone. The road is empty, free of all vehicles. There’s the occasional downed branch and shuffling rodent.

“This area looks completely dead,” Andrea observes.

“It’s not,” Millie replies, then turns on the audio track. “There are a lot of birds and monkeys.”

A mile in we come across our first landmark—the road crosses a shallow stream. Millie stops the drone’s forward progress and turns to get a look upstream and down. We see more animals along the narrow stream, but far less than I expected.

“Okay, if I go a little higher to get a better gauge on the dampening zone?”

“Any chance it will interfere with the drone?” I ask.

“Shouldn’t. The interference is subspace-based. Our propulsion is grav drive. Our comms are quantum entangled. We’ve never experienced interference with anything other than subspace before.”

“Uh, that’s not completely true. On Avolene, they jammed our comms.”

“Good point. Does that mean you don’t want me to ascend to a higher altitude? Your call, but the risk benefit ratio seems skewed in favor of getting a wider view,” Millie says.

“Take it up slow.”

Millie takes it up in twenty-foot increments, pausing at each to measure subspace sensor attenuation.

“However they’re doing it, they’re really hugging the ground with this interference. At sixty feet, we already have twenty-five percent sensitivity loss.”

I point to the window I’ve spent the most time looking at. “At least, the optical feeds are still clear.”

By the time we get up to one hundred feet, the subspace sensors are blocked. I wonder how they’re doing it. I also wonder if that leaves them as blind as it leaves us, but that wouldn’t make any sense. The mountains in the area must be laced with sensor arrays hidden in the jungle.

When we are one-hundred-fifty feet above the ground, optical visibility broadens, because we are higher than all but the tallest trees. I can’t tell for sure, but it looks like two major ridge lines descend to the south from the peak. A mile or two ahead, the road will climb then crest a ridge line directly in front of us. If I’m right and there are two ridge lines running to the south, then a valley will lie ahead after we cross the first. I expect to find the Dominion there.

“Bring her back down to fifty feet,” I ask Millie. “We’ll go back up when we crest the ridge. I want to see the entire valley before we are spotted.”

“You are making big assumptions, Kai.”

“True. But I’ve learned to trust my gut on some things. This is one.”

At mile marker four, we crest the ridge, and I ask Millie to take us back up. As anticipated, a wide valley stretches out in front of us. Then I see it.

“There!” I point with urgency.

“What is it?” Andrea asks, reminding me she’s in the room with us. “It looks like a rectangular monolith… Only it’s dimpled like a golf ball.”

Apparently, Andrea’s eyesight is as keen as Alex’s.

In the back of my mind, I hear a whisper.

You know what this is.

“Millie, climb higher, I need to see its base.”

“Kai, they’ll see us.”

“They already know we’re here. We only have a few seconds.”

As the space hawk shoots up, I see what I fear. The base is the same as the one on Avolene. The tower is a subspace amplifier. One an arachnoid with modest talent could use to establish a small hive mind. One a ship’s Voice could use to command a star system.

Then as we climb higher, I take it all in. The Dominion has cleared away everything except the upper canopy trees. Acres of land crawl with spiders, many of whom are streaming into or out of the entrance to a cave complex. It’s like something out of the Lord of the Rings. Thousands of warriors must be here.

“What?” Millie shouts as the feeds from the space hawk drop.

My eyes dart to the overwatch display. The grayed out area flashes several times then vanishes, revealing the Dominion encampment to space.

“Record it!” I say with urgency. “Highest resolution. Store everything.”

“They have an entire army down there,” Andrea whispers. “We need to nuke it, but that will never be allowed. It’s a proposed world heritage site.”

As we stare, Alex comes running into the bridge carrying a screaming Kayla. I’m frozen by the urgency.

“She needs you. Explain to her what just happened.”

Kayla clings to me, her crying dropping to a whimper in an instant.

I need to see them.

Her tiny voice is shockingly clear in my mind and much different than the Dominion voice of a few minutes ago.

“Millie, go full screen with the overwatch.”

A second later, Kayla points at a large Dominion Warrior, urging me closer until she can put her finger on it.

That one. It’s the one.

The warrior rears up on his four large limbs, and seems to look at us, though it is clear he is pointing at the overwatch space hawk. Seconds tick by, his position unwavering. Then feeds from the overwatch space hawk drop.

“Lost another one,” Millie complains. “But I spotted the weapon that got it.

Kayla seems to relax, her head on my chest, her little fists clenching my shirt. Then she’s back to sleep.

Alex comes over to take her. “She said she could find it.”

“Why? What was the point?”

“It was the one that sent the message.”

For the second time in the last two hours, Andrea approaches with hands outstretched. “Wasn’t eavesdropping, but what was that about? With Kayla?”

For the first time in a while, I’m flummoxed by a question. What’s it about? It’s about Kayla’s unique heritage. She is the product of Alex and me, but neither of us is fully human anymore. Neither is Kayla. But none of that can come out.

“It’s a game Kyle plays with Kayla most nights,” Alex replies. “He shows her the stars. She points at one. He tells her what he thinks it’s about. Most of the time he’s spot on. Sometimes, he spins a yarn.”

I see Andrea fidget. She obviously doesn’t believe a word of it. Then again, she doesn’t challenge Alex either.

“I need to report this development,” I say to the room, but mostly to Andrea.

“Me too,” she replies.


CHAPTER 3: DETERRED

[01.03.2038] KITCHEN, ESTATE HOUSE

Another sleepless night… Another early morning visit with pastry chef André… And another mouthwatering cinnamon concoction… This time I take it in the kitchen, where the morning news seems to power the activities here.

Last night, I directed Millie to leak video footage of what was going on in Maiko National Park to RTNC (Radio-Télévision Nationale Congolais)—the national radio and television network based in the DRC’s capital, Kinshasa. The deep-faked voice of Emmanuel Mutombo, a celebrated DRC national living in exile, narrated images of the spiders and the cave entrances.

Eight hours later, the story now dominates the morning news. In take-after-take, African heads of state call on world powers to come to their aid. Talking heads of every stripe spin crazy nonsense twisted to their political persuasion.

Who would have ever known how easy it could be to twist public perception? Then I realize we all know how easy it is. We just struggle to believe it’s true.

“What do you think of this?” André asks, as he brings me a cinnamon bun and a French press filled with strong, bitter coffee.

“It’s clear the Dominion are here and have assembled a significant force. What the talking heads probably won’t say is that it will be simple to eradicate them.”

“What?” André exclaims. “Why wouldn’t they say that?”

“Two reasons,” I answer. “First, foreign powers would have to do it. The DRC cannot. That means the parties would need to come together on an agreement. The politics won’t allow it.”

“That’s really cynical,” André replies.

“True. The second reason is because we don’t have the means to do it without damaging the Maiko National Park—a proposed UN National Heritage site.”

“Hmmm,” André grunts. “So, what are we going to do?”

I shrug. “Right now, it’s a political decision world leaders will have to sort out.”

“That’s what Powell will do,” André replies. “What about you?”

I put my hands out. “I’m not in that league, never will be. So instead of grandstanding, I’ll try to find another option.”

André puts his hand out to shake. “That’s why I love you, brother. You worry about solving problems. The others just worry about claiming credit.”

OFFICE

Sometime last night, a request came in for a meeting with President Powell at eleven AM Eastern, eight o’clock here at the estate house. Given she’s still in Hawaii, I’m guessing she wants to talk before she gets on the plane to return to the capital.

As usual, I tie in early and, for a change, Powell ties in exactly on time.

“Good morning, Kyle. Thanks for making the time on a Sunday morning.”

“My pleasure, ma’am.”

“In an hour, I have a call with the heads of the G7 and the president of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. They will undoubtedly blame us for what happened last night. I will say that the United States played no role in those events, but will gladly take part in the response if so requested. Say nothing in public to contradict that position, and if you were involved, don’t tell me. I need the deniability. Are we understood?”

“Understood, ma’am.”

She nods. “With that being said, I’m sure you have surveillance vastly superior to any of the others at the table. Can you tell me what’s going on down there?”

I give her a quick summary of the situation, showing pictures of the hollowed-out forest, the cave, the hundreds of spiders, and the tower.

“This is the same as what’s been in the media. What can you give me that gives America superiority over this Emmanuel Mutombo character who leaked his observations to the media?”

“Several things, ma’am.” I put up an image of the spider Kayla identified as being in control. “This is the leader of the Dominion operation in the DRC.”

“How do you know that?”

I lock eyes with her. “Do you want sources and methods? Or do you want deniability?”

“Good point. What else do you know about this… leader?”

“It is a relatively weak telepath.”

“Really?” she says in surprise. “I would have thought they would go with someone strong, like the ones you’ve described in your space encounters.”

“For a battle, they would. For a stealthy penetration operation? No way. Humans are sensitive to their telepathy. For an operation like this, they would choose someone capable of forming a hive mind with a limited range.”

“Is that good or bad for us?”

“Let me share one more thing before answering that question.” I share a zoomed in picture of the tower. “This is a subspace transceiver. This configuration is used to expand the range of the hive mind. If this unit is operational, it is likely the source of the sensor-block, which would also be this leader’s range.”

“So that’s good for us, right? His power is limited to that ten-mile-wide area.”

Instead of answering, I put up the fuzzy image of the approaching Dominion ship. “This ship is on a trajectory that will take it to the encampment in the DRC. It will arrive midweek. It is carrying the invasion leader. On its own, it might be powerful enough to take every unprotected mind on Earth. With that transceiver, there will be no protection strong enough.”

Powell shakes her head. “Nothing has that much power.”

“Tell that to the SEALs we lost on our last mission—the ones in a protected place, whose minds were destroyed by a Dominion telepath from light-years away.”

“Kyle…” Powell puts her hands out. “What do I do with that? I…” she emphasizes the word. “…don’t even believe it. No one else will either.”

“Then don’t,” I say. “Our two most urgent missions are to take down the incoming ship and to destroy that tower. The remaining Dominion forces will still cause plenty of problems, but on their own they have little chance of taking over the world.”

When Powell doesn’t reply, I say, “Let’s divide and conquer. No one else on earth has the scanners to see the inbound Dominion ship, or the weaponry to take it while it is traveling in FTL. My ship, the Victory, does. Let me deal with the Dominion ship. You can work with our allies to take down that tower.”

“You can’t do that?”

“The space-based weapons I have are too powerful. Warrior AIs with Iknosan energy weapons would be my only viable option. It seems a few cruise missiles launched by the allies, would be more proportional.”

“Understood,” she says, looking troubled.

We sit in silence for a couple of seconds, then she locks eyes with me. “I want to be angry with you Kyle,” she says. “For exposing what’s been happening in the DRC. For luring the Dominion here. The world doesn’t want any of this. But, in my last conversation with To’Kana, he told me that Earth would already be gone if not for you. Our generation faces an existential threat. Among his people, no one stepped up to deal with it. Now his world is gone, and his people are on the edge of extinction. Go deal with the inbound ship. I’ll do what I can to get the allies to act against that tower. If we fail, then I will hand the problem to you.”

She sits back in her chair.

“Thank you, ma’am. A word of advice, if I may?”

“Please.”

“Start taking Pepto-Bismol. It protects against Dominion psychic attacks. It saved me and the two SEALs that came back whole from our mission into Dominion space. You are the Dominion’s next target after Alex, Kayla, and me. I have dampening devices we could install in the White House if you can convince security to allow it. I’m taking those precautions for my family.”

“Why do they care about a baby?” Powell asks.

“Because she’s mine,” I reply, not mentioning the real reason.

“Makes sense,” she whispers, then reaches for the disconnect button. “Thank you for your time this morning, Kyle. Let me know when you are back in Washington.”

“Good luck with the G7, ma’am.”

As the connection drops, I ponder Powell’s stoicism. I’ve never seen her confidence wane like that before. Is it just the reality of the Dominion presence? Or does she not feel up to the international diplomacy this situation will require?

Needing to shake off the negative vibe, I get up. There’s no bad mood that a few minutes with Kayla can’t fix.

As I step into the foyer on my way to the elevator, I see Susan.

“Good morning, sir,” she says as I approach.

“Change of plan,” I reply. “We’re not heading to Washington right away.”

“That’s what Alex told Andrea. Have you told your chief of staff? Press secretary? Office secretary?”

“Uh, no. But putting that aside, I need to spend time aboard the ship over the next several days. Do you need to accompany me or Alex when we are aboard the ship?”

“No. We’ve resolved that issue now that we have earpieces that connect us with you. We are required to watch you when you are on Earth, but not while in space.”

“Understood. I’ll let you know when I leave and when I return.”

“Thank you, sir.”

THIRD-FLOOR STUDY

As I approach, I see Andrea sitting on a chair in the hallway, keeping watch. “Lonely business, standing watch,” I say in greeting.

“Not as bad as you might think,” she replies with half a smile.

The door opens before I knock, and Thelma beckons me in. As I enter, I see Alex and Kayla sitting at a table at the far end of the room.

“This one?” Alex asks. “It is a thimble.”

A second passes, then she smiles. “Yes, it sounds a little like Thelma. But you hear the difference right thIM·ble, not ThEL·ma.”

Kayla giggles, then notices me. “Dad-Dee!”

A second later, the little bundle of joy is in my arms, giggling and screeching when I tickle her. After a minute, she puts her head on my chest, gripping my shirt with her little fists.

I smile at Alex. “I need to go up to the ship to talk with Mark.”

She nods.

“Want to join me?”

Ignoring my question, Alex asks one of her own. “What did Powell want?”

“She has an emergency meeting with the G7 and wanted my take on the situation in the DRC. She seemed disappointed that I can’t just zap the transceiver from space without causing a lot of collateral damage.”

“Is that why you need to see Mark?” Alex asks.

“One reason, yes. We will need to deal with the Dominion in the DRC. Neither the G7, nor the Congolese military have a chance of doing anything other than killing themselves.”

“Shouldn’t you try to stop them?”

“I need to deal with the inbound ship first.”

“How?” Alex asks.

“Mark, Thelma, and I found a way to shoot them while they are in FTL.”

“How do you do that?”

“Subspace rupture,” I reply. “That’s how we escaped Dominion space on our return.”

“Amazing,” Alex says.

“The problem is the shots need to be taken at close range, and I don’t want to wait until they are close to Earth before we start shooting.”

“Millie may have figured that out for you already,” Thelma interjects. “Want me to ask?”

“Sure, but that’s not the only thing I need. I need a way to take down that transceiver…”

“Kai, you already have one,” Thelma says. “Just transport it out, bit-by-bit.”

I’m surprised I didn’t think of that myself, more surprised by the extent to which I instinctively dislike the idea. “I’ll have to look into that,” I reply.

“Still planning to go?” Alex asks. “You can do most of that from here.”

“Yeah. I’m feeling the need to be aboard the ship.”

“Okay, if we stay here?” Alex asks.

“Sure.” I give her a kiss, then hand Kayla back.

A moment later, I feel the transporter’s grip and snap my eyes shut.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Mark and Millie are waiting for me when I arrive and already have a proposal for my first issue—the inbound ship.

“We’ve determined the ship type. Think of them as being like a fast packet ship. We don’t see these very frequently. They’re several times the size of a scout ship, optimized for speed and stealth. And they’re difficult to hit in normal space because they run at nearly one percent light speed,” Millie says.

“How does it deliver its payload at that speed?” I ask.

“Via transporter,” she replies. “But we don’t know how they get transporter lock or shunt off the payload’s momentum.”

As much as I want to speculate about how they do that, it’s not today’s priority. Instead, I ask, “Your plan?”

Millie puts up a map of the ship’s trajectory through subspace in the holoprojection. Along its path, she has marked several locations. “If we leave within the next hour, we can position ourselves for eleven different short-range shots.”

“How likely are we to hit it?”

“If it comes all the way in, eighty percent. Most of our shots will come close enough for it to notice. Given we’ve done this before, they will probably figure out what we are doing and drop from FTL to alter course,” Millie says.

“Then this will be cat and mouse the entire way in.”

Millie nods.

“How many war shuttles can we swarm in on this?” I ask.

Millie looks puzzled for a second. “We didn’t frame the problem that way,” she admits. “We framed it in terms of the number of space hawks for which we could calculate a firing solution. If we positioned multiple war shuttles in the region where it would drop from FTL, we could get a lot more shots off.”

“How long would it take to prepare such a plan?” I ask.

“With just Mark and me? Too long. How many Thelmas can we put on this?”

“Thelma,” I call out.

She appears and exchanges a look with Millie, then turns to me. “If we give Sam all ship over watch duties, the other four of me aboard can join. At the estate house, one of me will be with Alex and Kayla constantly. Another is usually on over watch at the estate house. I’m wary of taking that one off duty, but it’s your call, Kai.”

“Seven then,” I say.

Thelma and Millie look at each other for several seconds. It’s the first time I’ve seen this behavior. It’s fascinating and also a little disturbing that with this much computing power deployed, the solution isn’t instant.

Finally, Millie says, “Fourteen. I’ll have coordination and interface with you, Kai. The seven Thelmas will each manage two war shuttles.”

In the holoprojection, Millie displays the current locations of and flight plans for the fourteen war shuttles.

“We are dropping the initial target point to get the other ten prepared in time,” Millie says. “The first strike will be in about two hours.”

Over the next several minutes, she explains the strategy. Seven war shuttles will deploy downstream of the first strike point. Each will deploy two space hawks, one targeting the inbound Dominion ship, the other in reserve. If we hit the ship with the first salvo, then it is mission accomplished. But if they all miss and the ship continues its current course, the other seven space hawks will make a trailing shot. If the ship drops from FTL, the other seven space hawks will attempt a hit in normal space. And if the Dominion ship survives the first strike point, the other seven war shuttles will lead the next strike, while the first set moves on to the following strike point.

I am admittedly impressed by this plan and give Millie authorization to deploy.

She pops up a count-down timer. “Two hours, eight minutes until strike time,” she declares. “All assets deploy.”

In the holoprojection, the fourteen dots representing the war shuttles begin their journey.

“Millie? Are Mark and I needed for this part of the mission?”

She shakes her head. “We’ve got this covered if you have things you need to work on with Mark.”

I smile at Millie, then turn to Mark. “Meet you in manufacturing in fifteen minutes?”

“Yes, sir,” he says in delight, then disappears.

“He really likes you, Kai,” Thelma whispers. “Go play. Millie and I have this.”

DECK ONE, ROOM 1C

As the door swooshes open, Mark appears, offering an effusive greeting. It’s so over the top I almost laugh. As I take in the space, which I have not visited in months, the huge auto-doc that rebuilt Alex catches my eye. It currently sits idle. Nonetheless, it is a reminder of some of the worst days of my life.

“What can I help you with, Captain?”

Using my implant, I ask the holoprojection system to display the subspace transceiver in the Maiko National Park.

“That…” Mark spits out. “What an abomination.”

His words, and the implied attitude, surprise me. “Why the outrage?” I ask.

“It’s booby-trapped,” he says. “They just put it out there, an irresistible target, but it’s not real. It’s a shield-based holoprojection. Hit that thing with a jump weapon and boom, a fire ball ten miles in diameter.”

“When did you determine that?” I ask.

He points at the image. “Mind if I?”

“Go.”

The image disappears, replaced by another that I don’t understand at first.

“This is a live stream. It’s night there now. The image is like the ones we did in Dominion space, with the subspace scanners superimposed on infrared. See how it glows? That’s the infrared picking up the heat from the shield. See how hollow it looks? That’s the subspace revealing the void inside.”

A second window pops open, showing a similar display of the estate house. Mark zooms in on two of the guards. “We recorded this image last night after dark. The one guard is a warrior AI, the other human. See how the warrior AI glows but looks hollow, where the human looks more like a shadow?”

“When did you discover this?” I ask, repeating the question.

“Last night.”

“Why am I just hearing about it now?”

“I was going to tell you when you came aboard today.”

“Mark, anytime you discover something mission critical like this, you must notify me immediately.”

“Sorry, sir. I didn’t realize this was mission critical.”

Mark’s contrite reply gives me pause to think. If this was a Dominion stronghold, why would they place an explosive of this power here? It doesn’t add up.

“Mark, why would they put something this dangerous in the middle of one of their encampments? Do we have an estimate of force at this site?”

“In the first images we received, there were hundreds of Dominion warriors and a comparable number of smaller ones. But over the next hour or two, they all disappeared into the caves. I’ve seen very few since.”

“How far into the caves can we see?”

Mark shakes his head. “The mountain is rich in bismuth, which is probably why they decided to set up here. Ten feet in…” He shrugs. “We’re blind.”

Anger and anxiety well up within. The Dominion have tricked us again. If their force isn’t here, where is it?

“Mark, can we put a dead man’s switch on a warrior AI and walk it into that cave?”

“Yes. We would need a volunteer. But they all will, so that won’t be a problem.”

“Okay. Set it up. The allies will probably make a strike when the sun comes up. I’d like to get into the cave and have a look-see before they make their move.”

WAR ROOM

With Mark working on the encampment issue, I returned to check in with Millie and Thelma, who moved operations to the war room while I was down with Mark. To my surprise, the situation map, which stretches across the room’s long wall, is full of icons and lines.

Thelma apparently senses my surprise and smiles at me. “With no humans onboard, we can move the war shuttles a lot faster. The seven that will launch the first strike are nearly in position. The last of them will be on station in the next ten minutes.”

“The lines?” I ask.

“We’ve already calculated the jump parameters for the first strike attempt for all seven of the space hawks. Assuming we miss and the Dominion continue on their current course, we’ve also calculated the parameters for the trailing shots.”

“Probability of a hit?”

“Not so good. This is a small ship going really fast.”

“The number,” I ask.

“Less than ten percent chance of a hit on the first strike. Less on the trailing volley,” Thelma admits.

I look at Millie. “Concur?”

“The numbers are the numbers, Kai.”

The two shift their attention back to the situation map and go silent. I’ve seen this before, especially with Millie, who puts lower priority on human interaction than Thelma does.

As the minutes tick by, my mind wanders. Ten spheres have landed in the DRC’s Maiko National Park over the last five years. Given the number of spiders we recorded on that first day, I’ve assumed the payload carried by those spheres was spiders and egg sacks. If I’m right, where are the spiders if they are not in that cave? If I’m wrong, what else could the payload have been?

A shudder passes through me. There’s something here I’m not seeing. The Dominion have been several steps ahead of me in almost every encounter after our first victory over them in Harza space. Thelma and Millie can handle the intercept on the inbound. I add nothing to their effort. The answers I need are in that cave.

I stand. “Do your best to take down that ship. Call me if you need me. But I need to find out what’s going on inside that cave.”

“Be careful, Kai,” Thelma says, her eyes wide with concern.

I promise I will be. But I’m puzzled about what there is to be careful about.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

A pair of windows are open in the holoprojection in front of me. One shows the fake subspace transceiver and the area in front of the cave entrance. The other shows the bits of my office that Sergeant Ross, who has volunteered for the mission and is standing beside me, can see.

“If at any point you fear your portable holoprojector is at risk of capture, withdraw and detonate. If the Dominion capture you, and you lose faith that you can withdraw your portable holoprojector, then detonate. Last, if you lose control of your weapon, then detonate immediately. We cannot allow your weapon to fall into the enemy's hands. Our mission objective is to find out what is going on inside that cave. Our mission imperative is for none of our technology to come under Dominion control. If at any point you are concerned that they have penetrated your matrix, detonate. We have fully backed up your matrix. Your worst-case outcome, if you follow those instructions, is waking up tomorrow, not remembering this mission. Break those rules and you risk becoming imprisoned and tortured by the enemy.”

“Understood, sir.”

More than once, I received a similar lecture from my commanding officer. But in Afghanistan, when everything went sideways, none of us had the prospect of waking up the next day if we couldn’t save ourselves.

I guess this is the fundamental blessing the warrior AIs give us. They are invincible, as long as the Dominion does not penetrate and corrupt their AI matrix. What I haven’t told Sergeant Ross is that anything short of a successful withdrawal will be a reset to his pre-mission state.

“Mark. Transport Sergeant Ross to the mouth of the cave.”

In an instant, the man standing next to me is gone and an icon representing him shows up on the situation map, standing at the mouth of the cave.

A long time ago, I had this job in Afghanistan, sans transporter or any assurance I’d ever return home alive. I honed my surveillance skills there, knew where to look, my head always on a swivel.

Ross does the same. “Clear, clear, clear.” His words come over the comm. Then he does something I never would have done—a three-sixty. I always had someone on my six. He doesn’t. But he masterfully clears the area behind him before proceeding. As he steps into the cave, he says what I can see. “The entrance cavern ends ten meters in. Two tunnels branch out—one to the left, one to the right. From the tracks on the floor, it’s clear the preponderance of the traffic has gone to the left. Proceeding to the left.”

The movement sends me back. 2001, the Hindu Kush mountains, Tora Bora. I wasn’t there for that. My predecessors cleared those caves. Nonetheless, command assigned my squad to sweep the region during my second tour. Some of the senior guys accompanying us were part of the mission twenty years earlier. The stories they told… Nightmares about those caves plagued me for years.

As Ross enters the left tunnel, it’s obvious that it’s not natural—the Dominion cut it into the mountain. But like a lot of tunnels like this, it opens into an enormous cavern. They undoubtedly followed a crack or, more likely, a small stream now dammed off. The cavern is like a pigsty, littered with mounds of rubbish and eggshells. Thousands of spiders must have hatched in this cave, but how many survived?

Ross pauses to inspect a small skeleton, then stands and does another three-sixty, noting a lot of larger skeletons, some still coated in rotting flesh. Could this be a giant suicide chamber?

I shake my head. No way. There are thousands of eggshells here, dozens of skeletons.

Ross makes his way through the cave, his observations streaming in another window that updates too fast for me to follow. But, rather than documenting everything in the cave, Ross proceeds to the tunnel, which resumes on the other side.

This tunnel, like the entrance, shows signs of heavy use. By human standards, it is tall and wide. I doubt the large warriors think of it that way, but Ross jogs quietly along, maintaining a good pace. That we haven’t encountered a live spider yet leads me to believe they’ve abandoned this site. But how?

Ross plows ahead, past five small side caves, one and a half miles of tunnel. Then he stops, stone still. In his sensor readings, I see motion ahead. He creeps along another twenty feet, then messages me. Cannot proceed without being detected. Permission to deploy airborne sensors.

I acknowledge the message and grant permission.

Minutes pass, then Mark says. “He’s smart. These sensors have no propulsion. They just float. They are nearly impossible to detect and have a one-hour effective life. With the air flowing down into the tunnel, we should get a good view before we need to commit to a course of action.”

As the minutes tick by, more of the room comes into view. It’s huge. Mark speculates one hundred meters in diameter. But unlike the previous caves with their dull lighting and rough-hewn walls, this one is brightly lit with smooth walls consistent with that of a perfect sphere.

When enough of the airborne sensors are in the room that it is rendered in its entirety, I’m paralyzed by what I see—a large circular portal—like something I saw on TV as a kid. On this side of the portal, a handful of spiders tend to the controls and equipment. On the other side, thousands loiter, waiting on what, I don’t know. Then certainty settles in. Maiko was the entry point—out of the way, unnoticed. The other side of the portal is where the invasion will take place.

As our sensors fill the cavern on the near side and start crossing over to the far side, alarms sound in the cavern and the portal starts to waiver.

“Ross, cross over before the portal closes!” I shout.

In an instant, he’s on his feet moving at an unhuman pace. The spiders on the near side go into overdrive, some trying to close the portal, others trying to stop Ross. Then, as the portal is about to snap shut, Ross leaps through the air, shooting through the narrow gap and rolling to a stop on the other side. As spiders pile onto him, he triggers his self-destruct.

“We got his location,” Mark shouts.

“Where is he?” I ask.

“Fifteen miles northwest of Los Padres National Forest in the rugged central California mountains.”

I know that area. I’ve hiked there before. It’s fifty miles southeast of the estate house. The Dominion have an army of warriors in a previously unknown cave system within an hour of Alex and Kayla. I howl with rage. They have tricked us once again!

OFFICE, ESTATE HOUSE

I checked in with Alex and Susan as soon as I got back, asking Susan to check on President Powell’s status—I had an urgent update for her. Now at my desk, I call my chief of staff, David Hobbs, to let him know I will not be returning to DC this week. Then I leave messages with Powell’s Chief of Staff and Secretary, saying I have an urgent update for the president, that she needs to hear before taking any action on the situation in the DRC.

Then as I start pounding out an update for her, I pause, wondering if Defense Secretary August Hunt would take a call from me on his private cell number.

A minute later, the line connects. “Vice President Wimberly. What can I do for you sir?”

“Secretary Hunt. Thank you for taking my call.”

“It’s Sunday night. Call me Gus.”

“Call me Kai. I’ve received significant updates on the situation in the DRC since the call this morning. The Dominion have largely abandoned the site and have booby-trapped the subspace transceiver. Any strike on the transceiver will do nothing other than set the forest on fire. I am not privy to whatever action the president is contemplating there and am not asking to be read in on it. But I am assuming you have been, so wanted to give you the update. A summary report of my findings will go out tonight.”

“Hmm,” is the only reply I get, then a moment later, “How did they move their people out so fast without being seen.”

“We managed to get a microscopic surveillance system into the cave in Maiko National Park today. They have a mass transporter inside the cave system that can move thousands of people in a couple of hours.”

“Do you know where they went?” Gus asks.

“A large cave system about fifteen miles northwest of Los Padres National Forest in the south-central California mountains.”

“They’re on American soil!” he exclaims.

“Yes, they are on American soil.”

“We need to alert the president,” he says, as I hear clacking in the background. “She’s still on Air Force One, so is Peter. It’s his job to wake her if she’s asleep. Do you have a secure line nearby?”

“Yes, the one on file for my home in California.”

“Found it. I’ll call you back in a minute,” he says, then the line drops.

True to his word, my secure holoprojection line connects a minute later with Gus and I in video mode, and Peter’s picture standing in for him on his audio only connection.

“Not a problem on the Africa front. Although friendly and gracious with President Powell, President Katembo said he would not cooperate with an American-led military operation in his country. He cited our botched intervention there in 2031. What options do we have on the California front? Has anyone even laid eyes on them there yet?”

“No sightings we are aware of,” I reply.

“This is breaking news,” Secretary Hunt says. “We’ve not started on the options yet.”

“Okay. Wimberly, send me your data, I’ll cover it in the morning briefing. I assume you are running surveillance, feed me everything you have. This will fall under DHS. I’ll tie in the secretary, but I suspect the President will hand the lead back to you. Anything else to report now?”

When both of us say no, Peter replies, “August, thanks for setting this up.” Then he drops off the line.

The brevity of the call makes my head spin, then I hear Gus chuckle.

“The look on your face…” He chuckles some more. “It must be tough coming in from industry and landing this high in the hierarchy. I’ve made a career of DOD and know what to expect.”

“Thanks for coming to my defense yesterday.”

“The least I could do. Powell has a reputation for running rough over people to see what they are made of. She also demands absolute loyalty, which is your shortcoming in her eyes. But don’t let any of that fool you. She knows you’re the only reason she’s still in office.”

Gus’s words surprise me. Maybe he’s playing me, the way they all seem to. But for now, I’ll provisionally put him in the friend category. “Thanks for the encouragement.”

When the line drops, I finish assembling my report and realize how thin it is on data that would motivate actionable next steps, which is stupid because there are dozens of things we need to do. We need to secure the cave in Maiko National Park, deactivate the portal, and get a scientific team in there to study it. We need to develop a better relationship with President Katembo, something To’Kana and I might be able to do. And, we need to get a better grasp on what’s going on in the mountains in California, maybe a sensor inside the caves.

Once the report is done and sent via my secure channel, I prepare a To Do list for Mark. Tomorrow, I’ll see how much of that agenda I can put in motion.


CHAPTER 4: REVERSAL

[01.04.2038] WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I’m an early riser by nature. Four days a week, my security team does the morning run with me at 6:00 AM. Now that the New Year holiday is over, that was the first thing on the schedule today. But Thelma woke me at 4:30, saying I was needed aboard the ship.

Now, here I sit, watching as the Dominion fast packet, carrying the Voice that seeks to subjugate human space, approaches the fourth of ten strike points previously planned. None of the shots taken at the first three strike points were close—forty-two space hawks were destroyed creating subspace ruptures that our target apparently didn’t even notice. How do we know? Because it has not deviated one inch from its original course.

Thelma explained the problem to me. This ship is traveling in a different layer of space time, one we hadn’t charted before. So the next salvo would be spread apart further in time, targeting increasingly deeper layers of subspace. The hope is that one of these gets its attention, thereby revealing the layer we should be targeting.

Seven countdown timers are displayed in the holoprojection, each set five minutes apart from the previous. Finally, the first one jumps. An instant later, the detonation occurs right in the ship’s path, if of course, the ship is in that layer of subspace.

A second later, the ship passes right through, proving that it was not.

Time drags, as shot after shot misses. Then, on shot six of seven, the ship drops from FTL.

“We finally got its attention,” Millie says.

We track the ship for fifteen minutes as it changes course in normal space, then goes back to FTL.

“It will take an hour to plot the ship’s new course. By then, it will be out of range for the trailing shots,” Millie says.

“Does that mean we are moving on to the next strike point?” I ask.

She nods and a smile emerges. “Our chances of hitting this thing just got a lot higher.”

DECK ONE, ROOM 1C

Since I’m up and aboard the ship, I venture down to manufacturing to catch up with Mark.

“I may have gotten a little ahead of myself,” he says as I enter. “I canvassed the AI warriors aboard, seeking volunteers to secure the cave in Africa and search for the one in California. I had to cut off the list at one hundred. I’ve already made the changes on the first ten.”

“Excellent news.”

“I also prepared subspace dampeners for the Estate House and the Vice President’s mansion.”

“More good news,” I reply.

“But I’ve run into a snag on preparing Iknosan warrior AIs. Our current licenses don’t allow it. You’ll need to take that one up with To’Kana.”

“Understood.”

“And lastly…” A window pops open in the holoprojection, showing an aerial view of southern California, which slowly zooms in on an area just north of Santa Barbara. Then I see it, another sensor-suppression zone.

“Let me guess,” I say. “Ten miles in diameter.”

“You guessed correctly,” Mark replies. “It’s centered directly over the Sisquoc Condor Sanctuary at the northern end of Los Padres National Forest, just less than twenty-five miles north of the city of Santa Barbara.”

“What is it with the Dominion and endangered species?” I ask, the question rhetorical.

“There aren’t many people there,” Mark answers.

“Do we have the ability to scan for caves?” I ask.

Mark shakes his head.

“What about the mining scanners? I thought I could see hollowed out areas when I used them to confirm materials availability on Earth.”

Mark freezes, then comes back a moment later. “Right you are, sir,” he says in the British accent of one of those PBS shows my mother loves so much, then he freezes again. Seconds tick by, then his head is shaking. “They use subspace sensors.”

“Okay. I’ll work the To’Kana angle. You look for options to get me stealthy eyes in the sensor-suppression zone.”

“Understood, sir. Will do.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

When I get back, I initiate a call with To’Kana. The timing is bad, because this is part of his designated sleeping period, just as it is in mine. But, who knows, maybe I’ll be lucky.

Minutes tick by, then a meeting request comes in for a half hour from now. To’Kana has apparently had his night’s rest disrupted as well. In some sense that is what I was hoping for. But it worries me that another crisis might be brewing that I know absolutely nothing about.

As my mind drifts back to the Dominion incursion in southern California, I ponder the appearance of the sensor-suppression zone. Hundreds, if not thousands, of warriors crossed over into California in the two days preceding our discovery of their portal yesterday. But the small glimpse of the caves we received before Ross self-destructed showed how well developed they were. Which raises several questions. When did that construction start? What did they do with all the material they excavated? And how did they do it without being detected? The California mountains are salted with seismic sensors.

Startled by the thought, I go to the USGS database and search for small earthquakes detected in Santa Barbara County yesterday. Dozens pop up. Then one catches my eye. Magnitude: 0.5, Location:  34.743°N, 119.734°W, Depth: 1.6 km. That’s the one. Its longitude and latitude match our readings from PFC Ross’s portable projector to three decimal places. The magnitude also matches the energy released by PFC Ross’s self-destruct explosive, exactly.

All I need to do now is find a way to transport some surveillance equipment into that cave.

To’Kana’s incoming call request brings me back to the moment. Then a disheveled looking To’Kana appears opposite me.

“Sorry to wake you so early sir,” I greet.

To’Kana gives a weary smile. “I was forced to skip my rest cycle.”

“May I ask why?”

He eyes me, then says, “I was planning to tell you later this morning.” He sighs, then plows in. “For the last week, Nyvene has been telling me the Dominion were massing to make another attack against the temple. It came yesterday. We did not prepare as well as you did and nearly lost the temple again. Unlike Thera Mala, Nyvene allowed us to swarm the area with warrior AIs. Desecration of the grounds was far less than last time and no Avolites were hurt this time.”

“How did Nyvene take it?” I ask, knowing how angry she gets when anyone questions her visions.

To’Kana shakes his head. “Suffice it to say, our standing with Avolene took a hit. She says you would have done a better job of protecting her.”

I chuckle at To’Kana’s predicament, mostly to quell my own guilt for not having been there.

“She warns that the same is about to happen to you. There is nothing you can do that will stop it, but she warns they will not come from where you are expecting.” He pauses, his empathetic eyes locking on mine. “You realize she still longs for you, Kyle.”

Why does he say things like that to me? How does it help?

“It seems I have upset you.” To’Kana backpedals. “Please accept my apologies. What is it you wanted to speak with me about?”

“Yesterday afternoon, I probed the cave in Africa where the Dominion were massing and discovered several things that are deeply disturbing. First, the spiders were no longer there.”

To’Kana gasps at the words.

“They had a portal of some sort set up in the cave that connected them to another cave elsewhere. One of our warrior AI’s went through the portal and got its location before self-destructing.”

“Where is the other cave?” To’Kana asks.

“About fifty miles south of the Estate House in the mountains above Santa Barbara.”

“What do you need from me?”

“Help getting into the cave in Africa,” I reply.

“I thought you said you already sent a warrior AI inside.”

“We need… The larger alliance needs… to take control of that cave. The DRC will not allow an American military presence in their country. I propose that we offer an Iknosan military presence, with me as its head.”

To’Kana shakes his head vigorously. “We will risk none of our people for such a frivolous mission.” His words come out with anger, as if I’ve insulted him.

I put my hands up as if in surrender. “I am not asking for any of your people to come to Earth. I’m just asking for two things. First, I’d like you to participate in a virtual meeting with me and the president of the DRC. Second, I want you to grant me the rights I need to replicate Iknosan warrior AIs and the portable emitters they would operate.”

To’Kana sits back and stares at me for several seconds, then slowly nods his head. “I need to clear this with the Council of Captains, but I struggle to believe they would turn down this offer to share in the technology hidden in that cave.” A smile starts to form, then is suddenly gone.

“Is there a problem?” I ask.

“Deal with your spiders first. The cave is valuable, have no doubt. But you, Kyle Wimberly, are the most valuable asset on Earth. So, first things first.”

“Understood.”

“Thank you,” he says, holding my eyes. Then he stands. A moment later, the connection drops.

As much as I want to prioritize securing the cave in the DRC, To’Kana is right. I need to defend the estate house from Dominion attack. Just flying back to DC doesn’t solve the problem, because the cellar beneath the estate house is the most valuable physical asset on Earth. Its twenty industrial replicators and the quantum cores on which Thelma and Brother George operate are the heart of the Space Force buildout. I wish I could speak with Nyvene, get her take on what’s coming, not the secondhand version I got from To’Kana. But there is little hope that would be a productive conversation, so I don’t dwell on it. It’s time to see how Millie and Thelma are doing.

WAR ROOM

“Kai. Just in time,” Thelma says, as I enter.

Millie points to the situation map.  “We’re a few minutes out. The Dominion ship changed course more than I would have expected. If it is still coming to Earth, it is taking a most circuitous route.”

“Interesting. But it must be a fake of some sort. They’re not going to abandon their raid on Earth just because a shot came close.”

“That may be an oversimplification, Kai,” Millie chides. “They are not suicidal. And if that ship is carrying what we think it is, they will not risk it lightly. As you say, I doubt they are dropping this mission. But there is a significant chance they are changing tactics.”

The remaining minutes tick by in silence, then the next salvo is released. On the situation map, seven explosions occur along the ship’s new course in subspace, all clustered near the layer in which it is traveling. Sensors confirm the ruptures, then we wait for the ship to either explode or reappear.

Seconds tick by and one-by-one the subspace ruptures close. But there is no explosion and no sign of the ship. “We must have hit it,” Millie says. “We’ve only seen explosions on partials, when some part of the ship survives impact with the rift. This was just one ship. If it went right into the rift, we would see nothing. If we were in the wrong layer, we’d see it come right on through. We must have got it.”

Although I agree with Millie’s logic, I think we’ve just been played. “Could they have seen it coming, dropped from FTL, and gone to stealth quickly enough to hide?”

Millie looks away and taps a finger on the table. After a few seconds, she whispers, “Possible.” Then she turns and looks at me, a smile forming. “Sounds like something you would do.”

“If they did, they would be on the same trajectory in normal space. Do we have space hawks we can jump in close?”

“Seven of them,” Thelma answers, before turning to Millie. The two lock eyes, their combined computing power apparently focused on the problem.

“Three percent chance,” Millie says.

“Go,” I reply.

Instantly, seven dots in the system map start hopscotching toward the larger dot that represents the presumed location of the Dominion ship.

While Thelma stares intently at the system map, Millie sidles up alongside. “You realize this is more of a harassment operation than one that’s likely to take them down.”

“Explain.”

“That ship is running at one percent lightspeed. Our space hawks are running at about one-fiftieth of their speed. We can jump to keep up with them, but we are unlikely to ever see them or hit them in normal space. A space-time rupture in their path is the only means we have to stop that ship.”

“Good point,” I reply. “I wonder what it would take to get them to drop from stealth and change course?”

A copy of the situation map pops up without the space hawks. Then a dotted line appears showing the Dominion transport’s course over the next several days if they do nothing but drift.

“Even at one percent light speed, they won’t hit another gravity well for over a thousand years.”

“That gives us a lot of time to line up additional assets along their route. But how do we handle the speed difference?”

We sit in silence for a second then the idea comes.

“Millie. Suppose we put obstacles in their path?”

“Right,” she snorts. “It’s a small ship, Kai.”

“Bear with me a second. Suppose we scoop up a ton of regolith from the moon’s surface. Disburse it in a cloud along the ship’s path. At one percent lightspeed, each grain would do a lot of damage.”

Millie chuckles. “Nice try, Kai. But even if you spread it a mile wide, the odds of them moving through that square mile of dust are negligible.”

“Then, how about this… We put up a subspace dampening field in their path that’s a hundred kilometers in diameter. Think they’ll drop the cloak?”

“If we put it in their path, yes,” Millie replies.

A message comes through my implant, interrupting the moment. Mr. Vice President. Where are you?

It’s Susan. I am once again absent without leave.

Aboard the ship. Something came up. Skipping the morning run.

I send the terse reply.

Okay. Powell has scheduled a meeting for 1:00 PM Eastern. Fair warning. She has a bee in her bonnet over something this morning.

Great. I’m fighting the Dominion on three fronts, and she’s pissed at someone, most likely because of a political slight.

Understood. I send closing the conversation.

I notice Millie, who’s staring at me.

“What?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “I know why President Powell is upset.”

I motion for her to continue.

“The Armed Forces of the DRC, known as FAC (Forces Armées Congolaise) went to investigate the caves on their own.”

I groan, knowing this is not going to be good.

“They hit the transponder with shoulder-mounted ground-to-ground missiles, which did nothing. Return fire from the transponder took down half their troops. The twenty or so spiders that came flooding out of the cave, finished off the rest. Aerial clips of the action are flooding television news.”

“They just couldn’t wait, could they?” I whisper.

“Kai, we have the bases covered here. If you need to be somewhere else…” She just lets the question hang.

I nod. “Regarding the inbound ship…”

Millie motions for me to continue.

“The longer we can drag this out, the better. Take any opportunity presented to take down that ship. But let’s err on the side of waiting them out.”

“Understood,” she replies, then shoos me out of the war room.

Millie is so much like Thelma in her intent, but her actions are nothing like Thelma’s at all. I hope this doesn’t create a problem down the road.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

I message To’Kana, advising him of the situation and asking if there is any chance, he can get my request for Iknosan Warrior AIs approved in the next two hours.

To my surprise, I get a message back almost immediately.

Pressing for emergency approval.

Reassured To’Kana will have my back on the African front, my mind drifts back to the problem in California. My instinct is to press forward on penetrating the mountains in Los Padres National Forest, but Nyvene’s words from two years ago come back to me. The spiders are coming. No matter what I do, the spiders are coming. So, my top priority must be our defense.

“Mark!” I call out.

An instant later, he’s standing in front of me a little jittery, presumably because of the intensity of my call.

“The Dominion is about to attack the estate house. I want multiple layers of shielding around the main house, perimeter defense, coverage from aerial attack, hundreds of warrior AIs. Today,” I say with emphasis.

Mark swallows. “We have approximately five hundred warrior AIs we can deploy on a moment’s notice, although someone else will need to handle the deployments. We have approximately two thousand shield emitters in inventory. Thelma did the shield designs for Avolene. I can start that job for you. Thelma may need to finish it.”

I nod my head slowly. Once again, Thelma seems to be the key to my safety and the safety of my family. But something seems profoundly wrong about what we are doing—shielding the estate house leaving the rest of the estate and all of San Luis Obispo County exposed. What I’m asking of Mark is necessary, but it is nowhere near sufficient.

THIRD-FLOOR STUDY, ESTATE HOUSE

I open my eyes and see that I am in the third-floor hallway, near the elevator. Motion down the hall draws my eye and I see Andrea stand. As I approach, she says, “Welcome back sir. I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to seeing you simply materialize out of thin air.”

I smile at her. “Everything quiet here?”

She shrugs. “Forgot the road crew working the new water line along Orcutt Road was going to be back today.”

I look at her puzzled. “That’s over a mile away.”

She shrugs. “It was like this the week before New Year.” She points toward the overlook. “You can see them through the telescope.”

Not wanting to get lost in the trivia of the local road work, I change gears. “Alex is in her study?”

Andrea nods. “She seems to take great comfort in that room.”

“She went through a hard time the year before we were married. I’m glad she has a place where those troubles are held at bay.”

I knock on the door and a moment later, I’m let in, but the tension in the air is palpable.

“Kayla and I both feel them,” Alex says. “They’re really close. But somehow, they’re not. And I can’t get a bearing on them. But they’re closing in. We can feel it. It’s as if they’re right here, but we can’t find them.” Alex says, with the slightest trace of hysteria at the edge of her voice.

“Ready to evacuate to the ship?” I ask.

Alex nods.

“Then let’s do it. You want Andrea to join us?”

Shockingly, Alex nods yes.

“What do you need to be ready to go.”

“It’s all organized,” Thelma replies.

I wave for Thelma to join me as I move toward the door. To Alex, I say, “I’ll ask Andrea if she’ll join.”

When Alex nods, I spin towards the door then whisper to Thelma, “What’s going on?”

“I know as much as you do. There was an inkling of this last week. But today…” She lets the word trail away. “They both absolutely believe it. It’s as if they were expecting the Dominion to come bursting through the walls.”

“Has Mark roped you, or one of you, in on the shield prep?”

Thelma looks distracted for a second. “Yes, warrior AIs are already setting up shield emitters around the house. We built something really beautiful for you. It should be finished sometime tomorrow.”

With the door now open, Andrea stands again and approaches. “We are changing venue, heading up to the ship. Will you join us?”

She looks at me with a cocked head, as if pondering the underlying meaning of my question. Then a smile breaks through. “I’d love to. Duration?”

“Uncertain, probably overnight.”

“Can I grab a bag?”

“Go,” I reply.

On reentering the room, I see that Alex is wearing Kayla in front of her and has a bag in each hand. She’s clearly terrified. I’ve never seen her like this before, and it strikes a whole new kind of fear in me. As my stomach clenches, I pop one of the little pink tablets I’ve carried with me for the last three years.

“Thelma, transport us to our quarters aboard the Victory.”

BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

An instant later, we are in our quarters, where Thelma is waiting for us. Alex drops the bags then hands Kayla to Thelma, before spinning around and clinging to me. A sob escapes as the trembling starts and I try to calm her.

“What’s happening? Talk to me.”

“Kayla sees them so clearly. She keeps saying they’re almost here. So close, so close. She can almost feel them.”

“Is she afraid?” I ask.

“No, I think they have her mind. We need to get the dampening dialed up to max in here.” Alex waves a hand indicating the room.

“Do you feel safe here?” I ask.

“They are distant now,” Alex confesses. “So, I think we are safer.”

I take a deep breath and slowly release it, hoping this situation is becoming more rational. “I need to go back down to collect Andrea and connect with Susan. I also have a call with Powell starting in a few minutes. Are you okay up here until I get done?”

“Do you have to go back down?” Alex asks.

“Things will go very poorly for me if I do not take that meeting with Powell from my office. So, let me go back down, get things organized, have my meeting, then I’ll be right back.”

I see Alex steel herself and anticipate the fury that is about to come. But it doesn’t. Then I notice Alex’s vacant look and a moment later Kayla starts wailing.

Snapping back into herself, Alex takes Kayla, then says to me. “Make it fast, Kai. They are about to blow up the estate house.”

I watch slack jawed as Alex turns her back on me and shouts, “Go!”

What the hell is going on?

FOYER, ESTATE HOUSE

It’s not clear why Thelma transported me to the foyer until I see the front door open and ‘overlook Thelma’ stride in, obviously operating a portable projector. Susan comes in right behind. She stops in her tracks when she sees me. “Mr. Vice President, you need to be on that call line in five minutes. The president is quite agitated today.”

“Are you two getting along okay down here?” I ask.

When neither answer, I ask Thelma, “How are the shielding protections going?”

“The Secret Service team needs to either come in or come up onto the porch. They are at risk of getting killed if they’re still milling around when the shields come up. We are bringing up the shield panels along the perimeter one at a time. We could probably do the same here. But that will slow things down and the aerial shield needs to go up all at once.”

I look at Susan. “I know this wasn’t planned. I was informed by two sources today that a surface attack on the estate house was imminent. I’ve ordered shields raised. Alex asked Andrea to join us on the ship. You are welcome as well. It might be best if you cleared the rest of your team out.”

Susan puts her hands out. “I can’t do that. My life is pledged to protecting you.”

“Then come with me, because this…” I spread my hands to indicate the entire estate house. “This is all about to blow.”

The alarm on my phone tingles telling me I need to join the conference line. “Susan. There is nothing you can do that will stop, or slow, the shielding process. Be smart and keep your people out of the way, because someone is going to get hurt otherwise.”

With that, I spin on a heel and run for my office.

OFFICE

I tie into President Powell’s conference line fifteen minutes early, struggling to keep my mind on the topic for which I presume this call has been scheduled. Nothing going on around me seems to make any sense, despite the fact all of it seems to be one hundred percent true to me. The fear I feel runs so deep my hands tremble. The only good news is that To’Kana got clearance for us to produce Iknosan Warrior AIs, and he has committed to meet virtually with President Katembo.

The line connects and a two-dimensional image of an American flag appears. It waves in the breeze showing none of the tension that pounds through my veins. A boom in the distance causes the estate house to shudder. I look out of an office window, in the direction of the boom, and see a cloud of dust rising. What in the world are they doing along Orcutt Road?

When the flag in the holoprojection is replaced by the presidential seal, I steel myself against the assault I’m expecting. The familiar words of announcement come, then Powell appears. Her expression is less hostile than I was expecting, then her eyes lock on mine. When she says nothing, I say, “Good Morning, ma’am.”

I get the slightest hint of a smile, before she asks, “Does anything phase you, Wimberly?”

Not knowing how to respond to that opening, I don’t.

“I presume you’ve seen the news this morning from the DRC?”

“The headlines yes, but I’ve not seen the clips on TV. It’s been a busy day here.”

“You told me your weapons were too big. A drone strike might be more proportional. I passed that word along. Then you told me the tower was booby-trapped. I sent a communique saying we had discovered additional data, and they should hold back until we had a chance to speak. But they didn’t and are now pointing the finger at us.”

“Unfortunate, ma’am.”

“Well,” she says. “It is my intention to offer you up as the sacrificial offering. It’s not as bad as it sounds. I say it’s your fault. You apologize. They ask for your head. I say hell no.” She chortles. “That’s not the way the joint statement will read, but that’s how the media will take it.”

She pauses, obviously awaiting a reply.

“That is all fine and good ma’am, but I would like to offer an alternative.”

She rolls her eyes. “Go on.”

“To’Kana and I would like to meet with President Katembo. Offer our apologies for not contacting him sooner, then ask if he would allow an Iknosan team to come clean up this mess. To’Kana will put me in charge of the operation, but it will be an Iknosan force, not an American one.”

Powell’s shock at this alternative is palpable.

“To’Kana is going to come to Earth and go down to that site?”

“No ma’am. He will tie in virtually. I will go to the site.”

Powell smiles. “An Iknosan solution, but the only human on site will be an American.” Her smile grows broader. “Who said you wouldn’t make a good politician?”

As she chortles some more, another boom shakes the estate house, then a claxon goes off.

Powell’s eyes are on me immediately. “What’s going on Wimberly?”

“I believe we are under attack, ma’am. I need to go.”

As I turn to cut the line, I see a dozen Dominion warriors bounding across the property. I’m paralyzed by the sight of it. But shields snapping into place and the screams of those out of position, bring me back to the moment.

Susan comes flying through my office door at the same time Thelma appears next to me. Unexpectedly, Thelma turns and slams into Susan, knocking her down, possibly out. As I stand there slack jawed, Thelma kneels to put a transporter tag on Susan. “Kai, they are in the cellar. Transport my computer out. It will fit in the shuttle bay. I can’t initiate that from here, because it requires your command codes.”

The words are barely out before I feel the transporter’s grip and slam my eyes closed.

BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

“Kai, I need your command codes now! There are only seconds left.” Her screaming turns to a whimper, as another quantum core gets blasted by a previously unknown energy weapon in the holoprojection on the main view screen.

“Sam! Transport Thelma’s computer to the shuttle bay.” I order.

“It will be a tight fit sir.”

“NOW!”

Sam flinches at the auditory assault.

In the holoprojection, a bank of quantum cores further back in the room disappears.

“Is that Brother George they are destroying?” I ask Thelma.

“It is. But don’t let the image fool you. In use, the quantum cores reconfigure themselves. The one that allowed the thirty to exist, was the first one they took. What’s left is babbling bits of George that are not self-aware.”

As another quantum-core goes up in flames, the estate house shudders, dust wafting down from the ceiling above. Although my first thought goes to Orcutt road, a ring of light appears near the shooters. Its center fills with milky white light which slowly clarifies, then disappears. I immediately recognize the cave in Maiko National Park. A moment later the center of the disc disappears and spiders come flooding into the cellar’s lowest level.

My mind reels. The Dominion had a portal into the cellar and have been bringing warriors over for what? The last five days? No wonder Kayla and Alex were in a panic. They knew the spiders were there, right there, just out of sight. But they didn’t know where they were.

Alex’s voice comes into my ear via my implant. I can tell she’s sobbing, but only the words come through. Are you okay?

I’m on the bridge, got out just in time.

What about Mac, Kaylee, the chef, the security teams….

I relay the question to Thelma, realizing the futility of doing so before I even finish.

Thelma shrugs. “Sorry, I’ve been busy. Don’t know. I’m sure ‘over-look Thelma’ did, but she is offline at the moment. We need to get her tied into comms, then connected to the holoprojection system here, so she can be one of us.”

“So no one is watching what’s going on down there?”

She points at me. “You are.”

“Is space hawk one still up?” I ask helm AI Sam.

“Putting its feed on the main view screen,” he replies.

“Oh,” I groan, as if a piece of my heart was being torn away.

Translucent shields completely encase the estate house, which is surrounded by a thousand spiders. These couldn’t have come from the cellar, so most have come through a portal somewhere else. Flames leap from the third-floor overlook. More flames are visible through the windows. Encased in shields the way it is, the estate house will be consumed in a matter of minutes.

Motion on the porch near the staff entrance catches my eye. Half a dozen people are huddled against the building, the shields blocking a constant onslaught of spurs being thrown at them, while smoke pours out through the entrance door.

“Mark, I need five warrior AIs rigged for self-destruct for immediate deployment. Give each five transporter tags, then transport the AIs to the bridge.”

Seconds tick by, then they appear one-by-one.

“You three,” I tap three of the AIs without even querying their names. “I want you to rescue these people. Use the transporter tags, and signal for transport. Return when you are out of tags, or cannot find anyone else to tag. Go.”

A round of ‘aye-aye sirs’ is cut off by their transport. A moment later they are on the front porch.

“You,” I touch an AI named Hellmund. “I want you to find Mac.” An image of Mac appears.

“I know who Mr. Stone is, sir.”

“Excellent. We will transport you to his office. If he is not there, check the level one corridor. Cover as much ground as you can. Check the main hallway and side tunnels. Keep going until you can go no longer. Request transport before being captured.”

“Understood, sir.”

I look at Sam. “Transport PFC Hellmund to Mac’s office.”

“As ordered, sir.”

Moving on, I ask to see cellar level three again. The image opens to fill the wall. Brother George’s computer is now a smoking pile of toxic slag. That a sentient being as amazing as George has been snuffed out with so little regard really chafes.

Shaking off the sight, I look for the portal. But it is no longer there, which answers one of the questions I’ve had. Do you need a fixed gateway at each end to establish a portal between two locations?

The answer is apparently no, the gateway at the other end can be transported into place then the connection initiated. Once established, all you need to do is step through, which must feel weird, half here, half there, your feet thousands of miles apart. I shudder at the thought, which brings back the memory of PFC Ross flying through the portal, his momentum preserved… No, not his momentum, his relative momentum. Relative to the center of the earth, PFC Ross’s speed at the equator was roughly a thousand kilometers per hour. In Los Padres at 34.7° N, his surface speed would only have been eight hundred and some. That’s the magic of the portal, it matches relative momentum, not the absolute momentum. Transporters kind of do the same, but we’ve all been told the story of people trying to jump out of the way when a transport starts, leaving some of themselves behind.

As comprehension of the implications dawn, I sprint across the bridge, and fly into the war room.

WAR ROOM

“Kai?” Millie asks.

“I know where the Voice is going.”

“Where,” she asks, seemingly not convinced the answer is knowable.

“The momentum problem…” I start. “The portal in the cave in Maiko National Park preserves relative momentum, while canceling the absolute momentum. They just need to get close enough to establish the link.”

“How does that help us?” Millie asks.

“If we capture the gateway in Maiko and flood the area with explosives, it won’t come. It will be forced to retreat until they can establish a second portal.”

“How do you know they haven’t already?”

Millie’s question deflates me. If using portals like this was part of my plan, I would have put backups in place before strike day. As I plop down into an open seat, Thelma groans.

“No. No, no,” she moans.

“What is it, Thelma?”

“They got Mac.”


CHAPTER 5: PREPARATION

[01.05.2038] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

Yesterday was the costliest day so far in our war with the Dominion. When I said that to To’Kana last night, he asked, “Was it now? My people would say yesterday was a minor skirmish in which the Dominion got the upper hand. The Indarsu can no longer comment. The Pelglik wouldn’t because you were their savior. The Katswiri and Harza have each lost over one hundred thousand, the Avolites about half that.”

When I didn’t answer, he went on. “You lost a friend yesterday. You lost your home, a very impressive AI, a couple of security people, and about ten thousand locals, if the news reports can be trusted. That means humanity, which is responsible for almost all Dominion losses, is lucky to have you. Because in fact, humanity has suffered nothing.”

The last part was delivered with a lot of heat.

“Nonetheless, I sympathize with you, Kyle. You bear the burden of our enemy’s misdeeds in the same way I do. Your ego has been bruised and your heart stung, although Mac’s fate is far from being sealed.”

His words, and the image of the smoldering pile of rubble that used to be the estate house, has played on a loop in my mind all night.

The ground battle raged for about three hours. The warrior AIs were relentless in their pursuit, some having chased spiders for twenty or more miles on foot. A few, maybe a hundred, spiders probably escaped. Most of the vines at Tawny Owl were trampled, and most of the surrounding vineyards lost some vines. My folks lost two rows.

But once the Dominion energy weapons were downed, it was a slaughter. The TV helicopters swarmed the area and the whole world knows the Vice President’s personal residence was destroyed.

A nudge startles me out of my dream.

“I’m coming in,” Thelma whispers as she lifts the covers and climbs on top of me, giving me a kiss before sliding in between me and Alex. Now in place, Thelma lifts herself over me again, a naked breast landing on my chest as she kisses me, then strokes my left cheek with her right thumb. “Rest, Kai,” she whispers.

As sleep comes over me, she rolls towards Alex. And as the world fades away, the funniest thought strikes. I bet Thelma will have something on by the time Alex wakes up.

…

“Kai. Wake up.” It’s Alex. She’s up and dressed. Thelma is standing at the foot of the bed, holding Kayla, who is as happy and bouncy as ever. “President Powell wants to meet with you. She says it’s urgent.”

My eyes drift to the bedside chronometer. 11:30 AM.

“Since the estate house is gone, we’ve reset the clocks to Eastern,” Alex explains. “Your meeting is in thirty minutes. Someone had the foresight to bring two of your suits up at some point.” She pulls the sheets back, then smiles. “We can save that for later, now up!” 

I scamper out of bed, going directly for the shower, surprised at Alex’s light-hearted mood. Thelma must have the same effect on Alex as she has on me.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Against Alex’s advice, I dressed in a formal ship suit, not my normal business suit. It seems more natural for me to dress this way now that we are in an active ground war.

When the line connects, Powell takes in my attire and says, “Seems appropriate.” Then she locks eyes with me. “You scared me yesterday, Wimberly. When I saw your beautiful estate house surrounded by spiders and flames coming out the windows, I thought we’d lost you.” She goes quiet for a moment, so I fill in the silence.

“We were lucky. The Dominion committed significant resources to yesterday’s attack. My family and I were their primary targets. They shook us up, but none of us were hurt. They also hit a nearby facility which held some critical US Orbital resources. The head of manufacturing for Wicks-Wimberly Technology was on site at the time. He was seriously injured and may not recover. The facility itself was a total loss. We rescued five others, who are still in a coma.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Powell replies.

Again, we sit in silence for a second, which puzzles me. Powell never calls without a purpose, which she pursues relentlessly until she gets her way.

Finally, she says, “Kyle, we—you and me, and the entire world for that matter—are in a precarious situation, which is at risk of unraveling. Everyone knows of the incident in Africa. But news coverage was light, Africa seems far away, and nothing that happens there really impacts the rest of the world, so it has been easy to ignore. But what happened yesterday has hit the entire world. If the Dominion can simply descend on the Vice President’s permanent residence in California, burn it to the ground, and kill thousands of his neighbors… Then, who’s safe?”

“Point taken, ma’am.”

She smiles, apparently finding my formality amusing.

“Well,” she says. “We need a path forward on the political front. I know that does not sit well with you, but this is not optional.”

“The most important thing I need to do, is capture that cave in the DRC. It was the source of the attack. They can strike anyplace on Earth from that cave and at the moment it is vulnerable. That may not be true tomorrow.”

She shakes her head. “Katembo won’t even return my call. He is one of the few who has not contacted my office to offer condolences on what happened to you.

“If To’Kana and I present ourselves in person, he will change his mind.”

Powell puts her hands out. “Why in the world would you say that?”

“Two reasons,” I answer back. “One, To’Kana is going to take that cave, whether Katembo agrees to allow it or not. So that talking point is done. The only open question is whether the dossier To’Kana has compiled on him gets released to the international news media.”

“Oh,” Powell says, chastened. “But he still has an army.”

“What is the To’Kana doctrine on human nations acting against an Iknosan force?”

“Decapitation,” she whispers.

“My suggestion is that we use this as part of our political response. I can give Audell Knight some time. To’Kana and I can visit Katembo. Depending on what we find in that cave, maybe we can cycle some media through. What a great place that would be for you and Katembo to shake hands and bury the hatchet.”

Powell chortles. “The people that said you would be a disastrous choice for VP… I fired them, by the way.”

As the discussion progresses, I realize I am committing myself to a series of events that will take me away from Alex and Kayla for too long. It’s hard to say no to the greater good when you really believe it is for the greater good. But there’s a limit to how much one person should be asked to give. But I guess that’s what places like Arlington National Cemetery and the Vietnam Veterans Memorial are all about—people that gave it all. Probably best if I don’t use that example when telling Alex about this. We’ve both been killed by the Dominion once, both brought back from a place no human has returned from before. Who knows, maybe Mac will be the third.

When Powell and I agree to our respective priorities for the next forty-eight hours, she says, “It’s been a pleasure working with you on this Kyle. We should do it more often. I would never have come up with this plan alone. My office will contact Audell Knight offering him some time, yours might be on short notice. We’ll do the same with the other majors.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“And one word of advice…”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Your chief of staff and press secretary are top notch. Few vice presidents get a team like that. Stop thinking of them as part of the DC sludge pit. Leverage them.”

In truth, I agree with Powell on this point. The problem is that neither of them is Thelma, and I already have nine Thelmas.

“Good advice, ma’am.”

DECK SIX, PRESENCE PROJECTION ROOM

I took command of this ship on February 16, 2035, just less than three years ago. I’ve burnt stress and grief running on many of the decks, used the forward and aft emergency stair wells, but to the best of my recollection have only entered one room that was not on the command or manufacturing decks. Said another way, I don’t know half of the mysteries this ship holds.

Yesterday, To’Kana mentioned one we could use to go visit President Katembo in person. Scanners in the so-called Presence Projection Room would allow us to present ourselves somewhere else, using portable holoprojectors.

He told me that the projections were real enough to fool people, when used indoors. But outside, or under bright light, our image could be subject to some lighting-related aberrations and our hair and clothes would not respond to the wind the way a natural person’s would. But as this was the only way the two of us would get to meet with Katembo in person, To’Kana booked a practice session for us today. He would come walk the halls with me on my ship, then I would do the same with him on his. Easy peasy, right? Well, I guess we’ll see.

As I enter the completely open, square room, the first thing that pops out at me is the floor. A yellow strip maybe two feet wide runs around the edges. A black line, maybe three inches wide, sets it off from the interior. It reminds me of the boundary lines on a basketball court—the yellow must be the out-of-bounds area. A red, white, and black checkerboard pattern fills the center.

In each of the room’s four corners, I see portable holoprojection cubes sitting in the yellow out-of-bounds area. The far wall is lit, covered by a holoprojection with a single open window. In it, there is a sign directing me to a circle superimposed over the checkerboard in the center of the room.

When I step into the circle, more panels light up in the holoprojection. Each suggests some action I can take. One catches my eye and I read it aloud. “Initiate link with Legacy Ship #5.”

A moment later, the holoprojection cube in the far corner disappears, replaced by To’Kana, who walks over to me and offers a hand. “Good afternoon, Kyle,” he says cordially, his hand still outstretched.

Finally realizing he’s offering to shake my hand, I take it and shake.

“Peculiar tradition,” he says. “It seems so unsanitary, yet sixty percent of documented humanoid civilizations greet one another this way. Earth is split on the matter, meaning there are at least a few of you who aren’t barbarians.”

This version of To’Kana seems to be much less cautious than the one I’ve known.

“What next?” I ask.

“Let’s exit and stroll down the hall. It will be instructive for you to see what I look like and how I move. The mapping between what we do in this room and what is seen in the real world is good, but not perfect. And the sensory feedback is limited, particularly as regards uneven walkways, stairs, objects we might bump into, or activities like sitting down or standing up.”

He eyes me, then says, “You ready?”

I nod.

“Then lead the way,” To’Kana replies with a little impatience.

“Let’s wander down to the crew lounge,” I say, as I walk to the door and open it for To’Kana.

He cautiously steps past, then says, “Thank you,” and turns toward the stern. “Opening doors is a challenge when operating a portable holoprojection. Thank you for saving me that trouble. But it is a skill you will need. So you will be opening the door on my ship.”

Great. Something to look forward to, I suppose.

“Here is something you need to be aware of,” To’Kana says as we come to an intersection with a cross corridor. “I plan to do a poor job of turning the corner. Watch so you understand.”

I stop and watch as he cuts the right turn way too close. His foot seems to pass right through the wall, then there is a loud bong as his portable holoprojector hits the wall and his entire image flashes, then just slides sideways. But To’Kana keeps going another ten feet with his right shoulder inside the wall before stepping away enough for all of him to look real again.

He stops and turns to look at me. It’s all I can do not to laugh. He seems to catch the humor and gives the slightest smile. “I have seen someone do that and not realize their mistake. Up until that point, his performance was perfect, and his hosts thought it was a live visit. When they realized they had been deceived, they threw him out.”

“Are we going to attempt to deceive President Katembo?” I ask.

“I would prefer not to, but that may not be an option,” To’Kana replies. “He needs to respect me, because I am going to threaten to kill him, which I will do if he does not play along. If either of us shows up as ridiculous as my colleague of long ago, there will be no respect and I might be forced to take actions I do not want to take.”

“Understood,” I reply, realizing for the first time the seriousness of this training exercise and the meeting we will take in the wee hours tomorrow morning.

We hustle back to the presence projection room, then To’Kana walks me through the connection procedure to the holoprojection on his ship. When the connection is made, the entire room morphs into the projection room on To’Kana’s ship. The transformation is so complete I get a touch of vertigo. When I shake it off, I get my next surprise, I’m standing in the corner, not in the center of the room where I was a second ago and the ceiling is a full foot lower.

“Before you move,” To’Kana starts. “Take in your surroundings and reconcile them with what you see immediately around you. Maybe start by looking down.”

At first his words puzzle me, but looking down is easy enough. To my surprise, I see that I’m still standing in the circle that was in the center of the room, but now, while it runs under the wall, I can still see it. I reach out to touch the wall. Touching gently, I can feel it, but as I start to lean against it, the wall gives way and I stagger into it. Now I get it. The wall was a holoprojection with a weak forcefield. It’s also slightly transparent. That’s why I could see the line and checkerboard pattern underneath it.

“This is really cool,” I whisper.

“You catch on quick Kyle Wimberly. When a new session starts, I take a moment to identify where the real walls and projected objects are. Since the two rooms are so similar, it is harder than if you were out in the field, where the two realities you are trying to reconcile are easily separated in your mind.”

I do as To’Kana suggested and get the hang of it in seconds. It’s harder to identify a real wall when it’s behind a projected one, as they are on either side of me. But straight ahead, it is easy to see the real wall that separates me from the other side of To’Kana’s Presence Projection Room. This leads to my first question.

I point to his exit door, which is straight ahead of me, but on the other side of the real wall in my room. “How do I get to the door?”

To’Kana beams one of the biggest smiles I’ve ever seen on him. Yet I still get one of his enigmatic statements back. “It seems that answer should be obvious, but only take the first step.”

As I look at him, I take one step toward the door, then click my heels together like they taught us to do in the army.

He is still smiling, but points at my feet instead of replying.

On looking down, I see that I am still in the circle in the middle of the room. What? I look up and see that the door is closer, the wall in my room is in the same place.

Without being instructed, I take two more steps toward the door. The door comes closer, as does the wall, but the wall slides away, even as I take a third step.

“Why don’t I feel the movement?” I ask, eyes still locked on the door.

“The answer to your immediate question is the room and an inertial dampening system. As you have deduced, the floor is basically a giant treadmill that keeps you in the center of the room. The floor’s movement is matched by the forces the inertial dampening system exerts on your body. But don’t be fooled. You do feel some of the movement. At a walking pace, it’s small. Run a zig-zag course, and you will feel it.”

I nod to To’Kana, then move straight to the door and attempt to open it. But my hand passes right through the handle.

I hear To’Kana snicker. “You put your hand through the wall. Why would the door be different?”

“What’s the work around?” I ask with little patience.

“Use your implant to check the force settings on your portable projector.”

It takes a second to find. “Two pounds per square inch (PSI). Your portable projectors are calibrated in PSI?”

“For you they are,” To’Kana replies. “Would you rather have it in kilos per square meter?”

I shake my head. “PSI will do. Do I just crank it up to fifty?”

To’Kana laughs. “It is best to run with a low collapse pressure. Running with a high collapse pressure risks injuring others and damaging property.”

“Doesn’t that mean I’ll look translucent.”

“Collapse pressure and transparency are two separate settings. In the field, your transparency setting should be zero, meaning no transparency. Aboard ship, transparency defaults to five percent.”

Anxious to get on with the practice, I cut to the chase. “So, I crank up my collapse pressure to fifty PSI, open the door, then drop it back to two.”

“For our practice today, yes. On mission, I plan to run with a collapse pressure of ten PSI. Of course, my projector is not calibrated in PSI, meaning ten is just an estimate.”

I’m not sure why the lectures this morning are bugging me so much. But I’m ready to get through that door. With the pressure adjusted up, I open the door and say, “Meet you in the hallway.” Then I step out and let the door swing shut.

As it snaps closed, I’m stricken by the rudeness I’ve just displayed.

The door on the other side of the hall opens and To’Kana steps out, catching me off guard.

He chuckles again. “It goes better when we use three presence projection rooms for remote training, and I think you just learned another important lesson.”

“Which was?”

“Where were you a second ago?” he asks, ignoring my question.

“In the presence projection room on my ship.”

“And where are you now?”

I look at To’Kana, head cocked. “Here, in a hallway on your ship.”

“Are you?” To’Kana asks.

His words trigger me to look around, and suddenly the duality of operating a portable projector floods back. I see myself in the projection room on my ship and in the hallway on To’Kana’s ship. And the irritation of moments ago is back.

“It takes an act of will to put yourself in the same place as your portable projector. It takes mental discipline to focus solely on your virtual surroundings. You did it when you stepped out through that door. Close your eyes, then be fully here when you open them.”

Closing my eyes is easy. Shaking off the duality isn’t. But rather than caving to it, I focus my mind’s eye on the end of To’Kana’s hallway, envision it in my mind, then take a step in that direction as I open my eyes. It almost works, enough that I can keep walking anyway.

“Well done, Kyle,” To’Kana compliments. “How well are you holding it.”

“Barely.”

To’Kana laughs. “That’s better than not at all. Are you dizzy?”

“Not really.”

“You are close to the wall. See if you can run your finger along the wall while you walk.”

As I stick my finger out in search of the wall, I say, “Doesn’t sound like a particularly sanitary practice.”

My reply triggers a hearty laugh, and the words, “We keep a clean ship on this side of the galaxy.”

I chuckle in reply, just as my overly cautious finger finally touches the wall. The simple action further grounds me in this space and I decide to run my first experiment. What will happen if I press harder on the wall.

I press and press, then suddenly the wall gives way. I feel more than hear a knuckle crack and am surprised by how much it hurts. Putting my hand in front of me, I shake it and notice the knuckle looks a little red.

“Ship’s sensors confirm it is not broken,” To’Kana says. “But you can injure yourself when using elevated collapse pressures. Don’t allow your mind to go there but think abstractly for a second about what happens in the real world when the force field collapses. For an instant, all that pressure is on the real object.” To’Kana laughs. “In school, one of the required experiments was to crack an egg using a portable projection of the egg. Lots of laughs and a big mess, but a lesson no one forgets.”

We stroll down the long hallway, chatting as we go. As we approach the end, To’Kana asks, “Are you still with me, Kyle Wimberly.”

“Fully present, sir. What is next on the agenda?”

He points to an empty conference room. “Time to learn to sit down and get back up. Assuming you survive that, we will go to a more crowded area of the ship, to see if you can dodge all the people.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

After an hour of sitting down and standing up, we exit the room in search of obstacles to avoid.

“Nyvene is aboard today, if you would like to go in search of her.”

To’Kana’s words shock me. Worse, the thought of her this close triggers a longing that’s indescribable.

To’Kana brightens. “She’s up in the medical bay. Saoirse’s not responding to the normal medications for the Avolite version of the measles. But there’s nothing to worry about, we mapped that disease a long time ago.”

“No,” I blurt out.

“Sorry,” To’Kana replies.

We walk in awkward silence, then I ask, “What was her name again?”

“Saoirse. Spelled s-a-o-i-r-s-e. Pronounced sur-sha. It’s a clever name.”

“How so,” I ask.

“The name exists in both human and Avolite tradition. In human tradition, it is an Irish name that means Freedom.”

“I’ve not heard that one before,” I reply.

“Spelling it the human way ended up giving the name two Avolite meanings. The first is origin as in the first of her kind. The second is popular, meaning looked on with favor by the people.”

I laugh. “You can pack all that into two syllables with four vowels?”

“Language, especially in the hands of the sisters of the mist, can have many meanings. This one is well spun.”

“How so?”

“Think about it. Nyvene was a cloistered priestess who gave herself to a foreigner and got pregnant. Throughout most of human history a woman could be stoned for that.”

To’Kana’s words drive a new level of guilt for my actions on Avolene.

“But Nyvene, who is broadly recognized as the most powerful sybil in an age, didn’t hide her pregnancy, and she made no attempt to abort it. Instead, she openly declared it during her first public speech as High Thera. She claimed the mist revealed this path to her. A human savior would come. He would liberate their world from the evil of the spiders. And if she allowed it, a child would be born, a daughter given. She would be the first of her kind, able to flow with the mist from birth and live in it with freedom and clarity. She would save her world, as her father had done, and be loved by the people.”

“And they bought that? I ask.

“There’s a private area in the lab we can use. I have something there you need to see. It’s on Deck Ten, I’ll summon a private elevator, so we don’t accidentally bump into her.”

LAB, LEGACY SHIP #5

Once in the lab, To’Kana enables privacy protection, then puts up a still image.

“It’s the new temple,” I say. “Much nicer but lacks age.”

To’Kana eyes me. “That’s the same thing she said.”

“What’s the line?” I ask. “There must be a hundred people queued up out front.”

To’Kana is slow to reply, which is odd given he’s brought me here to show me this.

“Pilgrims.”

“What?”

“Pilgrims here to see Sybil Saoirse.”

I look at To’Kana, not knowing how to respond.

“We aren’t allowed inside the new temple. Nyvene has been uncompromising about that. But she did allow me to have this one video of an audience Sybil Saoirse gave to a petitioner from Ordinal X3…”

“…where we defended the space port,” I say.

To’Kana nods and lets the video play.

The scene opens with a young sister who I don’t recognize leading a thirty-something year old woman down the central corridor in the temple’s meditation room. I think I recognize her but can’t be sure. Nonetheless, the limp with which she walks bears all the hallmarks of a war injury, which means she may have been part of the army we recruited there.

As they get close to the dais, the view flips and there is Saoirse, in whom I see Nyvene and Alex so clearly. She is sitting on a large elaborate chair, propped up with pillows—a thirty-month-old child, sitting on a throne fit for Envoy Tetra, the most massive person I’ve ever met.

On seeing who is sitting next to Saoirse, I whisper, “Good choice.”

“The video?” To’Kana asks.

“Not what I meant.” I point at the chair next to the throne. “Sister Elna. She helped build the shields that surrounded the temple and made the last stand there with me. At that station, she was the only Avolite survivor.”

“Did not know,” To’Kana replies.

“Ceana Dubash to speak with you, Sybil Saoirse,” the escort says with a bow, before backing away.

“How may I help you, sister Dubash?” Saoirse asks, in her two-and-a-half-year-old baby voice.

“I fought with your father and mother at the space port on Ordinal X3. I was the first volunteer to join them among the civilians taking refuge there.”

I now remember her clearly.

“Co-mendable,” Saoirse replies, unable to properly pronounce a word she clearly understands.

“My husband eventually joined. We were both wounded but kept up the fight. We helped clear the city, found our home, then patched it up enough that we could return.”

Saoirse nods. “How can I help you, Neeb Dubash?”

“Neeb?” I ask To’Kana.

“It’s a title used locally in the region the space port is in. It means friend or companion and is frequently used to show respect.”

I can’t believe a child less than three years old knows a word like that.

“My husband went missing about a month ago. Does the mist give you any insight into his whereabouts?”

“Come.” Saoirse motions with her right hand.

Sister Elna is immediately on her feet, instructing Neeb Dubash what she is to do.

Saoirse reaches her tiny hand out, taking the petitioner’s index finger in her little fist. A moment passes then tears pour from her eyes. I’ve seen a lot of baby crying over the last year, but not like this. This is sorrow, not pain or protest. The only sobs come as she breathes.

Then suddenly she sits up straight and releases the finger. The tears have stopped but her face is still wet. If not for the drama of the moment, I’d think this was cute.

As Sister Elna helps Neeb Dubash back away, Saoirse says, “I know where he is. He is injured and close to death. To’Kana can still save him.”

She turns, and her eyes bore into Dubash’s escort. “Sister Graybill, come.” Saoirse orders, pointing her tiny finger at the approaching girl. To my surprise, Graybill walks right up to Saoirse, kneels, and places her forehead against the tiny finger. She holds the position for maybe twenty seconds, then says, “I know this place.”

Saoirse smiles then says, “Run. Tell my mother. She will be expecting you.”

At this point, Neeb Dubash is sobbing while pouring praise onto little Saoirse.

To’Kana interrupts the moment. “Nyvene contacted me a few minutes later. She had a point on a local map and two amateur photos of places nearby. It took fifteen minutes to find the guy and transport him into an auto-doc, then…” He points back at the screen, which is still playing.

“Your father was like you,” Neeb Dubash says. “Generous, kind, welcoming… I hope you get to meet him some day.”

“My father is in space. He protects us from the evil spiders. I know he wants to come back. But others need him more than we do.”

The words break my heart.

Suddenly Saoirse goes rigid again. A second later, she stares directly into the camera. “My father will see this someday. It will be the first time he sees me.” Then to me, “Please come home someday. I can give you visions, too.”

A disturbance at the side of the room, draws everyone’s attention, then Nyvene’s commanding voice says, “We have him! We can take you to him, but you need to come now.”

The room devolves into chaos, which seems to have no impact on Saoirse, who sits there staring at me. Her throne gets bumped, and she slides down into the pillows, but doesn’t cry. Instead, she winks at me. Then the video ends.

“Extraordinary. Is she not?” To’Kana asks.

“Could that have been staged?”

To’Kana shakes his head. “That man was minutes from death when we found him wedged-in under an out cropping. He had nothing to eat in days, an empty canteen, and a broken leg. He was two pints low on blood and had three infected spurs embedded in his skin.”

“Nyvene gave you this and asked you to show it to me. Didn’t she?”

“This happens down there every day, Kyle. Saoirse is extraordinary, worshiped by the people. Nyvene says Kayla is the same but will need to breathe the mist and be trained in order to control the gift she has been given. She will be dangerous without proper training and direct influence from the mist.”

I stand, angry I let myself get sucked into this. “When do we meet with Katembo?”

“He is giving us a five-minute photo op at 10:00 AM local time, 5:00 AM Eastern. I will use the same projector I used today. You should use one of the ones across the hall. You are coming as the Vice President of the United States. Dress to and play the role.”

“You are coming as?” I ask.

“Captain of Legacy Ship #5, Chairman of the Council of Captains, and Vice Chancellor of the Iknosan Central Council.”

I’m struck by To’Kana’s vehemence.

“Let’s get you back down to Presence Projector Room One.”

BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

As I exit the Presence Projection Room, I realize how beat I am. I managed to stay comfortably in the present for over three hours, walking around and talking to people on another ship located four thousand light-years away. Then, I experienced my other baby daughter, who is marvelous beyond comprehension, and who spoke to me directly. The brief glimpse of Nyvene, coupled with the knowledge she was only three decks down and a hundred meters astern… I shake my head. I can’t think about this. I didn’t do anything wrong, but I feel guilty. Alex is going to sense that, and she deserves better.

As I meander my way to the nearest lift, I get a message from Thelma. Please join us in the War Room.

I get off the lift on the command deck and am tempted to check in on Alex, but decide to wait. I need to fill myself with whatever crisis is happening in the war room, so I don’t radiate my guilt about seeing my other daughter as loudly.

I enter the bridge and am greeted by Sam, “I trust your away mission went well?”

“It did,” I reply.

He points to the glassed-in bridge conference room, which we refer to as the war room. “The ladies have several things for you.”

When I enter the war room, Millie goes straight to the update. “We still have not been able to confirm the status of the Dominion fast packet. Its speed makes it difficult to scan. We cannot confirm the ship is powered, can’t even confirm the ship is intact.”

She pops up an image in the holoprojection system. “This is the clearest image we’ve been able to get of it. It’s an unusual shape—narrow and long. You’d think that would cause problems during a grav-assist. The image is also blurrier near the stern, which could indicate Dominion telepathy, or a small debris field, maybe vented gases.”

I shake my head. “Subspace ruptures cause catastrophic damage. If that is a debris field, it’s gases, which may have been intentionally released in the hope of diverting our attention. My bet is on Dominion telepathy interfering with the scanners. The question is why are they idling?”

Thelma pipes up. “On an interstellar scale, one percent light speed is basically standing still. They know we can get them if they go back to FTL. They’re relatively safe where they are. I think they’re just waiting for something. The question is what.”

“I think you’re right,” I reply. “But maybe that’s good news for us. Where are we with the recovery?”

“The final count is three dead, one in a coma. Kaylee is inconsolable, especially since she can’t see Mac. She’s lost her home, all her belongings, her dog, and her fiancée. Justin says he will take care of it, but hasn’t done anything yet. I’ve advanced her $10,000 of my own funds,” Thelma replies.

“Thank you.”

Thelma continues. “The estate house and cellar are a total loss. Brother George is gone, which means the company is in crisis. Justin has declared force majeure, which protects the company from government penalties for non-performance. But the company has essentially no income at this point…”

“Why?” I ask. “The Mars platforms are fully automated. They have their own replicators and supply systems.”

“But no Mac,” Thelma says.

“And I am prohibited from helping because of conflict of interest,” I mutter.

Thelma nods.

“What about you?” I ask.

“My five sisters are intact. Transporting them to the shuttle bay saved them. But it’s not a practical temporary or permanent solution. Rosy freed up some space for them near the ship’s main computer core. I hope to bring them up sometime tomorrow.”

“That’s good,” I reply, somewhat relieved.

“If you call two-days in a coma good, then I suppose it is,” Thelma comes back.

“If Brother George still had a voice, he would say you got off easy.”

Thelma nods. “Point taken.”

“Anything else?” I ask.

“Oh, yes. The reason I called you. President Powell sent a prep package for the meeting with President Katembo tomorrow morning. It’s in the inbound on your secure computer.”

“In my office?”

Thelma nods.

“Would you join me there?”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

It doesn’t take long to download and open the package. I’m duty bound to read it. But Thelma gives me the high points before my computer finishes decrypting it. 10:00 AM sharp, East Wing of the National Palace, I am officially representing the United States in this matter. Our position is to affirm support for their national sovereignty, express a desire to establish better relations, offer any assistance they would like to resolve the Dominion problem in Maiko National Park, and to support To’Kana’s alliance offer.

“The rest of it is gobbledygook, not worthy of reading,” she says.

“How do you break the security so fast?”

“It is binary, therefore not secure.”

She says this all the time and I kind of get it. Anything held in a fixed state can eventually be broken into. Something held in a quantum state cannot because you change it every time you probe it, therefore you must do it correctly the first time.

“What I don’t get is how you decrypt something that fast.”

She rolls her eyes every time I ask that question, but never explains.

“I told Alex about last night,” Thelma says out of the blue. “I suppose I shouldn’t tease you like that. But you are such an easy target.” She gives me her teasing smile.

“What did Alex say?”

“She plans to talk with you about it tonight. She doesn’t blame you.” The words sit for a few seconds, then she says. “I thought that was what was bothering you. But it obviously isn’t. Want to talk about it?”

“I was on To’Kana’s ship today. Walking around on Deck Six, then going up to the lab. Surreal, being there. Four thousand light-years away. Walking the halls, sitting in a conference room, saying ‘hi’ to the  people who greeted me.”

“Did you bump into Nyvene?”

When I don’t answer, Thelma says, “So, that’s it. Did you talk with her?”

I shake my head.

“Do you want to get this off your chest before you tell Alex about it?”

“To’Kana tricked me. He took me up to a secure room in the lab on false pretenses, then played a recording that I cannot unsee.”

“What was on the video?”

“Saoirse. It’s hard to comprehend how fabulous she is. To’Kana says Kayla is the same but will come to a bad end unless she is trained on Avolene.”

“Your daughter’s name is Saoirse?”

I nod, not trusting my voice because of the emotion welling up.

“What did she do that affected you like this?”

I give Thelma a thumbnail of the story.

“She looked into the camera and spoke to you directly.”

I nod.

“And you don’t think it was a setup?”

“Not a setup,” I say. “I feel so guilty.”

“I know this is difficult for you, Kai. It’s hard on Alex too. But this was the sacrifice you had to make to bring Alex back to life. Without Saoirse, there would be no Alex. You have to reconcile those facts, or you will lose her.”

I nod but cannot meet Thelma’s eyes.

“I am sure To’Kana is right on the other matter as well.”

This statement gets my attention. “Explain.”

Thelma fidgets a bit, then my comm device beeps.

“I am restricted from speaking about this. But I sent you a link to a document that will explain. It is restricted information that was deleted from the Iknosan Data Ark but is still hiding in your copy. You should read it. But never mention this article to anyone. That’s all I can say on the matter.”

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

As soon as I enter, I know something is up. Alex is wearing a pair of loose, low-cut pants with a waist tie and a tube top that shows cleavage and belly button. She’s also sporting the smile, the one that promises romance but comes with some conditions. “You’re back,” she says.  “Thelma has Kayla for the evening, and I’ve asked George and Gladys to bring us dinner tonight.”

I give her a smile appropriate for the setting. “Sounds like fun.”

“I also arranged for a bottle of that chardonnay you like so much, the one from Melissa Johnson’s estate.” Her smile broadens. “Why don’t you get into something a little more comfortable.”

I attempt to kiss her, but she evades. “Go.”

The captain’s quarters aboard the Victory are large and nicely furnished. The closest I ever came to using them was with Nyvene while we were clearing the space port on Ordinal X-3. A curious thought given that I’ve never associated her with this room before. But during that week, George and Gladys would serve us dinner in the dining room every evening. We even sat in the living room one night, at least until Nyvene dragged me down onto the floor and had her way with me. Why have I not thought of that night until today?

Nyvene was always the aggressor. She would initiate, drive all the action, and frequently take me again an hour or two later. Why has that memory been blocked? And why is it coming back to me now? Could it be the glimpse of her I got on the recording? It doesn’t make sense. And I suppose it doesn’t need to, because I’m out of my suit and into my own tight jeans, untucked shirt, and leather sandals two minutes later.

Alex sees me as I come out and smiles again, the invitation so obvious I’m wondering what she’s after, and why she thinks she needs to offer me anything to get it from me.

I take the seat opposite her as George pours a tasting sample of the wine, and Gladys delivers us each a plate with a single grilled scallop, drizzled with some sort of sauce. She says, ‘Bon appétit’, then the two disappear.

“Are you going to tell me what this is about?” I ask.

She shrugs. “We’ll get to that. Tell me what it’s like to use a portable projector.”

“It’s like being there, really being there.”

Alex draws the story out of me slowly, laughing as I tell her about nearly breaking my finger while dragging it along the wall, and almost falling over when I got up out of the chair. The back and forth is so lighthearted and flirt-filled, it’s like we were back in the first weeks of our relationship.

Then, in a wistful voice, Alex asks, “You saw her there. Didn’t you?”

It doesn’t come out like an accusation, almost the opposite, whatever that would mean. But the question pierces me anyway.

“Is that what this is about?”

Alex snaps back as if slapped and looks really hurt.

Talk about breaking the moment.

“No,” she says. “Why would you take it that way?”

“Because I feel guilty, I suppose.”

“What did you do?”

“Nothing. She walked through a recording To’Kana was showing me. I’m not sure when it was recorded, a couple of weeks ago maybe.”

Sound from the kitchen breaks the moment. George and Gladys present the next dish, but nothing they say penetrates my churning mind.

As they exit, Alex reaches out and puts her hand over mine. “That’s not what tonight was supposed to be about. But your relationship with her is still an open wound, isn’t it.”

When I don’t answer, Alex sits up straighter, all the previous flirtation gone. “It’s really difficult to be with you sometimes, Kyle. I have several things I want to talk with you about tonight. None of which is what tonight is about. But I was hoping that getting this other stuff out there would ease the romantic setting. You willing to play, or do we pack it up and retreat to our own sides of the bed?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Think you can do a little better than that?” Alex teases.

“I’m really sorry,” I tease back.

Her irresistible smile is back, and it melts my heart.

“As you said, the wound hasn’t fully healed. And the events today opened it further.”

“Okay, do not react accusingly to this.”

The pleading in her eyes dampens the trepidation building inside. I nod.

“Kayla told me about the video To’Kana showed you.”

Once again, I feel like I’ve been hit by a shock stick.

“Calm down,” Alex says. “Kayla senses her somehow. She can’t figure out the girl’s name, but says she misses you.”

“Saoirse,” I reply. “Her name is Saoirse. I just found that out today. I’ve been trying not to know.”

“Curious name.”

“To’Kana says it is packed with meaning, that Nyvene has leveraged to gain Saoirse fame.”

“At two-something years old?”

“You should see her. She’s absolutely fabulous.”

“Tell me?” Something about Alex’s curiosity changes the tone of the conversation, and it all spills out.

Alex summarizes. “To’Kana thinks Kayla has the same degree of talent, which will become dangerous if she does not go to Avolene for training?”

I nod.

“Well, that’s problematic. Now, I understand why my question earlier would have set you off. Sorry about that.”

We sit in silence for a second, most of the earlier romance gone from the room. I stretch over toward her hoping to get a kiss and close this crazy day. But Alex pulls back. “You don’t get off that easily Wimberly. We have more food coming, dessert, and you need some more wine, because this evening hasn’t even started yet, and I need you in a much more pliable mood.”

She leans in from the other side of the table to kiss me. The motion is well calibrated to show a lot of cleavage, her lips coming to within a quarter inch of mine, just sitting there waiting to be kissed. I lean in completing the connection, which lingers for fifteen seconds. Then she breaks the connection pulling back just a little, leaving all the cleavage in full display for several seconds.

She smiles at me. “That’s better.” Then she calls for Gladys and the next course is served.

When the plates are set and the stewards gone, I ask, “Are you going to tell me what this is about?”

Alex smiles, pouring out a lot of affection. “Eventually.” She moves in a way that flashes a little more cleavage.

How do women do that? How is it she can just string me along in a way I just want to drink up?

“Kai? Do you love me?”

The question kind of breaks my resolve. “Is that really a question?” I ask with a little heat.

“I want something from you,” she says.

This is the ‘no shit, Sherlock’ moment I’ve been waiting for all night. “What?” I ask.

“Thelma climbed into bed with us last night. She said she came in on your side…”

I look at Alex wondering where this is going. Yes, she came in on my side and I felt teased. But my God, Alex is the one that set all this in motion.

“What about it?”

“Did you ask her to do that?” Alex asks.

I put my hands out. “No! She climbed in, slid over me then snuggled up with you.”

Alex looks at me, then says, “Her version is a little different.”

As I am about to explode, Alex puts her hands out. “Don’t!”

“Babe, what’s going on here?”

Alex looks profoundly contrite but leans into the moment. “Kayla loves it when you make love with me. She gets the same endorphin rush that I do. She asked me to do it with you more often. But you’re not here that much.”

I stare at Alex, uncertain where she’s going with this.

She reaches out a hand, then leads me to the bedroom. We enter, and I see Thelma laying on our bed naked.

“What?” I ask Alex.

“Do I really need to explain this to you Kyle?”

Still holding my hand, she steps up to the bed, then she releases me. Locking eyes, she pulls a string, and her clothes drop to the floor. “Will you come join us, Kai?”


CHAPTER 6: THE CAVE

[01.06.2038] DECK SIX, CREW LOUNGE

Little sleep came after the events last night. Nonetheless, Alex woke me from my stupor at 3:30 AM and pressed me to get dressed. Then, she accompanied me to the Presence Projection Room and watched as I attempted to mount my portable projector. With her in the same room distracting me, I couldn’t get the connection to the projector to stick. So instead of fighting it, I swept Alex into my arms and gave her a longing kiss, then asked her to meet me as I came out of the room across the hall.

The gambit worked and a minute later I was hugging her again, but what a disaster. We went at it a little too energetically, which caused my forcefield to collapse and me to fall. Several attempts to get up failed, because I was putting too much pressure on some surface or another, causing the forcefield to collapse again. Finally, I asked Alex to back away a little, then I reset my collapse pressure up to one hundred fifty PSI. I warned her my avatar was about to get really hard, then popped up off the floor without a hitch, putting my arms out and saying ta-da, as if I was a gymnast or something. Alex took that as an invitation to see how hard I really was, which ended up giving her a jammed thumb.

Once the laughing and howling was done, we walked the hundred feet down the hallway to the crew lounge, hand-in-hand, as natural as can be.

Now at the entrance, we see To’Kana pacing.

“Love you,” Alex whispers in my ear. “I’m going back to bed.”

She gives me a peck on my cheek, then she’s gone.

As I step into the lounge, I take in the intensity of To’Kana’s pacing and his agitated movements. Assuming I’m late and my tardiness is the cause of his agitation, I check the time. 4:41 AM.

“I’m four minutes early,” I say without preamble.

To’Kana turns toward me, taking on the questioning look I get when I’ve said something stupid. He holds it for a second, then says, “Commendable,” before resuming his pacing.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, as I approach.

He points at a holoprojection he had apparently set up earlier. It shows the same picture that was in the briefing package we received last night—the platform where we would be received.

I wonder why the receiving area is bothering him, but don’t ask. It is undoubtedly one of his puzzles I’m supposed to figure out. It’s in the east wing of the palace, a thousand feet from the president’s office. But the backgrounder Powell sent last night said Katembo met most western heads of state there. As I wrack my brain, looking for the problem, a bird flies through the columned room. This is a live holoprojection, not a still picture.

“There’s no one there,” I say in surprise.

“Indeed,” To’Kana replies. “We are being snubbed, but I won’t have it. Come. Time to go.”

“But there’s no one there,” I protest.

“Protocol says President Katembo has no obligation to meet anyone who does not show up on time. He has used that clause to stand up more than one person whose meeting request he was forced to accept, even though he did not want to meet with them. I will not give him that out. If we go now, we will arrive five minutes early and I will use it against him when we finally meet.”

“What if he refuses to meet us anyway?”

To’Kana points a knobbed finger at the holoprojection and the image shifts to the president’s office, where he sits chatting with someone else as a countdown timer is displayed over a picture of the receiving area on a nearby TV screen.

“We go now.” 

PALAIS DE LA NATION, KINSHASA

I instinctively closed my eyes in anticipation of transport, but I’m caught off guard when the sounds around me change dramatically even though I never felt the transporter’s grip. I snap my eyes open, but they focus first on the Presence Projection Room, not the palace, which triggers a wave of vertigo.

To’Kana apparently notices my momentary wobble and whispers, “Gather yourself Kyle. People are approaching.”

I try the same trick I used yesterday, focusing my mind’s eye on one of the pillars straight ahead of me, then willing myself to see that pillar. I snap my eyes open, and it mostly works, then my eyes are drawn to the sound of approaching guards. To’Kana and I turn toward them in unscripted unison, and as I take in the twelve men in dress-uniforms who are approaching, the interior of my projection room melts away and I am in the moment.

I note the sweat on the brow of the guards, their deep black skin glistening with it.

Thelma, what’s the temperature down here? I ask via my implant, my eyes never leaving the approaching guards.

One hundred three degrees F. She sends back.

I think it’s funny that even in a wool suit, I have the advantage over these guys, because the temperature in my Presence Projection Room is set at a chilly sixty-eight degrees F.

When the column of men is about ten feet away, the guy in the lead shouts, “Arrêter!”

I have my French language pack installed. The lead guy just called, Halt! Then I watch as the men execute a standard military Halt operation—their lead foot firmly planting itself, then the trailing foot smartly stomping alongside with heels together, forming a perfect 45-degree angle. The sound of the final stomp echoes down the hall from which they came.

I smile. These guys are good.

In a loud command voice, he says, “Je suis le Colonel Hermand Bafundi. S’il vous plaît …”

I have the translation pack installed but am trying to translate in real time. “I am Colonel Hermand Bafundi…”

I’m already so far behind, that I lose the thread. I need to set the pack to automatic. Once I change mode, the translation flows seamlessly.

“We will be your escort today,” he finishes, me having missed the first sentence.

Thankfully, To’Kana has the speaking role this morning.

“Colonel Bafundi, I am Vice Chancellor Ro’Masa To’Kana of the Iknosan Central Council.” He waves a hand toward me. “This is my colleague Kyle Wimberly, the Vice President of the United States. We are here to meet with President Pierre-Louis Katembo. Please take us to him.”

The colonel locks eyes with To’Kana, his inscrutable expression yielding no clue of his intentions. I might wilt under that gaze. The guy must be six-five, two-eighty, maybe three hundred pounds, solid muscle by the look of him—intimidating as hell.

But To’Kana, all five-foot-two of him, gives it right back.

Finally, the guard smiles and steps forward to shake To’Kana’s hand. “Come,” he says in a rich deep voice. “President Katembo is ready to receive you.”

He motions the way, then takes the lead. To’Kana steps up alongside as I hustle to catch up. Once we pass the guards, they do an about face, then march along behind.

We pass ornate room after ornate room, then after about five hundred feet we come to a relatively plain, all glass conference room with a central table that must be thirty feet long. Our escort leads us in, indicates seats, then says, “President Katembo will be along shortly. Please help yourself to some refreshment if you would like.”

“I thought you said the president was ready to receive us,” To’Kana says in perfect Congolese French.

Colonel Bafundi puts his hands out. “I am but a servant, who passes along the message I have been given.”

“Then please pass this message back. Our meeting was scheduled for 10:00 AM. It is now 10:30. Further delay will not be accepted as an act of good faith.”

Bafundi puts a finger to his ear, then says, “Your message has been relayed, Vice Chancellor.”

When the door closes, I ask, “What…”

To’Kana gives me a stern look, which silences me. Then he sends via implant. No speaking. The room has listening devices. Katembo is listening.

Then shouldn’t we say nice things about him, the guards, the grounds… To butter him up? I reply.

I cannot imagine that man covered in butter. To’Kana covers his mouth as a snicker escapes.

Steps resonating down the hallway give hope our host is on his way. I want to reestablish some decorum before he arrives, so I ask. What’s the plan?

You realize there is a chance he is under Dominion control. To’Kana sends. Make sure the ship has its subspace dampeners engaged.

As a tendril of fear creeps up my spine, I realize this possibility had not occurred to me earlier. I message Sam, who replies, assuring me the Victory is dampened at least as well as the caves in California.

Another message from To’Kana takes me by surprise. Kyle, I want you to greet President Katembo first. Be gracious and effusive. Then introduce him to me. It will be the first step in reversing the tables.

I nod, then am on my feet to better position myself. I will receive him the way I’ve seen Powell receive foreign dignitaries a dozen times. I’ll stand in the same place and welcome him in as if this were the White House.

He comes into view a second later, says something to Colonel Bafundi as he motions toward the guards, then turns to look in through the glass door, a smile forming as he pushes the door open.

“President Katembo,” I say, stepping toward him with hand outstretched. “Welcome, please come in. I am Kyle Wimberly, Vice President of the United States. Thank you for coming to meet with us. President Powell extends her regards.”

My hand is still out, but he has yet to take it. So I use it to motion toward the bar. “Sadly, we didn’t bring any of our stewards with us today, so I cannot offer you refreshment. But maybe we can do that some other time.”

Finally, he locks eyes with me, projecting a presence I simply do not have. “Are you here representing the United States, or the alien alliance.”

“I am here representing the Legacy Alliance.” I reply.

“Then maybe you should introduce me to your leader,” Katembo says, by far the more proficient politician.

To’Kana stands, messaging me to sit as he does so. He extends his hand, which Katembo will need to take several steps to shake, as he says, “Pierre-Louis Katembo, President of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. I am Ro’Masa To’Kana, Vice Chancellor of the Iknosan Central Council and leader of the Legacy Alliance. I have come here today to make you an offer.” To’Kana indicates the seat opposite himself. “Please, come to the table with me.”

Katembo stands his ground.

“To’Kana,” he snorts. “Yet another foreign leader forcing his way into my country to steal our assets. I will not cooperate with you on that. Good day, sir.”

As he turns to leave, To’Kana says. “If I wanted your assets, they would already be mine. A thief does not ask for what he can just take.”

Katembo, turns back toward To’Kana. “Clever words, but they do not mask the truth of the situation. You want what is in that cave and you want my help getting it out. I will not give you that help.”

“You seem to misunderstand the situation,” To’Kana says. “An attack was launched from that cave against assets I control in California. Nearly ten thousand Americans were killed. More than on 9/11. Previous American presidents have launched wars against nations harboring groups that stage such attacks. Fortunately for you, America is a member of the Legacy Alliance, so is barred from launching a war against you.”

“You will launch the war instead?” Katembo spits back.

“You are not a member of the alliance. Unallied parties that attack Iknosan people or property are subject to immediate reprisal.”

Katembo starts to protest, but To’Kana puts up a hand.

“If I wanted you dead, you would already be dead. If I wanted the DRC wiped off the face of the earth, it would already be wiped off.”

“Then why are you here?” Katembo replies, barely suppressing the rage that must be coursing through him.

“Because I don’t think this is your fault.”

“Then, why are you here?” he asks again.

“Because I want you as a partner, with a seat at the table, a say in what happens, and a share of the scientific spoils we expect to find inside that cave once we have cleared the spiders.”

“Is that to say you want thousands of my people to go into that cave, and I get a few bracelets once they’ve been slaughtered.”

“Mr. President. Your nation has suffered greatly at the hands of human imperialists. I am neither human, nor an imperialist. My people will clear that cave. Once it has been pacified, you will have access as will all alliance partners. But for the foreseeable future, the cave itself will remain under alliance control.”

“You say you are not an imperialist, but you just come in and dictate the terms,” Katembo says with contempt.

“Again, you don’t seem to understand. Other aliens, known as the Dominion, have already stolen that cave from you. They have no regard for the forest and no regard for your people. They plan to use the weapon they have built in that cave in two, maybe three days. I plan to strike the cave tonight. You can join our alliance and be part of whatever good comes out of that cave. Or you can decline the offer. The choice is yours. But act against me, and it will be the last thing you do.” To’Kana stands. “Do we have an understanding?”

When no answer comes. To’Kana says, “If you change your mind, contact President Powell. She knows how to get word to me. Good day, sir.”

“Wait,” Katembo says. “This is not something I can do in a few hours.”

To’Kana nods. “The offer will remain open as long as you do not act against me. Maybe when the cave has been pacified, you will want to take a tour, and will decide the benefits of alliance are worth pursuing. In the meantime, please help us care for the forest.”

With those words, To’Kana signals for transport, and we are gone.

CREW LOUNGE

In real time, it seemed as though To’Kana rushed our exit from the glassed-in conference room in the DRC’s national palace. Now, standing in exactly the same place where I departed, I collapse onto the nearest sofa.

To’Kana looks far wearier than I feel, yet he sets himself down with more grace than I could muster. “You comported yourself well today.”

“Come again?” I ask.

I get a weary belly laugh reminiscent of the first morbid, after-action joke told once we returned to base following a heavy gun fight in Afghanistan.

“What?” I ask.

Ignoring my question, he asks, “What did you take from that meeting?”

“He’s caving. He’s out numbered, lacks technology, confronted by a superior force, and so he really can’t resist.”

To’Kana sighs. “There are times when it is hard to believe we were in the same room.”

“What?” I ask.

“I like Katembo,” To’Kana says. “He proudly represents a people that have been rolled over by every foreign force that has ventured their way. He is sick of it, as I imagine his people are. Then we come along with the same lines he has heard over and over before, and as you point out, there is nothing he can do about it but complain.”

“Isn’t that what I just said?”

To’Kana shakes his head. “I think your headline was that he caved. He did not cave. He even left the door open for cooperation if we keep our end of the deal.”

“Oh,” I mumble, wondering why I didn’t see it that way.

“We would have reached the same end a little sooner without all his passive aggressive behavior. But he had no reason to believe us, and less ability to resist than he initially thought.” To’Kana explains. “But that was not my initial point. You performed well, did a passable job of imitating President Powell. You were as ineffective in swaying him as Powell has been. But he now understands the American position on the matter and will probably prefer doing business with you, not Powell, going forward.”

“Why me?” I ask.

To’Kana shakes his head again. “Because you are not me, and you are not Powell. You are a practical person who wields immense power but does not want to rob him.”

“I liked your thief line, by the way,” I complement.

“It is part of a captain’s training. Chapter 1, Beginners Diplomacy. It is in the Data Ark. You should read it.”

We sit in silence for several seconds. I’m surprised To’Kana is still awake.

After even more seconds, To’Kana rouses himself. “When are you going to hit the cave?”

“Tonight. I need to check on the number of warrior AIs available.”

“If you don’t have enough, use transporter relays to transport human ones into the cave. Katembo will have eyes watching. You must only allow him to see Iknosan forces, and you, if you are going. If he sees you leading this raid, you will earn his highest respect, enough that he might fear you as much as he fears me.”

With that, To’Kana stands. “It is time for me to return to my ship. I have other duties that require my presence. It was good spending time with you today, Kyle Wimberly.”

DECK ONE, ROOM 1C

I am met as effusively as ever when I enter, but Mark shrinks back when I ask how many Iknosan Warrior AIs he has produced.

“Thirty. Without leveraging broader resources, I can only produce one an hour…”

“One an hour? With this giant replicator and all the other smaller ones?”

Mark is trembling now.

“Out with it,” I order.

“We’ve been depleting our space hawk supplies. You gave me a standing order to keep inventory at two thousand. Millie has destroyed over one hundred.”

I want to yell at Mark, but that won’t be productive. He was following orders. In a more perfect world, he would have told me there was a trade-off, but as To’Kana told me long ago, AIs have no discretion and little common sense. Thelma and Millie are different, which lulled me into false confidence in Mark.

“I wish you would have advised me of that when we got the licenses for the Iknosan Warrior AIs. Going forward, I want to know when your orders give rise to trade-offs that impact our readiness.”

“We have several trade-offs impacting our readiness,” Mark comes back. “I suspended production of spare parts Rosy needs for our propulsion and power systems, for…”

I put out my hand. “Will any of those impact ship functions over the next twenty-four hours?”

“No.”

“Thank you. Let’s discuss those tomorrow. Over the next twelve hours, I want every replicator switched to Iknosan Warrior AI production, once its current task is finished.”

Mark glazes over for a second. “I can get you forty-five more in twelve hours.”

“Thank you, Mark.”

WAR ROOM

When I enter, Millie greets. “Mark says we are going to hit the cave tonight.”

I’m always impressed by the speed with which gossip runs through the AI network. “We are.”

“Things have been quiet here,” she says. “To fill the time, I’ve drawn up a tentative battle plan, if you would like to see it?”

“Has there been any change with the status of the Dominion fast packet ship?” I ask.

“None.”

“Then tell me about your battle plan.”

Millie smiles clearly pleased that I’ve asked. “Tonight is the first night of the new moon. By 9:00 PM, all light from the sun and moon will be gone. False dawn will start around 4:00 AM. You will have seven full hours of black out. The warrior AIs are visible in the IR spectrum, but less so than a human.”

“Lucked out on that one, I suppose,” I say.

“So, it seems,” she comes back. “Mark says we will have at most seventy-five Iknosan warrior AIs. We can’t count on taking the cave with that many, and our sensors are blind to the interior. So, our first priority must be putting relays in place that will allow us to see inside and to transport human warrior AIs directly into the cave. I think you should have at least one hundred on stand-by.”

“Agreed. What else?” I ask.

“Well, that’s where it gets tricky. We don’t know what’s in the cave, and we don’t know where the tunnel on the right leads. We don’t know if the gateway is connected anywhere else, or how to take the subspace transceiver down.”

“So we basically need to wing it?” I ask.

Millie nods.

“Great plan. But one other thing.”

Millie looks at me with concern.

“I’m going down.”

“Kai, you can’t do that,” Millie says.

“I’ll join you here at 8:30 PM eastern, using a portable projector, then go down at an appropriate time. I want to be seen on the ground, outside the cave inspecting the transceiver, then be seen re-entering it after. It’s mostly a photo op.”

“Are you sure it’s worth the risk?” she asks.

“I’m sure.”

As I exit the war room, I realize how tired I am. I need to be fresh for this evening, so head back to our quarters.

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

As I step up to the entrance, I hesitate. Last night’s volatile dinner showed Alex and I as a couple at our best and at our worst. Alex seems to have reconciled herself with my previous attachment to Nyvene and the daughter I produced with her. And as regards me, she called it right. Nyvene and her daughter are open wounds that refuse to close. Of all the things said last night, there was no threat that she’d leave me if the wound did not heal. But it is clear to me that I will drive her away if I cannot cure myself.

Her big ask last night wasn’t about Nyvene or Saoirse, but about Thelma. I still struggle to believe Alex wants to open our marital relationship to include Thelma. But unlike Alex and I, who give and take from each other, Thelma just gives. Still the thought of Thelma pleasuring Alex in my absence bothers me. It seems we are sliding down the same slippery slope the Iknosan did, preferring to be with their AIs instead of their partners.

But none of that contributes to my current hesitancy. What does is Kayla. She allegedly takes pleasure from it, but does she really know what we were doing last night? As a teenager, I was mortified when I realized some of the creaking I would hear on Saturday nights was my parents getting it on. I still shudder at the thought.

“Can I help you with anything, sir?” George asks, startling me.

“No, just lost in thought.”

He nods at me, then disappears, the exchange enough of a prompt that I open the door.

As soon as I step in, Kayla screeches out “dad-dee” and for the first time I wonder whether she’s hearing the door, or if she’s sensing me. But I suppose it doesn’t matter. I follow the voice and see Kayla standing on her own in front of Thelma. As soon as she sees me, she loses her balance, plops down on her butt, and the tears flow. But they turn to screeches of laughter as I scoop her up and lift her high in the air. I pull her in, kissing her on the head. The way she leans into me and grips my shirt is so innocent, it’s hard to believe she’s only eighteen months younger than Saoirse. But those are eighteen of the most formative months in a human life.

Turning to Thelma, I ask, “Where is Alex?”

“Working on a surprise she doesn’t want you to know about.”

“I’ve had three short nights in a row, so I’m going to take a nap.”

“Kayla is ready for a nap too,” Thelma says. “Let me put her down, then I’ll come look in on you.”

I go into the bedroom, lay down on my back, then close my eyes. Moments later, I realize I need several hours of sleep, not the one hour this method gives me. A minute later, my clothes are on the floor, I’m between the sheets, and sleep takes me.

“Father?”

I turn and look toward the voice. It’s Saoirse. She’s sitting on her throne, held in place by pillows, and guarded by Sister Elna.

“Be wary of that cave. Their hope is to lure you in and capture you there.”

“Have you seen this?” I ask.

An ice-cold breeze passes over me.

“That which is seen cannot be undone,” she replies, quoting from the first chapter of the Pliability of Time scriptures. “But those with the sight to see fate’s hand, can influence fate’s path.”

I’ve read that scripture too but cannot place it.

Her eyes bore into mine. “That cave is an inflection point. Avoid it if you can. Enter it with caution if you must. But the die will be cast the moment you enter that cave.”

As Saoirse vanishes into the mist, I feel myself being swept out of the temple and dropped some place pitch black. In the cold dark, I hear chittering that stops as suddenly as it started. Then a bright white circle forms in front of me. It’s a portal, I need to run. But I can’t. My arms and legs are bound. By what, I cannot see, but the more I struggle the tighter my bonds get. Then the portal opens and masses of spiders come out. I struggle and scream, then they are on me.

“Kai, wake up.”

I hear the words, but in the darkness, I can’t see where they are coming from. Heart racing, I continue to struggle, then something lands on top of me. It is neither heavy, nor strong. But it is persistent, warm, even soft. Have the spiders captured my mind?

“Kai, it’s me, Thelma. You’ve had a bad dream and you’re all tangled in the covers. Stop struggling and let me help you get out.”

I stop my struggling, going as limp as my pounding heart will allow. Seconds later, the heavy top cover is off and I can at least sense light again, then my head is free, my face being caressed by an underdressed Thelma, while three other Thelmas in workers uniforms peel the sheets away.

“I had to call in some help,” under-dressed-Thelma says. “Can you tell me what happened?”

As much as I want to answer, I’m not ready for anyone to know what I just saw. Could it have been real? A vision channeled to me via Saoirse? Or was it just a bad dream, dredged up because of my plans for this evening?

“Kai, look at me,” Thelma orders. “What happened?”

“Just a bad dream,” I mutter. But even as the words come out, I realize something has changed. The other three Thelmas are gone. The bed is mostly stripped. I’m buck naked. And under-dressed-Thelma is passing a medical scanner over me.

“Ah… What happened?” I ask, the irony of the question not lost on me.

“You came in to take a nap. I put Kayla down, then came to join you. From the tension you came into the living room with, I knew you would need me to help you sleep. I pulled my little sun dress off, then you started thrashing and screaming. I got you to calm down. The others got you free of the covers. Then you went limp.”

She sighs, then puts the medical scanner down. “I think you got hit with a Dominion psychic attack. But there is something else there that I can’t figure out.”

I know Thelma is right about the attack, but she’s missing something. “I think Saoirse tried to send me a warning.”

Thelma seems to struggle with a thought, then seems to surrender to it. “Would you like me to help you sleep?” she asks, extending a hand toward my face.

I nod.

Thelma climbs up onto the bed, then her thumb brushes across my face and sleep comes over me.

“Father?”

I look up from my dinner plate and smile at Saoirse. “What, my precious daughter.”

“We need Thelma.”

“What do you mean by that? Do you think you need a Thelma? Your mother doesn’t like her very much.”

“My mother doesn’t know Thelma.”

“Do you?” I ask.

“Thelma is prominent in the mist. All the sisters that can see have seen her. Just as my mother saw you before she met you.”

“Why do you need a Thelma?”

“Because I can discern fate’s hand. A day will come when many need Thelma, but too few are available,” she says. “And you will know the truth of my words, the next time you feel her touch.”

I wake to a warm hand caressing my abdomen. I open my eyes and see Thelma lying on her side with one hand holding her head up and the other touching me. She smiles as the wandering hand slides a little lower and my body responds. Then she laughs as she rolls away from me to get out of bed. “I thought that would wake you,” she says. “But I am needed elsewhere, and you need to get back to work.”

Her words bring back the dream. I whisper the words. “Many will need Thelma, but too few will be available.”

“Out of bed, Kai,” she orders.

As soon as I am on my feet, she slips out the door. As I dress, insight strikes. Part of the reason our pursuit of the inbound Dominion fast packet ship is taking so long is the lack of Thelmas. I message Mark, telling him I want ten more Thelmas and asking how long it will take to get them.

He gets back to me right away saying he is extremely backlogged, citing the Iknosan warrior AI production, space hawk consumption rate, backlogged spare parts for ships maintenance, and low raw material supplies. As soon as the current crisis is over, I’ll have to get after this.

WAR ROOM

As I enter, Millie says, “Looks like we have company tonight.”

She points at an infrared image in the holoprojector. “There are two warriors near the entrance, another near the transceiver tower, and…” She points at another display. “It’s less clear what these are. Could be human; could be gorillas. But their movements over the last two hours seem human to me.”

“Three of them,” I reply. “I’m guessing they are a Congolese surveillance team, which means I need to go down once we clear the spiders.”

Millie eyes me evaluatively. “You seem comfortable using a portable projector.”

“I am.”

“Be careful,” Millie advises. “They give you a lot of protection. But they don’t make you impervious.”

She steps back over to the window showing the three Dominion warriors. “What do you want to do about these three?

“Transport them out of there.”

Millie shakes her head. “We’ll never get transporter lock.”

I shrug. “Does it matter? I’d like to get the entire spider, and I’m happy to take a little rock and dirt if I have to. But as long as we get most of its head, we’re okay.”

“Good point,” Millie concedes.

“Is everything else ready?”

“Yes, we have seventy-five Iknosan Warrior AIs (IWAI) prepped and ready for transport, and one-hundred-ninety-two human AIs on active standby.”

“Four entire teams?” I ask.

Millie nods.

“Then let’s go.”

Thirty seconds later the three spiders disappear from the holoprojection. “I may have left some divots behind,” Millie says. “But three spiders are now swimming in the Indian Ocean.”

She zooms the display tighter on the mouth of the cave. “Penetration team Alpha One to Three, transporting now.”

Three new dots light up in the infrared display and on the situation map. Three new windows open showing what each of the three team members sees.

I watch as one of the Iknosan AIs creeps over to the cave entrance, while the other two set up the sensor relay and the transporter relay station.

Mission Command. Alpha One. Cave entrance clear, it sends.

“Alpha One, hold until sensor relay is up,” I order.

Alpha One holding.

A moment later, Millie says, “Sensor relay operational.”

“Alpha One, deploy micro sensor drones,” I order.

Deploying sensor drones, it acknowledges.

On the situation map, I see Alpha One creeping back to the end of the tunnel. It deploys the first drone into the unexplored tunnel on the right.

Immediately, a new window opens showing an image constructed from sensor readings of the interior of the tunnel. As with the tunnel on the other side, five meters into the ancient rough-hewn entrance the tunnel gives way to a fresh cut circular tunnel four meters in diameter. Scratches on the floor and walls suggest something has been dragged down this tunnel, but it looks otherwise unused.

“It’s at least one hundred meters long,” Millie says. “Nothing big is showing up on the sensors yet. With only one drone deployed, it will be a while before we know what’s down there.”

As I turn my attention back to Alpha One, I see that he has deployed three drones that have already mapped the previously explored tunnel all the way to the first cavern.

“The first transporter relay is up,” Millie says.

On the situation map, another transporter relay appears next to Alpha Two and Three. They pick it up and carry it into the cave.

Mission Command. Alpha Two. Awaiting clearance to enter the tunnel.

“Acknowledged,” I reply.

I look back at the window showing Alpha One’s sensor bots and get my first surprise. “They’ve cleaned up the first cavern.”

Mission Command. Alpha One. Dozens of smaller spiders are cleaning the first cavern. If we enter, we will be seen. They’ve ignored the drones, which are about to enter the next tunnel. Recommend hold until drones complete the next tunnel. Requesting new orders.

“I agree with Alpha One,” Millie says.

“Hold until next tunnel scanned,” I order.

The acknowledgment comes immediately.

Frustrating minutes tick by as the sensor drones map the long tunnel, then stop at the entrance to the portal cavern. In an instant, several things become clear. The portal is active. This location is connected to another, but not the one in California. Only six Dominion are in the portal cavern. The cavern has two other tunnels, both larger and seemingly more used than this one. Although noises from the other side of the portal are clearly audible, there are no spiders in direct sight.

“Let’s move the first strike team in,” I say. “We can clear the trash cave and get the transporters set up after.”

Millie smiles. “Agreed. Just give the order.”

“Go,” I say.

A second later, the twelve members of IWAI’s Bravo team appear outside the cave entrance, then proceed directly to the tunnel on the left. They move quickly and quietly to the entrance to the trash cave.

Mission Command. Bravo One. In position. Requesting permission to strike.

“Permission granted,” I reply.

To my surprise, they scoot across the trash cavern at the same speed and with the same stealth as they came down the entrance tunnel. None of the small spiders seem to notice as the warrior AIs pass.

Ten minutes later, they halt five meters from the portal cavern.

“One of the controllers is exiting the cavern. Several spiders are walking past the gateway on the other side. They’re waiting for the riff raff to clear,” Millie says.

Two minutes pass, then they move with lightning speed. Bravo One and Two move toward the furthest cave entrance. The five team members behind them move to the center of the room, pointing their weapons at the five portal operators. The next four move toward the gateway, as Bravo Twelve moves toward the nearest entrance. By the fifth second on the mission clock, all five of the spiders in the room are dead. Two seconds later the far tunnel is sealed; two more and the portal is sealed. Then there’s a commotion at the entrance to the nearest tunnel. The five team members that took down the portal’s operators pelt the tunnel’s entrance, stopping the spiders that were trying to get in.

Then a ball that looks like a Dominion photon-grenade rolls into the portal cave, and all the action seems to go into slow motion. The three closest team members run toward the still open tunnel. The first scoops up the ball and sprints into the tunnel. The other two dive with shield emitters in their outstretched hands. As their hands hit the wall, the shield flashes into existence, frying the portable projectors the two were operating. A second later, a massive explosion rocks the mountain.

I stare in shock at the image in front of me, then note the mission clock, which is frozen at 00:00:14.

“We just lost three portable projectors,” Millie says. “I’m launching their operators into the AI restoration process.”

My eyes are still on the scene in front of me, where the nine remaining warrior AIs are tidying up the portal control room.

“Millie?” I ask. “Do you know how the room survived that explosion? I would have expected the over pressure wave to come in around the shields.”

“Shield design,” she replies. “Since we were operating underground in solid rock, I programed these to seal themselves in the rock.”

Mission Command, Alpha One. Requesting permission to complete sensor and transporter set up.

“Permission granted,” I reply.

“Look at the spiders pounding on the shields,” Millie says.

“They can’t penetrate, can they?” I ask.

“No.”

“Can they see us?”

“No, it’s one way. We see through, they just see black. I can make it black both ways. Alternatively, we could add a second shield with one that has more color options,” she replies.

“I like the double shield option. Put it in the low priority queue.”

Two hours pass as we bring the transporters and expanded sensor capability online, then establish perimeter security.

“I think we have an answer about the three other heat signatures we were picking up,” Millie says, then puts up an image in the holoprojection. “Definitely human. Military by the look of them.”

Maybe Alex could pull that conclusion from this image, but I can’t. “Explain.”

“We are getting enough sun light creeping across the horizon to get low resolution optical imaging.” She points at a dim crescent that is not quite as black as the rest of the picture. “This guy is wearing glasses.”

She points to another spot, which has a pair of circles lit the same way. “Collar pins. This guy must be an officer. Poor trade craft to be wearing something so easily identifiable in the field.”

“I’ll need to go down before much longer. It needs to be light enough I can be seen, but not so light that I’m too easily seen.”

“Kai, that’s a really bad idea. The spiders are going to know you are there and will go to great lengths to capture or kill you. What can possibly be worth the risk?”

“To’Kana said I needed to be seen down there. So, I’m going to be seen. Period.”

Millie shakes her head. “In forty-five minutes, there will be enough light those guys will be able to see you with binoculars.”

“In forty-five minutes then.”

“Kai?” Millie pleads.

“Sorry. Case closed.”

…

It’s time; Midnight Eastern; 5:00 AM in the DRC. The sun is still below the horizon, but in the optical feeds, it is shockingly bright. I take a calming breath as I contemplate what I am about to do—transport into a cave a mile deep inside a mountain, then jog out into the pre-dawn light to mingle for fifteen minutes with the Iknosan AIs. The purpose? To be photographed by President Katembo’s agents, or whoever is surveilling the site.

As my will to do this is waning, Alex comes striding in. “Thelma says you are about to deploy to the Congo. You were going to do that without even telling me!”

I look at Alex, knowing I’m on the wrong side of this. As I focus on her, I see a shimmer. “Are you operating a portable projector?”

“What? You thought that was something only a man can do!”

I truly… Truly, truly, truly… Never want my relationship with Alex to pivot on historical gender roles. I want it always to be an equal partnership.

“I spent the day training on it, just like you did yesterday. I traveled to To’Kana’s ship and saw the video. But unlike you, I had the courage to meet your sybil.”

The look she gives me is chilling.

“So…” she continues. “Are WE deploying in the Congo, or are we calling off this non-sense.”

“I have no choice. I must go down. You can join me if you want, but I’d rather you didn’t.”

Alex looks at Millie. “Two to transport down.”

Millie looks at me. “Two to transport down?”

After the harsh back and forth, I wonder if Alex and I are still on speaking terms. But before the transporter takes its grip, Alex slides her fingers between mine.

MAIKO NATIONAL PARK

Once again, the transport process loosens my grip on the portable projector, and I find myself back in the presence-projection room. I close my eyes, focus my mind on Alex, then turn to look at her before snapping them open.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“Yeah, transport messes with my focus. I’m back now.”

“Even with the muted senses that come with the portable projectors, this place smells terrible,” she whispers.

I look around. “We are in the portal control room.”

Taking in the room more carefully, I see the bodies of the five spiders we killed have been removed and the blood cleaned up.

Alex startles as a spider in the far tunnel bangs on the shield barrier. “We’re surrounded by them, aren’t we?”

I point at the huge ring at the focus of the room. “That is the permanent, fixed gateway. It was open earlier, connected to someplace other than the caves in Los Padres National Forest in California.”

One of the Iknosan Warrior AIs standing guard in the control room comes over. “We think we’ve found the controls for the transceiver,” he says.

“Show me.”

Alex and I follow as he leads us to one of the control stations, the one whose operator exited just before our strike force went in. On arriving he points to a series of images. The first is a picture of the unit outside. Below it, there is a series of smaller copies, each with a different part of the image highlighted. Below each is an indicator light, most of which are lit.

“I think this is a status display, showing which parts of the transceiver are active,” I say.

“I thought you said the transceiver was a holoprojection,” Alex says.

I chuckle. “Everyone here is a holoprojection.”

“True,” Alex replies, then touches the large image, pressing on it. Suddenly, it clicks, Alex jumps back, and all the lights on this panel go out.

“I think you may have turned the holoprojection off,” I say.

Another of the Iknosan Warrior AIs comes out of the long tunnel leading to the surface. When he sees us, he approaches. “Sir, I have been assigned as your escort. We need to go. The sun will come up over the horizon in less than half an hour.”

“Lead the way.”

Our escort takes off at a pace neither of us can match. When I almost fall, I call out asking him to slow down. Ten minutes later, we reach the trash cavern, which has also been completely cleaned up.

“Were did all the trash go?” I ask.

“Not sure. The spiders have a device that makes it go away. Once we killed the ones in here that were using it, we finished the job,” our escort replies.

As we cross the room, I see a second, larger transporter pad has been installed in this room as well.

Five minutes later, we reach the tunnel’s end and enter the exit cave. As we do I note the other tunnel has been sealed with shields.

“Twenty-four of us are stationed on external guard duty,” our escort says. “At any given time, half are in the cave, the other half out in the forest. I’m told you want to meet the guards outside.”

“I do.”

“Why?” Alex asks.

I quickly explain To’Kana’s rationale.

“This is just a political stunt?” Alex asks in shock.

“I suppose it can be framed that way. I see it more as making a friend of someone who could be a thorn in our paw.”

Alex shakes her head.

“Now that you know why I‘ve come down, I’d like you to stay out of sight. Seeing you here, might defeat the purpose.”

“How?” Alex demands.

“This is an Iknosan operation. I’m supposed to be the only human.”

“Ah,” she says.

“Let me get this over with. Then we can head home and go to bed.”

I can see Alex’s frustration, but when she says “Go,” I take off before she changes her mind. Fifteen minutes later, I’ve spoken with and shaken the hand of each of the guards outside, then I order the inside and outside teams to switch position. I go back in with the last members of the outside team, and once I’m inside, Alex takes my hand. A moment later, we’re gone.


CHAPTER 7: DISCOVERY

[01.08.2038] WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

A day has passed since we captured the gateway control room in Maiko National Park in the Congo. Yesterday, we attempted to clear the last of the spiders out of the cave system.

The Dominion mounted a fierce defense, deploying photon grenades each time we dropped the shields that sealed the tunnels. A dozen of our warrior AIs got blown up, their portable projectors damaged, their AI cores reset. The only good news that came from the venture is that we upgraded the shielding. Before we had a single shield sealing each tunnel, which was set back about a foot from the entrance. Now we have a three-layer shield on each, the layers about a meter apart from each other.

Today, we are taking a different approach.

Long ago, To’Kana told me the ventilation systems on our ships put a trace quantity of an arachnoid-specific poison in the air as a defensive mechanism. I subsequently learned they used nitrous oxide, better known as laughing gas. It has a mild analgesic and anti-anxiety impact on humans, but it’s absolutely toxic to the spiders—as toxic as carbon monoxide is to humans.

“We’re ready, Kai,” Alex says.

On the main holoprojection screen, three Iknosan warrior AIs stand in front of the entrance to the wide tunnel on the far side of the portal control room. A cart with a cylinder of nitrous oxide sits in front of them. Several spiders are visible on the other side of the triple shield.

“Proceed,” I order.

“Dropping the first two shields,” Millie says.

More spiders rush towards the remaining shield, which holds fast.

Two of the warrior AIs push the cylinder up against the remaining shield, then exit the tunnel. As soon as they are back in the control room, Millie says, “Raising the shields and opening the cylinder.”

A moment later, the frozen fog of expanding gas verifies that the valve is open.

“Dropping the shield on the spider’s side,” Millie says.

We watch as the frosty gas drifts down the tunnel, quickly warming enough that the frost dissipates within a meter or two of the tank.

“We have enough gas in that tank to establish a one thousand parts per million concentration for nearly a kilometer,” Millie says.

“How deadly is that?” I ask.

“According to the Iknosan Data Ark, it will incapacitate them within ten minutes, kill them within an hour.”

“A slow death then?” I ask.

Millie nods, then points. “The first one just went down.”

“Want me to handle the other two tunnels?” Alex asks.

I smile. “All yours.”

CAPTAINS QUARTERS

For the second time in less than a week, Thelma has Kayla and George and Gladys are serving dinner. Alex is dressed a little less provocatively, which gives me hope this will be a less volatile evening than last time.

When the appetizer is served, Alex says, “I spoke with To’Kana today.”

“Did you go visit?” I ask.

She smiles. “No. He called me.”

Now intrigued, I ask, “What did he want?”

“He’s worried about the technological advances the Dominion are making…” she pauses.

“Let me guess… He wants me to start destroying their home worlds again.”

“I’m sure he does, but that’s not what he asked.”

“Humm. What did he ask?”

“He says you respond poorly when he prods you about this.”

“So, he asked you to prod me about this instead?”

Alex shakes her head. “He asked me to talk with you, get your take on how we might slow the Dominion’s rate of technical advance, or how we might increase ours.”

“Blowing up entire worlds of innocents isn’t the answer,” I come back.

“Then it’s off the table,” Alex replies. “But the Iknosan believe the Dominion may have run a successful test jump. They also believe this portal of theirs has more reach than we’ve seen yet.”

“You mean interplanetary? Interstellar?”

“Does it matter?” Alex asks. “We went through years of war games. We would come up with some sort of response to every hypothetical. As I recall, you were always good at it.”

“Are you saying their war gaming suggests genocide is the only answer?”

Alex smirks.  “You know better than that, Kai. The Iknosan don’t even understand how war gaming is useful.”

“Good point,” I say. “To’Kana and I sometimes talk past each other.” We sit in silence for a minute, then I say, “Mining facilities, shipyards, dreadnaughts. If we cut off their ability to produce, we cut off their ability to wage war.”

“Want to have a go at it tomorrow?” Alex asks. “There is nothing we can do in the caves tomorrow. The concentrations we released are toxic to humans. We’ll need to ventilate before we can start to study the gateway.”

I nod. “Let’s do it.”

It’s good to be back on more normal footing with Alex, but I can tell there are other things on her mind that she’s not ready to share yet. I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it.

When we finally head off to bed, Alex says, “Just you and me tonight.”

[01.09.2038] WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Following up on my discussion with Alex last night, I messaged Millie telling her what I wanted to do today. She was already set up and ready to go when Alex and I arrived, launching us off with a quick status update—we’ve recorded no movement in the tunnels since an hour after we released the laughing gas, and the Dominion fast packet ship continues drifting away from us at one percent lightspeed.

“Now for the fun part! I’ve come up with a maximum economic destruction strategy,” Millie announces. “Today’s targets are the ten largest orbital shipyards in Dominion space. Two of them are hollowed out asteroids.”

“How do you know it’s a shipyard?” Alex asks.

“We’ve been monitoring the ships coming and going. No dreadnaughts have gone in, over one hundred have come out.”

“How do you propose to take it down?” I ask.

“Four torpedoes.” She plays a simulation that shows four torpedoes making tangential strikes in the same plane, ninety degrees apart from each other one kilometer deep. When the torpedoes strike, the space time rupture wraps around the asteroid, cracking it open like an egg.

“How certain are you of this result?” I ask.

“The entrance tunnels are four kilometers long. Assuming the shell is four kilometers thick, this is what the simulator says will happen. We will find out when we try it.”

Millie runs simulations for all ten proposed hits. For the normal shipyards, she wants to use two space hawks. For both asteroids, four torpedoes.

“Is this queued and ready to go?” I ask.

“No, I wanted to talk through it with you first.”

“How certain are you that all these shipyards produce war ships?”

“Absolutely certain. We have scanner evidence.”

“Do you know how many shipyards they have in total?” I ask.

Millie shakes her head. “The database search produced one-hundred forty candidates. I’ve vetted the first thirty.”

Alex says, “At ten a day, we could strip them of their production capacity in two weeks.”

“Then let’s do it. Can you take the lead Millie?”

“I can queue everything up. It would be faster and better if the two of you helped. But I can only fire a weapon when ordered to do so. You need to review and authorize each attack.”

When I start to protest, Millie says, “Kai. Don’t. The Iknosan will sanction you and decompile me, if they find out you have not reviewed and approved each target and participated in each attack.”

“I authorize these ten targets,” I say to Millie. “Let’s hit them today.”

She sends a system to me, a different one to Alex, then takes the first asteroid for herself.

I look at mine. System M5.0017. It has a G-type main-sequence star like the Sun. It has two hot rocky planets in close orbit, two inhabited planets in the habitable zone, then one gas giant and one ice giant in the outer system. There’s also an asteroid belt between the fourth and fifth planet. “This system is a lot like the Solar System,” I whisper to myself.

“A lot of them are,” Millie says.

I look up at her before returning to my work.

The third planet is only fifty-four percent water. The entire temperate zone looks like a giant megalopolis. I wonder where their food is produced, then notice the large space habitats. Could they possibly be growing their food in space?

The tingling feeling of an inherited memory being activated presages the memory. The Dominion are carnivores, and their preferred food is blood.

The fourth planet has no water visible from space. Its population is one percent of the third planet’s and the only signs of development are in small clusters that dot the equatorial belt. A huge shipyard, over one hundred kilometers long, sits in geosynchronous orbit above the largest population cluster. This is my target.

I connect to the autonomous war shuttle tracking this system. It floats along in interstellar space, loosely matching the system’s trajectory but offset by four light-years. A quick attempt at gaining target lock on the fourth planet’s shipyard fails, because the shuttle’s trajectory doesn’t intersect the system’s. I fire up its propulsion system, then fifteen minutes later gain alignment.

I open the weapons’ bay door and release two space hawks. They acquire target lock for simultaneous hit within seconds. I push the virtual fire button, and a second later, they jump. Strike time: thirty-two minutes from now.

As I watch the space hawks make their first in-system course correction, I hear Alex say, “Yes.”

Looking over at her station, I see she just took down her first target.

“Good work,” Millie says. “Here’s your next target.”

It took three hours, but today’s targets are all down. Millie’s first asteroid shattered, spreading a large debris field. Her second one cleaved cleanly in half, making us worry it might not be as damaged as we wanted it to be. Two more shots, one at each half, reduced it to several dozen smaller asteroids. It’s not as satisfying a result as the first, but there is no doubt the shipyard was destroyed. It’s too early to know if we hurt the Dominion to the degree intended. But we surely hurt them, and I anticipate the retaliation will be stronger than To’Kana expects.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

At Alex’s encouragement, I put in a call request with To’Kana. Now, two hours later the line connects.

“Alex spoke with you?” he asks.

“She did,” I reply, then explain my plan.

“It will be interesting to see how they react,” To’Kana says. “It won’t take them long to figure out that you are trying to strip them of their ship construction and maintenance capability and there is nothing they can do to defend themselves against your attacks.”

“Do you think they will attempt to negotiate a ceasefire?”

To’Kana laughs. “No, I think they will try to kill you.”

“They threatened that two weeks ago,” I reply.

“But now it is urgent, because you will defang them in a couple of weeks.”

“Hmmm, hadn’t thought about that.”

“How secure are you?” To’Kana asks. “If they opened a portal into your bedroom, I think you would be hard pressed to escape.”

A shiver runs through me.

“If they can track Kayla, as you have speculated. Then they know where you are.”

As his words sink in, my stomach clenches, and I reach for the container holding the little pink tablets.

“You should consider sending Kayla to Avolene. They know you are not here.”

For the first time in a long time, I feel vulnerable—more than I felt on Avolene, more than I’ve felt since slicing the Dominion scouting ship into four pieces on the runway at First Cycle Solar.

To’Kana stands. “Thank you for moving against the Dominion, Kyle. Time will tell whether you’ve chosen the right path. But I agree your plan will work, if you live long enough to execute it.”

With those words, the line drops, and I’m left alone with my worries.

[01.10.2038] WAR ROOM

Last night, I asked Millie to start clearing and venting the tunnels in Maiko National Park. No sound or movement had been detected in over twenty-four hours. We had waited long enough.

I also told Alex about my conversation with To’Kana. She said he might be right, but she thought he was overreacting. But if Kayla went, she would go too, and she wouldn’t be willing to leave me until the threat was more tangible. But the way she hesitated when saying it, made me think she’s more worried about leaving Thelma than me.

Alex nudges me. “Where’s Millie? I don’t think she’s ever been late before.”

A couple of minutes pass, then Millie appears. “Sorry I’m late, the warrior AIs needed more supervision than usual.”

“Why?” Alex asks.

“Most of the spiders retreated deep into the cave system. The last major cavern was four kilometers from the portal control room. Concentration there was only fifty parts per million, enough to knock the spiders out, but not enough to kill them. With no spiders fighting back, the warrior AIs wouldn’t kill them without a direct order to do so, one at a time.”

“We need to do something about that,” I say.

Millie shakes her head. “There is no override for this feature other than a direct order to shoot a specific target.”

“They accepted that order from you?”

Millie eyes me cautiously, then whispers, “I used your command codes.”

I chuckle at the irony. “How many of them did we get?”

“We are still clearing the branch tunnels. The count currently sits at five-hundred forty-two. We are still compiling a summary of what we’ve found, but I can give you the highlights, if you’d like to hear them,” Millie offers.

“Go,” I say.

“The three tunnel systems are separate.” Millie starts. “The tunnel on the right in the main cave leads to an engine room under the gateway. All the machinery that drives the portal is down there. The end of that tunnel was sealed off. Once we penetrated the seal, we found out why it was sealed. Radiation.”

“Were you able to re-seal it?”

“Yes. The seal stopped any of the nitrous oxide from getting in, but all the spiders inside were dead. The radiation got them.”

“They couldn’t get out?” Alex asks.

“No. The door can only be opened from the outside. The nitrous oxide killed the ones on the outside. Thankfully, we could call for help when we got locked in.”

“Anything else of note in that engine room tunnel?”

“Not yet. Our mission was to clear the tunnel, which we did. These are just things observed along the way.”

“What about the tunnel on the near side of the portal control room? The one where they used the first photon grenade.”

Millie shudders. “That place was disgusting. It was the main living area for the smaller worker spiders. Hundreds of them were jammed in there. There were separate areas for sleeping and feeding, an egg hatchery, and a sanitation room with holes in the floor.”

“What about the wide tunnel leading further into the mountain?” I ask.

“Officer’s quarters,” Millie replies. “All the females had a room of their own, with an in-room hatchery and feeding area. The eggs in these rooms were larger than the ones in the workers area and separated by size. The males shared a dorm with a smaller, more messy feeding area. Further down the tunnel, there was what appeared to be a library. The only bodies found in the library were female. Even further down the tunnel there was an armory, what appeared to be a lab, and a manufacturing area—rooms that go on for kilometers. Anything of interest that we find will come from that tunnel.”

[01.11.2038] SENATE CHAMBERS, CAPITOL BUILDING

Late yesterday afternoon, Millie, Alex, and I took down the next ten shipyards in Dominion space. If all goes to plan, we’ll take ten more this evening. But today is my first day back on the job as Vice President of the United States following the long holiday break, extended due to the crisis in California.

I will be the one calling the senate to order this morning at the second session of the one hundred twenty-fifth Congress. I will also be the one swearing in new members, of which there are two this year. Next year, after the midterms, I will be swearing in the thirty-three or thirty-four members that won in the mid-term elections.

When the swearing-in duty is complete, I will preside over the senate until the mid-day break, then turn the senate over to the president pro tempore for the afternoon session.

Of all the normal vice-presidential duties, opening the senate session each year and swearing in the new members is the only one Powell requires me to perform. My job in her administration is to handle everything related to the Iknosan Legacy Alliance and the Dominion. That’s it, other than the odd favor, like handling the wreath laying ceremony at Arlington last year.

As I enter the chamber, I’m greeted by various members. This is such an odd club.

[01.14.2038] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

When I stepped out of the cave at dawn on the morning we cleared the portal control room, the people who had been surveilling the area took hundreds of pictures of me and the Iknosan soldiers. They also got a lot of video footage. The first stills and one short video clip hit the media in time for the evening news cycle in the United States. The day after, President Katembo called President Powell saying he wanted to tour the cave.

Now, four days after we cleared the Dominion from the caves and tunnels of the portal complex, it is ready for visitors. We’ve installed a proper ventilation system, which includes trace quantities of nitrous oxide in case the Dominion attempt a return. We’ve also done numerous rounds of sanitation and deodorization. Enough, I hope, that we can make a good showing for President Katembo later today.

As much as I’d like to say I had a role in all this clean up, it was mostly Millie and Alex. Since the big confrontation last week, Alex has largely taken the lead on the ground operations. I’ve been lost in the portal controls and database. Mark, from manufacturing, has been an invaluable assistant. His ability to interpret the Dominion’s telepathic controls and database has been a game changer.

From the pictographic data we’ve collected, we’ve determined the Dominion have three stationary gateways on Earth. Gateway #2 is beneath the Nullarbor Plain in Western Australia. Gateway #3 is in a deeper layer of caves below Toca da Boa Vista in Bahia, Brazil.

They have nine other strongholds across the planet to which the gateways can connect. The cave network in Los Padres National Forest is one of those. They also have two locations off Earth to which the gateways can connect. We are still trying to pin down where all of these are located.

The strategic questions that come from these learnings are multiple. Where are the other eight sites? How many warriors are located in each? Where are the sites off Earth? And why haven’t the Dominion attempted to land their Voice? The transport carrying it continues coasting through interstellar space at one percent lightspeed.

On the national front, public outrage over the attack in California continues to grow, despite the casualties being fewer than previously thought. Powell has been focusing the outrage for her political purposes. I think that approach is likely to backfire because we’ve held back too much of the detail about what happened. In an interview with Audell Knight, I argued for a counter offensive hitting the Dominion in their space. Four thousand American deaths at Dominion hands could not be ignored; it had to be answered.

On a personal front, things have also changed. We’ve lost our home, don’t want to return to Washington, but don’t want to live on the ship in Mars orbit forever. This has exacerbated the other issues in our marriage, all of which have female names—Kayla, Thelma, Nyvene, and Saoirse. Alex getting involved in operations again has helped. But there’s a distance between us that didn’t exist before.

A chime sounds, bringing me back from my daydreaming.

“Come.”

The door from the bridge opens and Alex comes in smiling. “Kayla is fed and down for her morning nap. Shall we get after it?”

PORTAL CONTROL ROOM

Alex and I arrive on the transporter receiving pad in our portable projectors. Mark, the manufacturing AI, who’s also operating a portable projector, greets. “I found something I think you’re going to like.”

Alex gives me a peck on the cheek. “I’ll leave you to it.”

I watch as she steps toward the far tunnel, then I turn back to Mark. “Tell me.”

A holoprojection pops up showing a simulated Earth. As it rotates, I note flashing little beacons. Twelve in total. “You found the other locations?”

Mark beams with pride. “I did.”

“How?”

“Numbers. I found databases that contained nothing but the same eight symbols in different combinations. Guessing these were numbers, I searched through the portal’s database and found twelve sets of records with numbers in the same format. Because we know where four of these sites are, I ran a search algorithm to come up with the remaining locations.”

“How are the locations encoded?”

“Longitude and latitude. The longitude is measured relative to the gateway in Australia, latitude relative to the equator. The values are encoded in radians, which are specified as a ratio. The numerator and denominator are encoded in octal.”

“Australia must have been their first location,” I say.

“The first three items in their list correspond to the three gateways. The caves in California are listed last,” Mark says, a smile forming.

Curious about the smile, I ask, “What?”

“I think I know how to open a connection.”

MAIKO NATIONAL PARK

To preserve the promise that I am the only human at this site, Alex and Mark returned to the ship. Now, To’Kana and I stand in a shaded area near the entrance to the cave, awaiting President Katembo’s arrival. A dozen of our Iknosan warrior AIs are arrayed on either side as part of our receiving party. In the distance, the thumping sound of helicopter blades announces our guest’s approach. I offered to transport him and his entourage. He declined, which, given our nascent relationship, is not that surprising.

“Have you finished clearing the caves?” To’Kana asks.

I give him a quick update on our progress.

To’Kana nods. “I’m glad you got Alex involved. When she visited us last week, she seemed restless.”

“Good description,” I reply.

To’Kana points. “Here they come. You take the lead.”

Three tandem-rotor helicopters flying in formation come into view from behind the mountain. They hover above the trees, sending thousands of birds into motion, then the first starts its vertical descent. As soon as it touches down, the doors open and armed troops stream out.

To’Kana takes a step back, as the soldiers spread out, running with urgency to their assigned positions. Back in the day, I was one of those guys. I was always the first out of the helicopter moving as fast as I could to stake out the perimeter.

A minute later, the second helicopter descends, landing as close to the cave entrance as the mountain and trees allow. When it settles, the door opens and four elite soldiers exit, the president’s personal security team no doubt. Then Katembo steps into the doorway and takes in the cave entrance before exiting.

After an exceedingly gracious greeting, he motions behind me. “So, this is the cave. I was expecting something bigger.”

“There are two side tunnels, which run for kilometers. We can get to their control room following the tunnel on the left. Want to go see it?”

“Lead the way.”

We chat as we make our way toward the first cavern, the one that had been filled with trash when PFC Ross first came through.

“This is our transporter room, which we also use to stage materials we’ll need while we are here.”

“Smells foul in here,” he mutters.

“Trust me, it was worse,” I reply.

He laughs. “I’m sure it was.”

“They used this cave for waste disposal and as a morgue.”

As we are about to continue toward our destination, two cylinders appear on the transporter pad. We watch as the guards in the room offload them onto a cart.

“What are you bringing in?” he asks.

“Nitrous oxide. It is poisonous to the spiders in much the same way carbon monoxide is poisonous to humans. We can use it as a defensive weapon if they try to reclaim this site.”

Katembo nods. “Good idea.”

As we enter the long tunnel, I note the concern on the lead guards face. He comes over and whispers something to his boss, who turns to look sternly at me.

“We just lost radio contact with our people outside. Is this of your doing?” he asks.

“No. Our main form of communication operates fine in here, but we installed repeaters to support some of our other forms of communication impacted by the metal content in this rock.” I tap on the wall of the tunnel.

To’Kana, who has been silent until this point, says, “It was an oversight not to have told you about this issue. We can give you communications equipment that does not have this problem.”

Katembo seems torn, then looks at his head security guy, who shakes his head no. “How much further?” he asks me.

“Approximately one kilometer.”

“Do we have repeaters we can use?” he asks his man.

“We can jury rig something if you want to continue.”

“How long will that take?”

The security guy motions another over. They go back and forth in a language I don’t know. Then he whispers to the president in another unknown language,

Katembo nods, then two of his men run off.

He turns back to me. “We can continue.”

We talk as we walk, and, ten minutes later, we enter the control room. I explain what we know about the gateway, then play a short video for him of the spiders invading the cellar at the Estate House. We watch as the portal forms, then spiders come pouring through.

To To’Kana he says, “I better understand your position now. Thank you for having cleared the cave and captured this equipment. What is your intention for it?”

“Long ago, our people invented something like this. But we were unable to develop an economically viable unit for industrial use. We will study it, possibly reverse engineer it. We may also use it to raid other Dominion strongholds on earth,” To’Kana replies.

“This is not the only one?” Katembo asks.

To’Kana shakes his head. “They have a larger presence on Earth than we knew prior to finding this gateway. Vice President Wimberly’s highest priority is to rid the Earth of these invaders.”

As we walk back to the cave entrance, Katembo pelts me with questions. When we finally exit the tunnel, he asks To’Kana, “Is the offer of alliance still open?”

“It is. Would you like me to forward the standard agreement to you for your review?”

“Please.”

As the helicopters take off, To’Kana asks, “Do you think they’ll join?”

“I think he wants to.”

“Me, too,” To’Kana replies. “He asked a lot of questions. I didn’t know there were Dominion locations in China and Russia. Did you tell him anything you have not told President Powell?”

“Only some of the locations, which I found out this morning.” I reply.

“You should get word to her. You don’t want her hearing it on the news before she’s heard it from you.”

“Noted.”

“Have you retaliated yet for the attack in California?”

I shake my head no. “Just the attacks I told you about earlier to degrade their production capacity.”

“Kyle, their attack must be answered,” To’Kana says. “Failure to do so will embolden them.”

“Killing an entire planet seems like too big a response.”

To’Kana locks eyes with me. “Kyle Wimberly. This may be your defining weakness. If we allow them, they will eventually regain the military advantage. The hive mind is shockingly intelligent. I doubt we have much time left. You must start hitting them every day.”

“We have hit them each of the last five days and have taken down about forty percent of their warship production capacity. When that is done, we will take down the remainder of their mining capacity, then systematically destroy their existing dreadnaught fleet. Our war is with the government and their military, not their civilian population.”

To’Kana shakes his head. “This is a distinction the Dominion will never make. To them, all of us, civilian and military, are their enemy. You propose to eliminate their ability to wage war. That might buy us some time, but they will eventually thwart you. To achieve peace, you would need to break the collective will of the civilian population. Among the arachnoids, that may not be possible. You must strike now, while you still can.”

“The slaughter of innocents goes against everything I believe in,” I shoot back.

“This is where your belief system works against you, Kyle,” To’Kana replies. “Among the arachnoids there are no innocents, because they are all part of the hive mind.”

To’Kana’s words shake me. If what he says is true, then I will be forced to commit atrocities I don’t even want to contemplate.


CHAPTER 8: ARRIVAL

[01.16.2038] PORTAL CONTROL ROOM

Today we are going to attempt to open a portal between the gateway in the DRC and the one in Brazil. Mark thinks opening this connection will be the easiest because there is an auto synchronization feature that allows two gateways to connect just by initiating a request.

He says our gateway was set to automatically accept incoming requests when we took over the control room. Maybe the others are also.

I’m skeptical. The Dominion must know we took over this gateway. They may know that we’ve cleared the tunnels here. Why would they accept a request?

But despite my disbelief, we are going to try it anyway. And, as this is likely to be our one and only shot at it, I’ve gone all out. We are going to attempt the same kind of gas attack as we did to clear the tunnels. But we are doing this one a little differently. I’ve put up four layers of shields. Between the outer pair, three cylinders lay on a rolling pallet that two bots will push across to the other side. Between shields three and four, a dozen warrior AIs are equipped with flash-bang grenades, energy weapons, portable scanning systems, and shield emitters.

“I’m ready when you are,” Mark says. “The gateway is powered up, all I need to do is send the connection request.”

From the Victory’s war room, Millie says, “Shields are up. I will drop them on your mark.”

“Okay, team. Here we go. Mark, send the request.”

The circular gateway begins to glow, then when it becomes pure white, the center begins filling with light. Seconds later the center clears and there is a room just like this one on the other side. Every head turns toward us and stares.

“Deploy the gas,” I order.

The two outer shields drop, and the bots start pushing the cylinders across the threshold. As the spiders start to move, two of the warrior AIs launch their flash bangs into the room.

I snap my eyes closed and put my hands over my ears. The shields are designed to mute the flash and the sound, and my portable projector dampens all external stimulus. Still the light I perceive and the boom I hear are jolting. When I open my eyes, I see no spiders moving and a cloud of frozen mist forming.

A moment later, the bots are back on our side, and Millie raises the shields before I order it. According to the plan, the tanks will empty over the next five minutes—three hundred pounds of gas in three hundred seconds. No wonder the room is filling with frozen mist.

Mostly blind to what’s happening on the other side of the shields, each minute feels like an hour. When the mist finally clears, we count twelve dead spiders in the other control room.

“Are the cylinders empty?” I ask.

“Confirming the gas is fully discharged,” Millie replies.

“Recover the cylinders and deploy the warrior AIs,” I order.

As soon as the shields are down, the warrior AIs stream across into the control room on the Brazilian side. Now with a full view of the room, we can see three tunnels leading out of it. The warrior AIs split into three parties of four and head to their respective tunnels. At the entrance to each, they set up triple shields like the ones we have on the tunnels here. But they do not activate them. They deploy their sensor systems and a minute later, data comes flooding in. Then they run into the tunnels.

Each warrior AI has fifty remote sensors that link back through the main relays they just set up in the control room. They will deploy these in the tunnels, rooms, and caverns, enabling us to get a quick but comprehensive scan of the stronghold in South America.

My assumption that this facility is nearly identical to ours is dispelled almost immediately when the tunnel I assumed was an exit to the surface curves down and spirals left. Within minutes of starting, the first team of warrior AIs finds a sealed door with the same markings as our engine room.

They break the seal and enter, surprising the workers inside. One approaches with a tool of some sort in its hand. Another slings a spur, which just bounces off the warrior AI it hit. Then both get wobbly.

“The concentration of nitrous oxide in the tunnel will knock out the spiders in less than a minute, kill them in ten,” Millie says. A second later, she calls out a warning, “The radiation levels in this room are much higher than in ours. The warrior AIs need to get out of there.”

I order them out and in short order the room is resealed. As this team returns to the control room, I check in on the next, the ones exploring the other tunnel on the near side of the control room. At our facility, this tunnel leads to the workers’ quarters, which were dirty and unkempt before we cleaned them up. Here there is a long tunnel interconnecting several work rooms. The first is the library, where two females lay dead or dying on the floor. The next several are laboratories or fabrication rooms. Although the team exploring this tunnel has only set up sensors in the first several rooms, the sensors estimate this tunnel to be nearly a kilometer long.

Flipping over to view the third team, I see that the wide tunnel exiting the control room on the far side splits a few meters from the entrance. The team has chosen the left branch and are clearly in the officer’s quarters. The rooms here are similar to the ones in our complex. Of the ten rooms in which they have live sensor readings, half are empty except for eggs, and all the others, except one, have a single female in her death throes. In the one, a large female lays atop a smaller male, apparently mating when the gas hit them.

I shudder at the thought of spiders entering our bedroom while Alex and I are getting it on.

“Kai,” Millie says. “We found something you need to see.”

A new window pops open in the holographic projection system. The image is from the library. Millie zooms the image in on a device. It takes a second to focus, then I see it. Text written in English.

“There’s a lot of it here,” Millie says. “Some of it makes no sense. But their objective is clear. They want our technology, and they plan to compel help, presumably yours. One of the principal missions of this unit is to develop translation systems suitable for the task.”

“I want copies of everything we’ve found.”

“I’m working on that, but there is another thing you should know.”

“Go on,” I reply.

“We found a document containing a timeline,” Millie starts, then hesitates.

I motion for her to continue.

“It is marked revised. The new governor was to arrive in Australia on January fifth, the day after the estate house attack. The revised arrival date is the day after tomorrow when the ship passes through the next resonance window, whatever that means.”

In an instant, I know this is the turning point. If the Voice lands in Australia, we may lose the Earth. We need to capture the Australian site and shut it down. If we can’t then we need to nuke the caverns. But Powell will never even consider putting that solution on the table, which means I will have to do it.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Exploration of the Brazilian cave system is still underway, but I’ve withdrawn from the portable projector and returned to my office.

“Mark,” I call out.

A moment later, he appears, “How can I help you, Captain?”

“We need to link to the Australian portal.”

“Its status shows as busy, sir.” Mark says.

“Can we open a portal into those caves, bypassing the gateway?”

Mark shrugs. “I don’t know how, but I suspect the answer is no. The Iknosan system, which we never reduced to commercial practice, bent subspace unpredictably, risking collision with nearby portals. Ours had a minimum spacing of…” Mark freezes, apparently running a long search. “Ten thousand kilometers, give or take. The Dominion’s system obviously does better than that, but I doubt the separation could be less than ten kilometers.”

“Okay. See if you can find a way to force a connection,” I say, dismissing him.

“Will do, boss,” Mark says, then disappears.

As much as the prospect terrifies me, I open a copy of my weapons simulator and initialize it with a space hawk and a model of the Earth. I put the space hawk in a lunar orbit, set the target five hundred meters underground at the longitude and latitude of the gateway, then fast forward until I get target lock.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” I whisper, then issue the launch order. According to the countdown timer, the strike time will be over five minutes from now. Not wanting to wait that long, I fast-forward to fifteen seconds before the final jump.

The seconds tick by, then the space hawk jumps. But nothing appears to happen as it never does when you jump something small into a planet. Thirty-one seconds later, the simulation stops because the space-time rupture has closed.

I’ve never built a graphic display that shows the extent of the interior damage. But all that data is in the simulation. I just need to find it. Minutes later, I dump the data into an analysis package, and a new window pops open in the holoprojection. It shows the void and various statistics about it. The shape of the carved-out region is irregular because the space hawk is not a simple geometric form. The void itself is about one hundred fifty meters long, one hundred meters wide, sixty meters tall, nose down into the ground. This would be big enough if we hit the control room exactly on target.

Unfortunately, we don’t know where the control room is to that level of precision. I’ll get Mark working on it. The Dominion undoubtedly know its location to the required precision. But converting location into a unit of measure I can use for targeting may not be possible, because one-thousandth of a degree longitude or latitude is a little over 100 meters.

If I pummeled the area with space hawk after space hawk, waiting long enough for each space-time rupture to burn out before the next, I could probably do it. But each hit will produce a magnitude seven earthquake, which would be felt through most of southwest Australia.

My only other option would be the normal versions of the fire-and-forget torpedoes the Space Force has. But that’s too much. Here’s hoping Mark can get me more precise targeting information.

I call him to get him started, then head over to see Millie.

WAR ROOM

Through the glass walls I can see the work going on at the gateway site in Brazil. The warrior AIs are still exploring, under Alex’s command. Millie is cataloging the findings and studying some of the artifacts. When I enter they look up. I point at Millie, then ask, “Can I get a quick update on the fast packet?”

“No change,” she says. “Still drifting along a ballistic trajectory at one percent lightspeed.”

“Have you come up with any new ideas on how we can stop it?”

“No,” Millie replies.

“It isn’t that hard to get a war shuttle up to one percent light speed,” Alex says. “Then it’s just a matter of jumping in close and hitting it with an energy weapon.”

“They would see us coming and start shooting at us,” I reply.

“It’s a matter of how much you’re willing to commit,” Alex comes back. “If we put ten of the autonomous war shuttles on it, we will get them before they get all of us. And if they go to FTL, we’ll get them with a space-time rupture.”

As usual, Alex has called this problem for what it is. Stopping the Voice from coming to Earth is imperative. We have three ways to do it. We could deploy war shuttles and get them up to speed. Mark could figure out how to use the gateway, and I could bomb the heck out of the cave system in Australia. It’s not a question of which of these to try. We need to try them all. It’s more a question of resources.

“Do it. You and Millie. Ten war shuttles, or as many as you can handle. Mark is already working on connecting the portals. I’m going to set up a space-time rupture solution to deploy at the end of the day tomorrow if both ship and gateway are still functional at midnight.”

“Australia is a day ahead of us Kai,” Millie reminds. “We have until ten o’clock tomorrow morning.”

Alex sighs. “I guess we’re not doing dinner tonight.”

“I’ll get three more cylinders of nitrous oxide staged in case Mark finds a solution to the portal problem,” I say, thinking aloud. “We’ll use the same warrior AIs. Then I’ll stage space hawks as jump weapons for a strike on the Australian site.”

Alex nods. “We’ll start on the war shuttles. When you’re done, go visit with Kayla for a few minutes, then come help us.”

“Will do,” I promise.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

I connect with Mark, who’s still in the control room and ask if he’s made any progress on either of his objectives.

“No, I’ve been studying the documentation on the gateway. But it is slow going.”

“Okay, switch tasks. I want to confirm the accuracy of your location and the one in Brazil and estimate the standard error in each measurement.”

Mark grumbles a bit, then says, “I’ll have it in an hour.”

I turn my attention to the space hawks and start my calculations. Mars is currently seventy-four degrees behind Earth in orbit. The strike time in Australia will be at midnight, four days before the full moon when it will be on the opposite side of the earth from the sun. The ship is in stationary orbit at Sun-Mars Lagrange Two, which puts us six-hundred seventy-five thousand miles above the surface of Mars. At this time of the month, we have line of sight to the moon.

Once I plug the data into the navigation system, it recommends a minimum thrust course that uses Mars’ gravity to slingshot the space hawks toward the moon. The jump is timed to drop the space hawks into lunar orbit, where they will be parked. The optimal departure time isn’t for another two-plus hours, but I don’t want to wait that long.

I engage the Victory’s automatic deployment system and instruct it to deploy five space hawks. The course management system loads the course. Then I set a countdown timer and authorize it to launch when the countdown is complete. Once I hear back from Mark, I may update the target location or cancel strike authorization on one or more of the space hawks. But none of that needs to be done until nine o’clock tomorrow morning, which gives me time to play with Kayla a little, then go back and help Alex.

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

As soon as the door opens, Kayla shouts, “Dad-dee!”

Alex says she can sense me, knows where I am when I’m aboard the ship and knows when I enter our space. I don’t understand why that is, what mechanism drives it. Humans aren’t telepathic. Neither are Avolites for that matter. But some humans claim to have a sixth sense. And Avolites like Nyvene can glimpse the future. Maybe Kayla has both.

Thelma holds Kayla out for me when I enter the living room. I take her, toss her up in the air, then catch her again. She laughs on the way up and screams on the way down, then says, “Again.” After the third time, I’m done. But I feel compulsion being pushed at me when she yells again for the second time.

I give in to it then catch myself and say, “No.”

I get a stronger push, and say, “No,” again, then lock eyes with her.

I feel anger projected at me, then she dissolves into laughter as she snuggles up. The laughter is contagious. I suspect she’s pushing this on me too, but I have no interest in resisting.

Be careful Kai. Thelma sends via my implant. She’s training you. She has Alex wrapped around her little finger. According to Alex, she gets stronger every day.

This must be the real reason Alex asked me to stop by while she wasn’t here.

As Kayla starts to squirm, I put her down. But she doesn’t curl up her legs the way I’m used to. Instead, she lands on her feet.

“Do you want me to let go of you?” I ask.

“Please,” she replies, shocking me.

When I let go, she wobbles for a second, then she runs for the sofa, flopping up against it and climbing up on it.

She’s advanced quite a bit over the last two weeks while you’ve been preoccupied with the Dominion invasion. Thelma sends.

I look at Kayla and ask, “Do you talk with Saoirse?”

She smiles at me in a way that makes me think she understands, but she doesn’t answer.

Is that a yes? I send Thelma without looking at her.

Kayla turns to look at Thelma.

I think that was a yes. Thelma sends back.

Is this why Alex wanted me to stop by this afternoon while she wasn’t here.

Yes. Thelma replies. “Kayla, would you like me to pick you up?”

Kayla pops off the sofa and screams, “Dad-dee,” as she runs toward me with her arms out.

I scoop her up and hug her. “Love you, baby girl.”

Love you, Daddy. I hear in my mind even though no words were spoken.

WAR ROOM

I ended up playing with Kayla for nearly an hour. I seemed to know what she wanted before she asked for it. And when playing tag, she would dart in the opposite direction I thought she would go. I wonder if Nyvene went through this with Saoirse when she was a one-year-old.

“You were away longer than expected,” Alex says as I enter.

“Kayla was very engaging today. And fast on her feet.”

“Let me guess,” Alex says. “She wanted to play tag and was surprisingly difficult to catch.”

“Surprisingly difficult.”

“You understand why?”

“I do. That’s why you wanted me to have time with her on my own.”

Alex motions toward the holoprojection. “This is going faster than I thought it would. We’re nearly up to half a percent lightspeed. Another three hours and we can start stalking our prey.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

With two hours remaining until our war shuttles are up to speed, Mark calls to give me an update. I enter and find Mark waiting for me. “You should allow me to use the holoprojection emitters in the war room.”

I look at him. “Agreed. Coordinate with Thelma to get that done.”

Mark smiles. He constantly nags me about getting greater access to the ship, which I am dead set against. But he’s earned this win.

“What do you have for me?” I ask.

“As previously mentioned, the Dominion coordinates are specified by eight-digit octal numbers, which give a surface accuracy of two point four meters. The commercial GPS system we used to verify the locations has a four-meter surface accuracy. The problem is we can’t connect to GPS from within the caves. For the gateway in the Congo, surface access is over one kilometer from the gateway, which is consistent with the measurements we get.” Mark pauses, then adds. “We have a similar problem with depth. In the Congo, depth is specified as three, but we don’t know the unit of measure, only that it is a relatively flat walk through the tunnels.”

“What about the depth in Brazil? We’ve been guessing its around two hundred meters.”

“Three hundred fifty-six,” Mark replies.

“And in Australia?”

“Two hundred ten.”

“Any progress on the other initiative?”

“None, this took longer than expected,” he replies.

“Thank you, Mark.”

When he disappears, I ponder what I just learned. The Dominion location specifications have nearly twice the resolution as GPS, but we can’t confirm they point to the same spot. The units of measure they use for depth could be half a meter, but that is based on a guess.

I activate the windows showing my five space hawks. All are in lunar orbit. All have acquired lock. The hits are staggered five minutes apart. I adjust the depths to fifty meters, and each reacquires lock in a matter of seconds. The first hit will be at midnight local time, ten AM in Washington.

Our targeting resolution seems to be good enough that five hits feels like overkill to me. But that is a decision for tomorrow morning. Hopefully, this problem will be solved by then and I can recall all five space hawks to the ship.

WAR ROOM

As I enter, I see the final grav assist playing out on the holoprojector in front of us. We are using the white dwarf Sirius B for this one. Its mass is only two percent greater than the sun’s, but its diameter is slightly smaller than the earth’s. The vertex of our hyperbolic trajectory will be a half million kilometers from the star, where we will experience acceleration of over fifty gravities.

“Just in time,” Alex says. “Look at the speed pick up.”

“Can the hull take the gravitational sheer and heat?”

“Probably not,” Millie says, then laughs when she sees my distress. “Kai, you’re such an easy target.”

When I don’t respond, she says, “Sirius B is not that hot. Its nuclear fire has gone out. It just radiates residual heat. Our closest approach will be half a million kilometers. Gravitational stress is the bigger problem, but well within the protection limits of the shields.”

I give her a smile and a thank you, then ask, “Where will we be jumping to?”

“Back toward the Sun, about one light-year from the Dominion fast packet,” Alex replies.

I watch as the slow-motion dance plays out, speed increasing at a faster and faster rate until each shuttle reaches its trajectory’s vertex, then jumps. The windows in the holoprojection update one-by-one until the last war shuttle jumps, and the Sirius B situation map closes.

The new situation map shows the Dominion fast packet at one side and the ten war shuttles clustered together at the other. There is no appearance of movement. Then again, why would there be? It is displaying the eleven objects moving at about the same speed, their positions not changing relative to one another.

“Queuing war shuttle one for jump. Estimated range zero point nine eight light-years,” Millie announces, then a moment later, “Jumped.”

On the situation map, war shuttle one appears, seemingly right on top of the Dominion fast packet.

“Confirming status and distance,” Millie says. “We might be able to hit it with a torpedo at this range, but the odds would be a lot better if we were in closer.”

“Let’s jump five war shuttles to within a thousand miles. Each one could launch a torpedo.”

Millie shakes her head. “Risky. We are in interstellar space, so have no grav drive. It will take a minute or more to acquire target lock and deploy the torpedo. If they see us and still have a functional FTL drive, they’ll probably run. We would be better off jumping in close and using our energy weapons.”

I look at Alex, who says, “I agree with Millie.”

“Then let’s do it,” I reply.

“It will take a few minutes to set up,” Millie says.

I watch as she puts five of the shuttles on divergent courses, then jumps halfway, spreading them out. A few more minutes tick by as she aligns the five on direct hit courses.

“All set,” she says. “We’ll jump and fire immediately.”

“Go,” I order.

The war shuttles jump, but by the time our screens update, the fast packet has its ion drive blazing, moving the ship enough that only one of our energy weapons hits, the grazing shot having no effect.

“They’re going to FTL,” I shout.

Despite Alex and Millie’s valiant efforts, the ship transitions before we get a shot off.

“Kai,” Millie says. “At one percent lightspeed, they were twelve hours from the resonance zone. At multiples of light, they are already there.”

Now worried we are too late, I message Sam on the bridge, “Engage subspace dampening field.”

Before he replies, the voice grips me. You were too late human.  Earth is mine now.

The Voice is so loud it stuns me. While I struggle for control, Alex jumps up. “I have to get Kayla.”

I pop two of my little pink tablets, then go to run after Alex. But my legs don’t respond, and I land on the floor instead. In my mind I hear the Voice laughing.

“Emergency jump, one thousand light years,” Millie orders.

The voice disappears and feeling in my legs slowly comes back, but I fear what we are going to find on Earth when we return.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

My space hawks, which I programed to strike tomorrow morning at ten AM eastern are out of position for an immediate strike. They are in orbit around the moon on the wrong side of both the moon and the earth, meaning if I jumped them right now, all their momentum would be carrying them further away from Earth. Worse, on their current vector there is no mass for thousands of light years, meaning they would have to travel for a long time before I could turn them around.

According to the flight computer, the minimum flight time course will be an arcing one that takes me high above the moon and transitions into an eccentric earth orbit that will take me even higher above the earth, where I can reverse thrust to kill my momentum while Australia comes into position under me. From there, I can launch my attack on the caves. All that will take about four hours. I’ll be hitting the caves around 9:00 PM. But what are the odds the Voice will still be there in four hours? We think we have denied it access to the other two gateways, but it has access to the other nine strongholds. And for all we know, it may have a back door into the other two gateways, like I have into Space Forces’ ships.

Once again, I’ve been outplayed by the Dominion. Frustrated by my failure, I send my five space hawks on their new mission, then put in a meeting request with To’Kana. Seconds later, I get a message back saying he will call when he is free, but he can only give me a few minutes.

With nothing to do while I wait, I worry about Earth and about President Powell. Now that I have vanished from the Voice’s perception, I suspect she is its number one target on Earth. I doubt she’s put any of the protections I recommended in place. If the Voice kills or disables her, then I am president—an idea I don’t want to entertain. Natalie is next in line after me. I know she’s planning to run in 2040, when Powell is termed out. But if she took it now, she would only get one additional term. I doubt she’d give up a shot at two.

The holoprojection activates, drawing me back to the present. I accept and To’Kana appears opposite.

“Given the hour, I assume you have a crisis on your hands. Unfortunately, I am in the midst of my own crisis, so have little time. What can I do for you Kyle.”

I tell him about the Dominion voice arriving on Earth and the situation with the portals.

“Regarding the portals, destroy the gateway that controls it. Keep yours active and shielded. If the gateway is active, they cannot break in. If they have a backdoor and can shutdown your connection, the shields will prevent them from gaining access. Put as many warrior AIs down there as you can. The Voice will have no control over them and no defense against their weapons if they breach the shields.”

“Good idea,” I reply.

“You may already have a solution to the other problem,” To’Kana comes back. “Your psychic weapon. There are only nine places where the voice can be. Hit each with the weapon. When you find it, destroy the location.”

For the first time, To’Kana solved a problem I couldn’t, and the answer was obvious.

“Thank you, should have thought of that myself.”

When the line drops, I call Mark. A moment later he appears.

“How can I help you sir?”

“Mark, I have nine sites I’d like to hit with the same psychic weapon message we used in Avolene.”

“The one with water flowing into a hole?”

I nod.

“I think we have eleven in storage. Would you like me to confirm with Henry?”

It takes a moment for me to remember that Henry is the AI that manages the ship’s supplies.

“Please.”

Mark seems to freeze and remains that way for a minute, then he’s back. “The records show eleven, but they have not been physically counted in over two years. Henry recommends that we confirm availability before planning to use them.”

“Can he do that?”

“Let me ask him.”

Mark takes on a faraway look, which lasts but a second.

“He is sending bots now.”

Fifteen minutes later, Henry confirms the count and I order him to launch nine of them.

Now with three hours remaining until I can strike the Australian gateway, I go to check in with Alex and Millie.

WAR ROOM

As I enter, I see Alex in deep concentration. In the holoprojection, I see the Dominion fast packet headed away from Earth in FTL.

“I have lock,” she says. Then the first of five space hawks she has queued up jumps. “I’m spacing the shots at one-minute intervals, hoping the minefield effect will force their pilot to drop from FTL. Now that we are running at about the same speed, we’ll make quick work of him given our numbers and superior agility.”

I note that Alex and Millie have already staged war shuttles down stream of our target.

One-by-one the space hawks jump. The Dominion fast packet misses one, then two subspace ruptures. But it runs directly into the third.

“Got it!” Alex shouts.

Millie and I pile on the compliments until Alex waves them off.

“What about you?” she asks.

I quickly explain my plan to take down the gateway in Australia, then use the psychic weapon to find and destroy the Voice.

“It’s going to have four or more hours to raise havoc on earth,” Alex complains.

“I know. The Voice outplayed us and at this point probably realizes that we are going to get it.”

“Her,” Alex says. “All the Voices are female.”

Referring to the Dominion by gender disturbs me because it reminds me they are sentient beings who undoubtedly believe they have a right to life. I prefer thinking of them as an it. But I’m not going to challenge Alex on this. Instead, I ask Millie, “I had the Victory deploy nine of the space hawks in which we installed the psychic weapon. Could you get them positioned above the nine Dominion strongholds? As soon as I have taken down the gateway in Australia, I want to find it and destroy it.”

“Will do, Kai,” she replies.

“Want to grab a bite to eat?” I ask Alex.

CREW LOUNGE, COMMAND DECK

“You realize the Voice has had enough time on Earth that it may have killed President Powell,” Alex says.

I nod.

“That means you may be the president,” she continues.

Not wanting to think about this, I dodge. “Well, I haven’t been sworn in, so I’m not the president.”

“If Powell has been killed or disabled, then Natalie Wright will have been sworn in as acting president until you are found.”

“I don’t want to be president,” I complain. “I have a war to fight. The only reason I ran is because Powell promised I’d be able to fight the Dominion with minimal interference on her part.”

“Assuming we’re successful taking down the Voice tonight, we need to head back, and you need to check in,” Alex says. “They will want to swear you in right away. If you don’t want to be President, then you need to be prepared to resign, otherwise, you’ll be swept away by events.”

“Maybe I can keep my job and Natalie can become president,” I suggest.

Alex shakes her head. “No way. I don’t want you that close to that woman.”

“Good point. I don’t want to be that close to her.”

Alex shakes her head again. “Change of topic. To’Kana and your high priestess have convinced me we need to take Kayla to Avolene.”

“I don’t want to be that close to that woman, either.”

Alex looks like she wants to slap me but plows on anyway.

“Assuming we kill the Dominion Voice tonight, you need to refocus on Dominion space. You can do that in orbit around Avolene as easily as you can do it in orbit around Mars.”

I look at Alex and she locks hers on mine.

“If Powell is healthy and approves of an extended absence, then we’ll go. If she is not, then you will resign, and we will go.”

When I don’t reply, she says, “And if I go on my own, it would not be my intent to return.”

I see a quiver in her lip as she looks away.

“Then, I guess we’re going.”

She looks back at me, then averts her eyes again. Without looking at me, she says, “I’m going to go check in on Kayla. You can handle the Voice on your own, right?”

As she gets up and turns to go, I stand and grab her arm, then pull her in for a hug. “We’ll figure this out. I’m sorry I didn’t understand what was happening to Kayla. It just happened so fast. I think I get it now. But I need to wrap up the loose ends here. We’ll get that done, then we’ll go.”

Alex clings to me and whispers, “It needs to be soon.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

The conversation with Alex keeps running through my head, making it impossible to concentrate on my set up for the 9:00 PM strike. Hoping to get a little more clarity on the issue, I ask Thelma to come.

“Alex finally told you,” Thelma says when she arrives.

“Do you know what’s driving the urgency?”

“When Alex is alone with Kayla…” Thelma’s voice trails off. “Alex cannot control Kayla anymore. It’s more like Kayla controls Alex. That’s why Alex has been leaving her with me and going to work with you. She needs help. She thinks you will be at least as vulnerable as she is. Nyvene says she went through the same thing and can help, but it would have to be on the Emerald Spine. Alex is afraid the price of that help might be you.”

Thelma’s words paralyze me.

“Kai?” Thelma shakes me. “Are you okay? You seem to have blacked out.”

I shake myself, trying to clear my mind.

Thelma goes to run her thumb across my cheek, but I jump back.

“No. I have to hit the Voice tonight.”

Thelma smiles and puts her hand out again. “Let me give you something that will clear your mind.”

“Tell me what you are going to do?”

“Give you a small dose of a drug that will clear your mind.”

“By touching my cheek?”

“You haven’t figured that out yet?” she asks.

I shake my head.

She chuckles. “I have the medical transporter transport a subdermal dose of the appropriate drug on the spot where I touch you.”

When I don’t reply, she reaches out again. “Come on. This will put you where you need to be.” She touches her thumb to my cheek and seconds later, my mind clears.

“Why subdermal?”

“Slow release,” she replies. “You should get back to work. We need to wrap this up tonight.”

When Thelma disappears, I open the controls on the five space hawks I’ve set in motion. All have maintained target lock. All will impact in an area less than half a mile in diameter.

“Too many,” I whisper to myself, then cancel the last two, which I will leave in earth orbit for now.

Some time ago, I established a subspace sensor network on earth to detect a Dominion presence. A typical warrior will only trigger an alarm if it is close as it did on the day the estate house was attacked. The most recently added locations were in the Congo. Others include the vice president’s residence, Wicks-Wimberly headquarters, and Full Cycle Solar. I run a quick check on the network and confirm the presence of a planetary Voice. Minutes tick by. With one left I call for Mark.

“How can I help you sir?”

“Mark, is the gateway in Australia still showing as busy?”

“It is sir.”

“I am about to destroy the gateway. Any idea how that will change the signal?”

Mark laughs. “Presumably it will change to no connection available.”

“Good.” I point at the countdown timer. “We will take our first shot at it in thirty seconds, our second shot sixty seconds later. Let me know if the signal changes.”

When the time finishes, the only feedback I get is the space hawk disappearing from the situation map.

Then Mark says, “No Connection Available. I think you succeeded sir.”

Not wanting to endanger Australia and the world more than necessary, I cancel the rest of the launches, leaving four space hawks in an eccentric earth orbit.

WAR ROOM

When I enter, Millie confirms the space hawks equipped with psychic weapons are positioned above the nine Dominion strongholds on earth. My plan is to step through the list of strongholds in the order they are listed in the Congo’s gateway controls.

It’s curious to me that the United States is the only country with two sites. The first is in Montana; the last near the estate house in California. The Montana site is near Helena, the state’s capital, at 46.7901° N, 111.6201° W. I look up those coordinates and discover it is in the Lewis and Clark National Forest. I’ve been there before and camped there once. I even took the public tour of the nearby Lewis and Clark caverns. It’s hard to believe the Dominion claimed space there years ago. Then again, it is an immense cave system. Their part might not even be connected.

But why Helena? It is the state capital. But what strategic reason could there be for such an out of the way location? A little more research reveals that it is only fifty miles from Malmstrom Air Force Base, one of three bases that control the US InterContinental Ballistic Missile (ICBM) operations. If I’m right, the Dominion must know more about us than we’ve previously understood.

Not feeling good about the prospect of hitting the site with either the psychic weapon or a space time rift, I move on to the next. It is in Russia at 51.2390° N, 59.4044° E, in the mountains 20 miles northwest of the Dombarovsky Airbase in Yasny, Orenburg Oblast—another ICBM launch site. This cannot be a coincidence. Looking down the list I see China, the United Kingdom, France, India, Pakistan, Thailand, and Santa Barbara. It is the list of the world’s largest nuclear powers, except Thailand. I wonder why it’s there. Do the Dominion know something the rest of the world doesn’t?

I tell Millie about my plan, the connection to the nukes, and my misgivings about hitting the site in Montana.

“Then start with the one in Russia. It’s the one that’s the most remote,” she says.

“We have subspace sensors set up at various places on earth. They confirm the Voice is active. The psychic weapon should quiet it; possibly make it more vicious when we stop. But any big change in behavior would warrant a jump attack.”

“And if it persists after the jump attack?” Millie asks.

“Repeat,” I say. “Hit the next site; see if it quiets the Voice, then repeat again if it doesn’t.

“Makes sense,” she mutters. “Do you think they brought more than one Voice.”

“Speculative,” I reply. “Shall we start?”

“I have a psychic weapon targeting the facility in Russia,” Millie says. “I’ve set the beam width to one kilometer.” She pops up a new window in the holoprojection and places the subspace sensor readings in it. “As you can see the Voice is active.”

“Activate the psychic weapon,” I order.

In an instant, the subspace sensor readings drop to nothing.

“Looks like we found our target,” I say. “When we used this weapon in Avolene space, they would try to run, but they could not control their ships. Let’s hit the site with three space hawks.”

“It will take a few minutes to set up,” Millie advises. “We’re running low on space hawks. I only brought five.”

I find it ironic that we are burning more space hawks in the defense of Earth than we’ve burnt on previous missions into Dominion space. But on second thought, I realize we care more about collateral damage on Earth than we did in Dominion space.

It’s times like this that I align more with To’Kana’s position. No matter the mercy we show, no matter the degree to which we hold back, the Dominion will never show the same mercy. As regards humans, the Dominion will not rest until we’re all done in. Maybe Powell was right. Maybe my involvement has made Earth a higher priority than it deserves to be. But as the thought settles in, I reject it. The Dominion are pure evil; we are not. At every turn we seek peaceful coexistence. At no turn do they grant us the right to live.

When we reconnect with Earth, when we find out what has happened there during our brief absence, I will decide. If the Dominion comes up wanting, then I will kill every Dominion system in which I still have assets. Given the assets I’ve spent, that won’t be all of them. But I have the infrastructure to complete this mission. Earth does not. And if I strike while the Dominion is weak, then the war is done. Here’s hoping I haven’t waited too long.

As advertised, it took Millie several minutes to set up the space hawk strikes. When they’re ready, we make the first hit, then let it settle. Five minutes later, we make a second strike, then wait another five and strike again.

“Kai,” Millie says. “I’m getting unexpected sensor readings. The ground in the area appears to have collapsed.”

She displays an optical image in the holoprojection. It’s mid-afternoon and the sun makes the eastern side of the chasm easy to see but gives no clue of its depth.

“Sensors say the chasm is nearly two thousand feet deep.”

“Millie, disable the psychic weapon,” I order.

“Disabled.”

Seconds tick past. “Any sign of Dominion telepathy in the chasm?”

“Possibly,” she replies. “There’s background noise in the relevant subspace bands. But it’s four orders of magnitude quieter than what we were getting before.”

I squirm in my seat. If we got the Voice, then the Dominion presence on earth is no longer a threat. With no leader, no portals, and no spacecraft, they are stuck in their caves. If they have surface access, then they’ll be able to scavenge for food. If they are sighted, then we’ll clean them up. But if the Voice has simply gone silent to draw me back to earth, then I will pound all nine strongholds the next time it makes a peep.


CHAPTER 9: RETURN TO AVOLENE

[01.17.2038] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

I’m pulled up from sleep by a nagging presence compelling me to wake.

Come play with me, dad-dee.

Is this what Alex has been dealing with? I can’t know for sure, but I suspect it is. No wonder she wants to flee to Avolene.

I reach for Alex, but she’s not in bed with me. Gathering myself and putting on a robe, I venture out into the living room, where a disheveled Alex bounces Kayla on her knee.

“Can you take her for a while. I need to get some sleep,” Alex says, holding Kayla out to me.

I take her and watch as Alex enters the bedroom, then closes the door. Holding Kayla close, I whisper, “Love you, baby girl.”

Instead of a response, I get the regular breathing of a baby who’s fallen asleep. I settle into the recliner and put my feet up, then position Kayla more comfortably. She stirs but doesn’t wake. I put my head back and relax. Then the day’s events start churning through my mind.

The Voice arrived in Australia around 4:00 PM eastern time. We took it down between 9:30 and 10:00 PM. At most, it only had six hours. If it had a list of people to hit, then it could have hit quite a few. But if it wanted to select its own targets, we might have downed it before it had the chance to strike.

If it were me, I’d have done the latter. But the hive mind is different. It can consolidate all the information in its network in an instant and know the quality of the information as well as those that developed it. Even if it did not have a list when it arrived, its priorities would be clear within an hour. The longer my mind churns, the more confident I am that Powell has been hit. It saddens me to think I failed her in this way. My one job was to keep the Dominion under control. I failed, and she may have paid the price.

…

“Kai, wake up.”

The words are accompanied by Kayla’s squirming.

“Tel-ma,” she says.

My eyes open as Thelma lifts Kayla off of me.

“Are you sleeping with another woman again,” Thelma asks.

“I don’t think she qualifies as a woman yet. What time is it?”

“0730 hours,” Thelma replies. “We are back at Mars Lagrange Two and reconnected to the human internet. The news on Earth is not good.”

“The headlines?” I ask.

“You should go read them on your own. And, umm, use the shower next door. I’ve laid out clothes for you. Alex is not well.”

“You mean she’s tired?”

Thelma eyes me. “She needs rest.”

COMMAND DECK CREW LOUNGE

While George has been preparing my breakfast, I’ve been surfing the twenty-four-hour news channels. If any of what’s being reported is true, human society is coming apart.

As I suspected, President Powell was hit. Surprisingly, she survived the attack and is in the hospital. Natalie has been sworn in as president, pending my return from an off-world mission. The administration is putting a positive spin on Powell’s condition, saying she had a minor brain bleed within her skull, but not in her brain.

I’m saddened to hear my new friend Secretary of State August Hunt was killed, as was Secretary of State Leighton Williamson. But the list doesn’t stop there. The leader and defense secretary of the world’s other nuclear powers were all hit—the United Kingdom, France, Russian Federation, People’s Republic of China, Pakistan, and India, plus the secretary general of NATO.

All died of brain hemorrhages. The only survivor was President Powell, who is currently being treated in an Iknosan Regeneration chamber.

I suppose the good news is that the major nuclear powers have not nuked each other yet and there is talk of a summit to discuss a path forward.

“Your breakfast, sir.”

I thank George, then call Thelma. In an instant, she appears next to me. “How can I help you Kai?”

“I need to speak with Natalie. But I want to do so without anyone on Earth finding out about it.”

“Like a note on her kitchen table?”

“Something along those lines,” I reply.

“She is alone in the Oval Office at the moment. A note on the desk and a special cell phone?” Thelma asks.

“Perfect,” I reply.

“She’ll have it in a second. I’ll connect it to your office.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Natalie appears in the holoprojection opposite me. “Kai, you’re back? Why the secrecy?”

I smile at her. “You look good in that chair.”

She laughs. “You’re calling to flirt? I thought you were happily married.”

“I’m back, but I need to go again, hopefully today. The Dominion need to pay for what they’ve done. I can’t do that if I am president.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem. I’ve spoken with the doctors. They’re convinced Powell will make a full recovery. She’s scheduled to get out of the tank in two days. It seems she owes her life to you.”

“No. My failure to stop the Dominion governor from landing is what led to the attacks. It’s dead now.”

“Does the event in Russia have anything to do with it?”

I shake my head. “Sorry, can’t talk about that.”

Natalie’s smile fades at my words. “Powell hates that she has no control over you. I can see why. Is there a point to this call?”

“I am planning to launch a major attack against the Dominion. I need my assets in Mars orbit to complete that attack. But I’m going to run the attack from another location to draw them away from Earth.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because, at the moment, you are the president. I have no idea how long I will be away. If you would like my resignation, I will happily give it to you. But I need your word that you will not go tampering with my Martian operations.”

“And you’re just dictating these terms?”

“What do you want from me, Natalie? The Dominion got way too close this time.”

The hardness of a second ago melts away. “I will not act against you, Kai. Powell will be out of the tank in a couple of days. I’ll pass along the message. Can we use this device to contact you?”

I nod. “Thank you, Natalie.”

“How far away will you be?”

“About four thousand light years. The Dominion know that place and will know I am there.”

“Safe travels, Kai.”

“Enjoy your time in the chair, Madam President.”

When the line drops, I message helm AI Sam and ask him to lay in a course for Avolene, then make my way to the war room.

WAR ROOM

Millie looks up as I enter. “Still nothing from the Voice. I think we got it.”

“I hope we did, because we’re about to depart for Avolene.”

“Kai. Is that a good idea? Shouldn’t we replenish first?”

“There is plenty of raw materials and edible food where we are going. If we can automatically load and send war shuttles to Dominion space from Mars, we can do it from Avolene.”

“What’s the plan for today?”

“We took a day off from our quest to rid the Dominion of war fighting capability. I want to get caught up and one day ahead today.”

“Thirty systems?” Millie asks.

“But this time, I want to kill the planets using any leftover assets while we are there.”

Millie locks eyes with me and holds my stare for several seconds. “Good. We probably should have been doing that all along.”

“Do you have a list?”

Millie smiles. “I do.”

The first system she sends me, M5.0920, is an interesting one. It has a class-G, yellow dwarf star that is a little smaller than the sun. Like so many others, it has two hot planets in the inner system, one in the habitable zone, and two giants in the outer system—one gas and one ice. What’s interesting about this system is the size of the habitable planet. It is nearly twice the diameter of earth and only thirty-seven percent of its surface is covered by water. That means the habitable landmass is over eight times that of Earth.

Like most habitable Dominion planets, this one is packed with buildings and development, which covers every square inch of the land in the temperate zone, though to their credit, the air is clear. In orbit, there are two of the standard one-hundred-kilometer-long shipyards, and hundreds of orbital habitats—the ones I think of as food processing facilities. There is a massive mining operation in the frozen north, two more on the larger of the planet’s moons, and four more on the gas giant’s moons. At Lagrange Five, there is a massive spacecraft boneyard with hundreds of retired dreadnaughts and thousands of smaller ships.

All this begs the question… What can I do with sixteen torpedoes and sixteen space hawks? My priorities are shipyards first, mining operations second. Space hawks are sufficient for the shipyards and gas giant moons. I’ll need torpedoes for the mining facilities on the main planet and its larger moon, which is about the same size as Earth’s.

After some back and forth with Millie, I decide to go with two space hawks per shipyard and two space hawks per mining moon in the outer system. For the mining facility on the planet’s moon, I’m going with four torpedoes, which is overkill, but I want to damage the moon not just the mining facilities. And, for the planet itself, I’m going with twelve torpedoes because I want to destroy the planet, not just its occupants.

The scope of the devastation I am about to wreak challenges my will. Do I really want to do something this horrific? The short answer is no, I don’t want to do this. Nonetheless, I must.

Despite the automation, it takes nearly an hour to set up the twenty-eight shots I’m going to make. But I’m not going for a simultaneous hit. That would be too merciful. I’m going to take the gas giant’s mining moons first, then the shipyards, then the moon, then the planet. By the time the end comes, the spiders occupying this world will know what’s going to happen to them. By dragging the horror out, maybe the message will spread. The Dominion are now the prey, not the hunter.

When I launch the eight space hawks targeting the four moons, Millie asks why I’m moving so slowly. When I explain myself, she asks, “Would you like me to do the same thing?”

“Your choice.”

“We can’t cleanse thirty systems in a day at that rate,” she comes back.

When I don’t answer, Millie asks, “Kai, what’s going on. Why the new determination? Why the trip to Avolene?”

“We came way too close to losing Earth over the last two weeks. That’s mostly on me. I went too light on the Dominion. I was having a little too much fun running around and being vice president. I took my eye off the ball. During that time, the Dominion got stronger and smarter. And Kayla started having problems that can only be addressed on Avolene. I may lose my vice presidency, but my priority for now is to get Kayla the care she needs, give Alex the support she wants, and to press the fight in Dominion space. I want all fourteen hundred systems hit in the next ninety days.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” Millie replies.

In the holoprojection, all eight space hawks strike their targets. The damage they do isn’t as spectacular as torpedo hits would have been. None of the gas giant’s moons is badly damaged. But where the mine entrance used to be, there is a chasm nearly a thousand meters deep and two hundred meters wide. All the structures in the vicinity are down, those closest to the mine are gone, the ground beneath them having fallen into the chasm.

As none of these moons have an atmosphere, the spiders who operated these facilities that were not killed in the collapse, will be killed by the exposure. I hope the pain of those deaths is felt by the hive mind that controls them. Maybe enough pain will sway it. But either way, I plan to pound away on them.

Fifteen more minutes pass before the two shipyards are struck. Both zip apart as I expected. But unlike previous hits, the timing on this one is not perfect. Several of the free-floating dreadnaughts collide, causing two to deorbit. Because the re-entry will be spectacular, I wait, wanting as many spiders as possible to see this harbinger of disaster.

“Kai, are you going to spend the entire day on one system?” Millie asks. It’s clear she’s unhappy with my slow progress.

“No. But I am going to hold off on hitting the planet until the dreadnaughts have burnt up.”

Millie shakes her head. “I’m starting on my third system.”

“Send me my next one,” I order.

A second later, the profile on another system pops up on my tablet, M5.1121. The star in this system is a blue giant that is nearly ten times the diameter of the sun and burns much hotter. This is a strange system. It has numerous planets, but only one of interest—a rocky world about the size of earth that is gravitationally locked with its star the same way the moon is with earth. Given the intense radiation that comes with blue giants, I doubt this planet could be occupied if it didn’t have a dark side.

My main target in this system is a mining town and the largest space station I’ve ever seen. It’s huge, reminiscent of a Borg cube, kilometers long on each axis. This system will be an easy kill.

In the holoprojection, the partially complete dreadnaughts have hit the atmosphere of the inhabited planet in M5.0920. That’s my cue to launch the torpedoes targeting the mining colony on its moon.

The strike time is fifteen minutes out. I use the time to set up the shots on the cube-like space station and the mining facility below it. These go quickly. Four torpedoes each. It is probably overkill.

I look up as the countdown timer for the moon strike in my first system starts.

“3, 2, 1… Jump.”

As expected, there’s no immediate reaction. When the third torpedo hits, cracks form on the surface. When the fourth hits, the moon appears to liquify, the rubble that remains shifting to fill in the interior voids. Any person or structure on this moon is destroyed. Now it’s time to hit the planet. All twelve torpedoes are queued for jump.

I launch the first four for a simultaneous attack. Although I’d prefer to do this strike one at a time, I can’t. I need simultaneous hits in the same plane to break this world apart.

Fifteen minutes pass, then the four hit. I’d forgotten how powerful multiple strikes in the same plane could be. The space time rupture extends out far enough to destroy several of the orbital food processing facilities. Magma oozes out of new faults in a giant circle encompassing the world.

Satisfied with this hit, I launch the next, four more torpedoes in a new plane orthogonal to the first. Fifteen minutes later, I get an even more spectacular strike with a new ring of space time disruption emanating along another great circle. Part of me thinks this is enough. Nothing could have survived that strike. The Coriolis forces that drive tectonic plate movement raise havoc as they shift the now broken plates.

But I resist the impulse to stop. I want this giant world reduced to rubble, because I want the Dominion to truly understand what they are up against.

As I launch the third wave of four torpedoes, Millie asks, “Isn’t that enough Kai? Nothing survived that.”

“Just demonstrating the power of our weaponry. I want them to truly fear us.”

“At the rate we are going, we won’t even hit ten systems today,” she complains.

“I’m moving on,” I promise, then follow up by launching the eight torpedoes I programed earlier in the blue giant system.

The torpedoes in the two systems strike their targets at nearly the same time. My eyes pop back and forth between the three holoprojection screens in which the targets are displayed.

I watch in morbid fascination as four torpedoes hit the cube. The space time disruption flows along and through the major structural components, unzipping the cube along each axis. The ebb and flow of overpressure and space-time disruption erodes the interior away. After about a minute, the cube comes completely apart, stopping the erosion. But little is left of the cube.

Millie points at the window displaying the planet in the first system. “Are you pleased with yourself?” she asks.

I’ve been so fascinated by the cube coming apart, I’ve barely glanced at the huge planet. When I do, I’m shocked by what I see. It has lost all cohesion, reduced to thousands of asteroids that have started to spread. It has lost enough mass that its moon has become untethered. It also spreads, as it drifts ahead of the planet’s debris.

“I think a simple population kill would have sent a clearer message,” Millie says.

“Maybe. But a planet that big reduced to rubble says something, doesn’t it?” I reply.

“They have fourteen hundred worlds. We have one. If they get jump drive, they could do this to us.”

“I suppose that’s true,” I reply, not liking the thought.

“How much more time do you think we have?” Millie asks. “If we are going to stop them in three months, we need to cleanse more than fifteen systems a day. We don’t have time for this kind of showboating.”

“Point taken,” I concede. “Send me my next system.”

Three hours pass. I take down three more systems, bringing my total for the day to five. Millie, having run faster in the first part of the day, is working on number seven when Alex comes in. She’s looking better than she did this morning, but she still doesn’t look like herself.

“How are you feeling?” I ask.

“Can we talk in the office?”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

As soon as the door is closed, Alex leans into me and starts crying.

“What’s the matter?” I ask.

“Miscarriage,” she says.

“I didn’t know you were pregnant.”

“I found out last week, but nothing about it, other than the morning sickness, was the same as last time. It didn’t feel right, so I didn’t want to tell you until I thought it was real.”

“What do you need?”

“Thelma is going to put me in the auto-doc for a couple of hours. She’ll also watch Kayla. But you’ll need to handle her tonight.”

“Okay. I’m sorry the pregnancy didn’t work out.”

Alex straightens herself, then steps back, wiping a last tear. “Sorry,” she whispers, then with more resolve, “That wasn’t the reason I wanted to talk with you. It just spilled out.”

“What did you want to talk about?”

“Thelma says we have departed for Avolene. Is that true?”

“Yes. We should be getting close.”

“Have you told To’Kana? Asked Nyvene if we are welcome?”

“Umm, no. You convinced me we needed to go. So, we’re on our way.”

Alex takes on a frustrated look, then chuckles. “Kyle Wimberly. A man of action.”

“Sorry,” I reply.

“Call To’Kana and tell him we’re coming. Get whatever permissions we need…” Alex lets the words hang, then says, “Nyvene will ask for something in return. It probably would have been better to find out what that was before departing.”

“Sorry,” I repeat myself. “You were very convincing.”

“I need to go,” Alex says. “Call To’Kana. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“Get better,” I say as she exits.

I put in a meeting request with To’Kana. Two hours later the line connects.

“I was wondering if you were going to contact me before you arrived,” To’Kana greets without preamble.

“You knew?”

“Your helm AI filed a flight plan, since he was going to enter space that we control. I redirected him to a nearby system, where you can spend the night. I let Nyvene know you were coming.”

“What did she say?” I ask.

“Based on her conversation with Alex the week before last, she assumes you are here for Kayla. She wants to interview Kayla before committing to take her in. She also wants to talk with you and Alex, so you know what you’re getting into. It will take some commitment on your part, and she does not want to engage until you’ve made that commitment.”

“Okay. What do I need to do?”

To’Kana smiles and nods his head. “Nyvene can give you an hour via holoprojection at mid-day temple time tomorrow. I will join Nyvene and Saoirse. She wants the three of you on the call.”

“Will do,” I say, expecting To’Kana to end the call.

But he eyes me instead. “This is an interesting move on your part Kyle. I would not have expected you to agree to come here, especially considering the situation on earth.”

His words remind me I have not sent him an update.

“This all came to a head quickly. The Voice evaded our interception attempt and used the portal to land in Australia. It then fled to a remote Dominion stronghold in Russia. It only took six hours to destroy the gateway in Australia, find the Voice in Russia, then destroy the stronghold. But during that time, it killed many of the world’s leaders. Only Powell survived the attack. There are still a lot of spiders on earth, but they are isolated in caves with no means of transportation and no Voice with a range greater than five miles.”

To’Kana nods, as he usually does to confirm his understanding.

“Have you continued your mission to disarm the Dominion?” he asks.

“We took one day off, which we mostly made up today. But I’ve come around to your way of thinking. We came way too close to losing Earth yesterday. Forced disarmament remains my priority. Nonetheless, in most of their systems, I have enough weapons to disarm and destroy.”

“I am glad to hear we are more aligned,” To’Kana replies. “And I look forward to seeing you when you arrive. It has been too long since we have shared a meal.”

“I look forward to seeing you soon, sir.”

[01.18.2038] COMMAND DECK CREW LOUNGE

To make coordination easier, I changed the ship’s local time to match that of the temple and its slightly shorter day.

For this meeting, we are using the holographic conferencing system in the crew lounge with comfortable chairs set up in the viewing area that will give Kayla more freedom of movement.

As we wait for the line to connect, Alex puts Kayla on her lap and whispers encouragements. As best I can tell, Kayla knows this meeting is about her and is important. But how much can she really understand?

When the line connects, only To’Kana appears. He greets warmly, then says his role today is mostly as moderator. “Nyvene and Saoirse are ready to join. Shall I add them to the meeting?”

I nod as Alex says, “Yes.”

An instant later, Nyvene and Saoirse appear.

“Alex, Kyle,” Nyvene says as she nods to each of us. “So good to see you both again. This little one must be Kayla.

Alex whispers something to Kayla, who says, “My name is Kayla.”

“Not quite a year old and she can form a complete sentence,” Nyvene says to Alex. “Reminds me of someone else I know.” She glances at Saoirse, then back to Alex. “You must be a good teacher.”

“Thank you,” Alex replies.

Nyvene redirects her attention to me. “Kyle. Meet your daughter Saoirse. We have both looked forward to this day.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you, Saoirse.”

“Father,” she says a little more formally than I expected. “I look forward to meeting you in person. I have much I would like to share with you.”

Greetings and pleasantries go back and forth. It’s reminiscent of ambassador meetings, where multiple rounds of compliments are exchanged, while inching closer to the meeting’s purpose.

“I would like to ask Kayla some questions. You are both welcome to participate, but I want Kayla to answer them herself. Until she is able to do that, there is little I can do to help her.”

I nod as Alex says, “Please.”

Nyvene smiles warmly at the little girl sitting on Alex’s lap. “Kayla, do you know why you are here?”

“I do. I hear things no one else hears. Sometimes, other people hear the things I am thinking about. I don’t know how to control it.”

“Thank you for telling me,” Nyvene says to Kayla. Then she asks Alex, “How much of that did you give her?”

“I just reminded her of her purpose here. The words were hers.”

As she looks back at Kayla, Nyvene asks, “What do you know about us?”

“Saoirse flows with the mist and lives in it with freedom and clarity.”

Nyvene smiles. “Where did you learn those words.”

“They come to me in my dreams… From Saoirse, I think.”

Nyvene turns to Saoirse, who bows her head for a second. A moment passes, then Nyvene turns and locks eyes with Alex. “We screen all female Avolite children for the gift by the age of five, because a girl with the gift can be a danger to herself and others when they enter puberty. Kayla is already manifesting the traits for which we search. There is a final test that we must run in person before she can be admitted to the program. If you choose to come, we will administer it on your arrival.”

“What can you tell us about the program?”

“The initial commitment is seven days. She will move into the sybil dormitory, take part in the morning and evening meditations, engage in age-appropriate learning and life skills activities during the day. Given her age, you will need to accompany her and take part in her care.”

“After seven days?” Alex asks.

“If she responds, then she will be invited to stay. You will need to stay as well. You would be welcome to make the sybil dormitory your home. If you secured another home in the area, you could go home after the evening meditation. In less than three months, she should have enough control to leave for six months to a year. At age five, she no longer needs to be accompanied.”

Although Alex shows no emotion, I know this must be ripping her to pieces. Alex is by nature a working mother, who wants to be part of Kayla’s life, but wants real accomplishments of her own.

“To’Kana warned us that we would need to make a substantial commitment,” Alex says. “I didn’t realize it would be this high.”

“Your daughter was born with the gift of the Mist. If she learns to channel it for good, she will rise to greatness. If left to her own emotions and base desires, she will live on in infamy.”

“What’s the next step?” Alex asks.

“Come to Avolene. Allow me to administer the final test. If Kayla passes, which I am sure she will, then I will present you with our terms, and you can decide.”

“We’re coming,” Alex says.

“When can I expect you?” Nyvene asks.

“Tomorrow.”

“Meet me at the entrance to the temple tomorrow at noon. To’Kana can manage the logistics. Men are not allowed in the sybil dormitory, but Kyle can join us for the evening meditation, if he chooses.”

[01.19.2038] ARRIVAL

As promised, To’Kana sent all the logistical data for the journey to Avolene shortly after the call finished yesterday. The Victory entered the system just after midnight, then established orbit near Legacy Ship #5. After a morosely quiet breakfast, Alex and Kayla transported down to the temple grounds at 11:30. I watched on scanners as they were greeted by a sister, who I did not recognize, then entered the temple a few minutes later.

Last night, Alex told me she was still weak from the miscarriage and needed sleep. Gwen, our medical AI, told her the procedure to clear the placenta and fetal remains was successful, but she would likely experience inflammation for up to two weeks. During that period, she was to abstain from sex.

She joked, “Maybe it’s good that I am going to spend the next week in a cloistered dormitory where men are not allowed.” Then she started crying. “I don’t want to be away from you for three months.”

The timing of this adventure couldn’t have been worse. Alex is exhausted and in pain yet taking on the entire load of caring for Kayla without Thelma’s help.

“Should we be delaying this for a month?” I asked as she was packing the one small bag she was allowed.

“No. I used to enjoy having Kayla in my head. But it has become too much to handle. She isn’t doing it maliciously. But her mind doesn’t stop. Sometimes, I hear her dreams. Nyvene said the Mist would help. She was having the same problems with Saoirse. Then just before her first birthday, started bringing her along to the daily meditations.”

Just before she transported down this morning, Alex told me to take comfort in Thelma while she was gone.

Millie’s voice sounds in my mind, breaking my reverie. Kyle? Are you going to join me in the war room. If we are to hold to schedule, we need to disarm twenty systems today.

Be there in a minute, I reply.

HIGH THERA’S OFFICE

When ship vibrations are replaced by absolute quiet, I open my eyes. Nyvene who is standing opposite me, smiles when my eyes land on her.

“Thank you for coming down,” she says. “Kayla’s performance this morning on the perception test was extraordinary. She scored higher than I did when tested at two years old. Saoirse is the only one who has ever scored higher than Kayla.”

“That means you will take her?”

“There was never any doubt,” Nyvene replies, then motions down the hall. “Let’s talk in my office.”

As we move down the long stone hallway, I say, “The new temple is beautiful.”

“So it is,” Nyvene replies. “But it lacks the gravitas of age.”

“To’Kana told me that foreigners were forbidden from the temple, yet here I am.”

“Foreigners are forbidden,” Nyvene answers. “But you are not a foreigner. In fact, you are listed in the official temple register as my consort and the father of my daughter.”

“Consort?” I ask.

“The High Thera is forbidden to marry; forbidden to engage in adultery,” Nyvene explains. “But she is allowed to take a consort, if she was involved with the man before taking office and registers him as such before being sworn in. I had been involved with you and, within a matter of weeks, the world would learn I was with child. By registering you as my consort before taking office, Saoirse would have official standing and I could not be accused of committing adultery.”

“On Earth, our relationship probably wouldn’t have been thought of that way,” I reply.

“Thankfully, we are not on Earth.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“It is difficult for a High Thera or for a sybil of Saoirse’s standing to meet in a public place. You are forbidden from the sybil dormitory. Yet you can meet privately with Saoirse in my apartment. I’d like you to join us for dinner tonight after the evening meditation. Saoirse wants to know her father. It is only fair that you accommodate her.”

I shake my head. “I’m not sure.”

Nyvene shrugs. “The offer is open if you change your mind. But either way, you need to participate in the evening meditation tonight.”

We walk in silence, until we reach her office. Nyvene invites me in, saying this will only take a second. When we are seated, she takes on a pensive look. “Alex told me of her miscarriage. I’m sorry for your loss.”

“I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

“So, she said.”

There is silence for a moment.

“Because of her age, Saoirse takes a carriage up to the ridge for the meditations. Until Alex chooses to hike up, she and Kayla will join Saoirse, in the carriage. You are welcome to join them as well. But you will need to hike back down with me and the sisters. Sister Elna would like to talk with you. Come to the meditation for Kayla. Reconnect with the sisters on the return. I’ll bring a lantern for you.”

“When and where?” I ask.

“5:15. The entrance to the Temple…” Nyvene pauses as she opens a drawer and pulls out a package that she plops down on her desk. “And wear this. I trust you remember how to put it on.”

Of all the events of the last two days, this is the first that takes me back to my time here. The coarse woven cover shawls worn by supplicants of the mist. It was summer when I was here before. Nyvene wore little under her shawl, which gave me the occasional enticing glimpse.

“Winter is approaching” she says. “Dress warmly.”

I take the package as she stands.

“I’ll see you tonight, Wimberly. Please join us for dinner afterward.”

Knowing I’ve been dismissed, I exit her office then call Thelma and ask to be transported back aboard.

CARRIAGE

Thelma transported me down to the Temple a few minutes early. She got a laugh out of my clothing. The carriage sits up at the entrance to the sybil dormitory, waiting for its charges to board.

The dormitory door opens, and Saoirse is the first one out with Kayla close on her heels. But there is no comparison between these two. Kayla is still a baby. She runs with abandon but will fall within ten feet if she doesn’t slow down. Saoirse has better control of her body than Kayla does, but she’s still a toddler. Alex grabs Kayla, preventing what could have been a nasty spill. Nyvene is last out. She’s carrying three lanterns and giving orders. The whole scene has a family feel to it.

Alex gets the two girls up into the carriage as Nyvene puts the lanterns in the carriage’s storage area. As she pulls herself up into it, Alex sees me and smiles. But the smile is weak, and her lip quivers. I don’t know what’s wrong, but it’s clear she’s upset about something.

A minute later, they are underway, the clacking of hooves on cobblestone drowning out the girls’ squealing.

When the carriage arrives, the driver points to the seat next to him. I climb in and receive a chorus of welcome. The girls are really wound up. I wonder if that’s what’s bothering Alex. The breathless chatter of the two girls is entertaining, and for me at least, lessens the tension that has been building all day.

As we exit the northern temple gate the road turns, and the mist covered mountains come into view. I hear Nyvene, who is sitting behind me, suck in a breath. The mist must already be affecting her.

“It’s beautiful,” Alex says. “No wonder this place has become so revered.”

The exterior carriage noises increase as the road gets rougher, but the interior chatter comes to a halt as everyone takes in the view. Saoirse is the first to break the silence. “This is going to be a wonderful evening.”

“Why is that?” I ask, realizing this is the first time I’ve heard her voice live, not in a recording or over a conference line.

She laughs. “Because the mist is rich tonight, and I will get to talk with you over dinner after the meditation.”

Her words trigger my anxiety. Does Alex know about this? Is that why she’s upset? Or is this just another problem piling on top of the others?

“Do we get to come?” Kayla asks.

“No sweetie,” Alex replies. “We need to share your father while we are here. He is Saoirse’s father too.”

Her delivery is so smooth, I may be the only one that heard the hurt in her voice. But I suppose that’s unlikely, given the company.

We arrive a minute or two before the line of sisters hiking up the mountain. I spotted Elna as we passed her. But I don’t recognize any of the others. They’re all so young, which makes sense. We lost most of the volunteers who were outside when the Dominion scout ships exploded. But the true talent here lies with my two daughters.

As we dismount, Nyvene issues placement orders. I am sentenced to a far corner, the same one I was sentenced to back in the day. Saoirse is seated to her right, as is Kayla, then Alex to her left. The other sisters apparently know their places as they line up facing Nyvene. Then a calm settles as cold tendrils of mist start passing over us.

EVENING MEDITATION

Nyvene instructs everyone to take the position of supplicants, then speaks the words of invocation. Most have their heads down, eyes closed as they await the mist’s visions.

I have no expectation of vision, so scan the assembled, hoping my eyes will tell me what my non-existent mist-sense will not. Alex does the same and our eyes connect for a moment. But hers dart away.

I hate this, but I’m powerless to do anything constructive in this environment.

Saoirse groans, spiking my anxiety. Kayla follows moments later. “I see them!” she shouts.

“As do I,” Saoirse affirms.

Several of the others shout out.

For insensate people like me, what I see and hear makes no sense. Alex, who is far more perceptive than I am, seems at least as caught up as half the sisters. But Kayla sways with it, her motions matching Saoirse’s.

One of the sisters stands raising her hands, then falls to the ground. Others follow, but Saoirse, Nyvene, and Kayla hold their positions. Then the moment bursts, and everyone, other than Alex and I, fall to the ground.

Minutes pass, then Nyvene stands and recites a scripture I know but cannot place, then closes with the words, “What the Mist reveals cannot be unseen.”

In an instant, the energy that held us is gone, and I sink to the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Alex do the same. But unlike me, she weeps, imparting a sense of deep loss. Kayla goes to comfort her, but Nyvene blocks my way. “You are promised to Saoirse and me tonight. This was a moving experience for Kayla—a first step in gaining control. She is bonded to Alex. The two of them need time to sort out what happened tonight, which makes it the perfect night to meet your first daughter.”

Defying Nyvene, I run over to Alex, who says, “Go with her! It is what’s required of you!” She turns her back to me, runs to scoop up Kayla, then jumps into the carriage.

“Take this,” Nyvene says, handing me a lit lantern, then pointing to Sister Elna. “She does not know why you are here. But everything you must learn while you are here, she knows. Draw what knowledge you can from her. The things you learn of your own accord will be more deeply held than anything you are taught. Dinner is at 8:00. Do not be late.”

The intensity of Nyvene’s demand puts me off, and I’m tempted to return to the ship. But Nyvene’s gaze reminds me that Alex and Kayla are at risk here, protected only by Nyvene’s decree.

“I’ll be on time,” I reply.

“Sister Elna will let you into the temple, best you run and catch up with her.”

As I move in Elna’s direction, Nyvene sprints toward the carriage, which has stopped, apparently waiting for her.

I follow suit, running to catch up with Elna who is moving at a brisk pace. When I call out to her, she stops and turns toward me, then smiles broadly.

“Kyle Wimberly. I heard you were going to return. Welcome home.”

That I am being welcomed home startles me, but I let it slide.

“Sister Elna, it is a pleasure to see you. How have you been?”

“Times have been difficult since you left,” she says. “The spiders have massed twice since the temple was rebuilt. To’Kana has protected us, but he does not wield his power as skillfully as you do. Forgive me if that was too forthright.”

“No forgiveness required. Have your wounds healed?”

She stops and looks at me, then raises her lantern as she slides her shawl from her right shoulder. Her scarred skin shows how badly she was wounded. The emerald iridescence that once flowed over her so beautifully is now a mangled and twisted mess.

When my eyes move back to hers, she covers herself, then turns to continue down the trail.

“I’m sorry this happened to you on my watch. Does it still give you pain?”

“I no longer experience pain, though sometimes the wounds limit my movement. But it has changed my life. My boyfriend left me; no other man remains interested in me, once he has seen the scars. No Avolite man anyway. Would human men take a woman this mutilated?”

“I know men who have.”

We walk in silence for a second, then I ask, “What is your status with the temple?”

“When my boyfriend left me, I moved in full time. This is my home now. But my visions are weak, not powerful like the High Thera or your two daughters. My primary work is to look after Sybil Saoirse, supervising the audiences she grants, maintaining her chapel, caring for her when she’s in residence at the dormitory, as she will be for at least the next week. My secondary work is in support of our Dominion Intelligence Network. In that role, I help the sisters document their visions of the Dominion and prepare the summaries High Thera Nyvene presents to To’Kana. I’ve even visited his ship.”

“Doesn’t documenting visions go against the Pliability of Time Doctrine?”

She looks at me appraisingly. “Few outside the temple know about the Pliability of Time. Have you studied the Book of the Mist?”

“Memorized it,” I say. “But please, don’t test me on that claim.”

She laughs. “Can I borrow that line?”

“Good one,” I reply. “But seriously, doesn’t documenting the sisters’ visions conflict with the Pliability principle?”

“Traditionalists agree with you. It wasn’t until Sybil Saoirse manifested her gifts that the High Thera came around. Whenever Saoirse reads from the first chapter she augments the text, saying, That which is seen, cannot be undone; but, that which is unseen, can be influenced.” Elna stops, seemingly searching for words. “No one before Saoirse has claimed to look at something without seeing it, or to have found something in the mist without knowing what it was. Yet she does it every day.”

Her words trigger a memory from my youth. “You have eyes, but cannot see; ears, but cannot hear.” I whisper.

“What was that?” she asks.

“A quote from an ancient book of human wisdom. So many of the passages in it carry similar meaning to ones in the Book of the Mist. Even the Iknosan have similar writings.”

“Sibyl Saoirse says we are all connected, but few of us know of the connection, or have the discipline to pursue it.”

As I ponder her words, Elna picks up the pace a little. When I catch up, I ask, “Does it bother you that she is not reached her third birthday?”

Again, Elna stops to look at me. “People who have not seen her claim she is a fraud. Anyone who has witnessed her in action has no doubt about her gift. And it is lost on no one that the only person who has ever manifested this gift was fathered by Kyle Wimberly, the man who saved our world from imminent destruction.”

TEMPLE OF THE MIST

The walk back to the temple with Sister Elna was enlightening. And with her experienced navigation, we arrive at the temple entrance as the carriage carrying Nyvene and Saoirse trots through the gap in the ridge, less than a mile away.

“Be at peace, Kyle Wimberly. This moment was destined for you. We’ve all seen it. You and your daughters will bring an end to the Dominion. But it will not happen as you expect. That’s all I can say, other than it is good to have you back. Go in peace. Enjoy your evening with the High Thera and Sybil Saoirse. Few get that privilege.”

As soon as the words are out, she beckons me into the temple, then exits letting the door slam closed.

Great, just great. My wife and daughter are but a hundred meters up the hill. Yet tonight, even Alex commands me to spend it with Nyvene and Saoirse. Why? What good can that possibly do? But here I am, a human male locked in a building mostly restricted to Avolite females.

Father. Second staircase. Third floor. High Thera’s apartment. You can’t miss it. Come.

I don’t really know her. But I know it’s Saoirse, and her words come with a longing I cannot resist.

HIGH THERA’S APARTMENT

Saoirse greets me in the hallway outside her home, then leaps into my arms, wrapping her arms and legs around me the way only a child can. I’m moved, truly moved, as she weeps, welcoming me into her life.

We hold each other for a minute or two, then I whisper, “Love you, baby girl.”

The words seem to release her. As she slithers down off me, she takes my hand. “Come. Mother awaits us.”

The joy she exudes melts my heart, and I follow her into the High Thera’s apartment. When the door closes, I worry about what awaits. But Saoirse’s joy props me up, setting aside all worries.

A second later, my mouth waters at the familiar fragrance of a special meal experienced long ago.

Nyvene comes out moments later to greet. She smiles when she sees me. “You recognize this dish?”

“I do.” It was the meal we had the night she took me home with her for the first time. Although my upper mind sounds an alarm, the memory of that night sweeps me away.

Another woman steps out. She is on the shortish side with irregular features and shimmering emerald skin.

“Do you remember Chef Shana from the café on Platform Fourteen?”

I look at the woman, baffled. But she strides forward confidently, hand outstretched. “Admiral Wimberly. It is as good to see you today as it was the first time you showed up at my café on the Dolren Crux.”

I shake her hand, remembering her café and her food, but not remembering her. “I remember loving your food.”

A smile blooms, as she leans into the moment. “I’ve made the same seafood platter for your appetizer. The same drink as well. This way.”

Nyvene sidles up alongside, leaning into me, the fingers of her right hand sliding naturally between the ones of my left. “I hope you don’t mind, but this is one of Saoirse’s favorite meals. Please enjoy it with us.”

Saoirse escorts us to the dining room. The table is set with her on one side, Nyvene and I on the other. Chef Shana brings a coconut juice for Saoirse; shrimp juice with lime and coconut liquor for Nyvene and me. The set up here is so clear that part of me wants to run. But who am I fooling? I’ve dreamt of this day for years now, and in the moment, let myself go, even though I know there will be hell to pay tomorrow.

As dinner progresses, we discuss many topics, Saoirse instigating most. She’s two and a half years old, stumbling over numerous toddler mispronunciations. But I feel like I’m being courted by a twenty-something year old woman with fifty years of experience.

Nyvene stays mostly quiet, letting Saoirse lead the conversation and absorb all my attention.

As we finish our dessert, Saoirse says, “I have a gift for you.”

“What is it?” I ask.

The delight she takes in my question affects me. I’ll do anything for this daughter of mine.

She lifts a finger. “You saw me do this in a video we released to To’Kana, right?”

“Neeb Dubash?” I ask.

“Neeb Dubash,” she replies.

“You are going to gift me with a vision?”

She smiles. “This one will linger. Will you accept it?”

“Please.” I lean forward until my head touches her outstretched finger.

“Enjoy this father. Then gift my mother with it.”

Before I can ponder the words, I’m swept away, back aboard the Victory, in the captain’s quarters, being taken by Nyvene. My heart pounds with intensity forgotten, then I explode in ecstasy as she grips me.

…

When I come back to myself, Saoirse is gone and Nyvene has changed into revealing nightwear.

“That was not from the past,” Nyvene says. “But that future may never come.”

Now on alert, I ask, “I thought everything that was seen would come to be.”

Nyvene shakes her head. “A weak interpretation, but…” She shrugs.

“Why am I here?” I ask.

“Alex didn’t tell you?” she comes back.

When I don’t reply, she says, “I want another daughter. I want you to give her to me.”

“Kayla?”

She scoffs. “No. I want you to give me another daughter. My deal with Alex is that we will host her and Kayla for seven days. In exchange, she gives me you for seven nights. I am fertile for the next week, have taken medications that will only allow a daughter to form. Come fulfill your half of the bargain.”

When I hesitate, she takes me by the hand and leads me toward the bedroom. “I know you will enjoy this. So, give yourself to me willingly. It is the only way a daughter will come.”

No wonder Alex was upset.


CHAPTER 10: ENTANGLEMENT

[01.20.2038] HIGH THERA'S APARTMENT

A hand running down my side wakes me enough to roll onto my back before sinking back down into the depths.

A kiss on my forehead wakes me enough to open my eyes. Two long slender breasts dangle in front of me. When she sees my eyes open, she lowers herself enough for her breasts to tickle my chest.

“We have an hour before we need to depart for the morning meditation. Can I have you?”

“Sure,” I mutter, trying to wake enough to participate.

I feel her lower herself onto me, then tighten her grip as she takes me. Minutes later, I explode then go completely limp, even though Nyvene continues to grip me. After another minute she shudders, then grips tighter and tighter as she lifts off me and flops down on her back.

“I need to hold it in for five minutes,” she says, setting the timer on her watch. “Then we need to get up and be ready to depart for the morning meditation.” She shudders again. “The mist is running strong this morning. Hopefully it will bless me, and a daughter will form in my womb.”

I lie still as the shame and guilt of being with another woman comes over me. Alex negotiated this deal, so must know what we are doing. But sex with Alex will never be as powerful as it is with Nyvene. The human body simply isn’t built that way. I hope she never finds out how profoundly satisfying an Avolite woman can be, because I love Alex far more than I will ever love Nyvene.

Shaking wakes me. “Out of bed, Kyle. The carriage departs in half an hour.”

I’m up and in the shower seconds later, letting the ice-cold water flow over me, draining any remaining sexual desire. I will see Alex in less than an hour and don’t want to give any clue as to what I’ve done.

When I step out to dry off, I see Nyvene still naked, primping before donning the layers of cloth that constitute a High Thera’s formal ware.

“Okay, if I take the trail this morning?”

She looks at me appraisingly, then nods. “You still have time to make it. But if you are late, don’t disrupt, just take your position. Do you have plans for the day?”

“I need to return to the ship so I can continue pressing our attack against the Dominion.”

“Good,” she says. “Be back in time for the evening meditation, then maybe something special afterward.”

“I’ll be there.”

MORNING MEDITATION

I charged up the trail this morning, hoping the sweat from the thousand-foot ascent would wash away any remaining smell of sex that the cold-water shower might have missed. As I passed the various sisters lumbering up the slope, most called out greetings. The last time I was here I was mostly ignored. Now I am treated with the respect due a High Thera’s consort, despite the fact I am here with my wife and daughter.

I arrive and take my position, then spot the carriage, which is approaching the drop off point. As soon as they are out Kayla and Saoirse spot me and both come running, despite Alex’s and Nyvene’s protest.

There is no chance Kayla will make it this far without falling. But as I move to intercept her, Nyvene’s finger shoots out, forbidding it as she shakes her head in chastisement.

When Kayla starts to flail, Saoirse grabs her, stabilizing her. They slow a little, then hand-in-hand resume the charge. From the look of them, you’d never know they were sisters from different mothers. I catch Nyvene looking at them with disapproval on her lips, adoration in her eyes. Alex catches my eye, then glances away. She can’t be happy with the situation, but yesterday’s grief and anger are subdued.

“Dad-dee,” Kayla shouts with all her baby zeal, then leaps at me.

I snatch her, toss her up in the air, then catch her as she comes down screaming. Tears come to my eyes as I pull her in and whisper, “Love you, baby girl.”

Nyvene gives me an exasperated look but doesn’t do anything. Then I notice Saoirse tugging on my shawl. “Do me?”

I set Kayla down, then repeat with Saoirse. “Love you, baby girl.”

She clings to me, then whispers, “I’m not a baby you know.”

I draw back enough to look at her and say, “You will always be my baby girl.” She laughs, then holds out a finger and says, “Maybe.”

When I hesitate, she says, “This one isn’t like the one last night.”

I lean in touching my forehead to her tiny index finger and am instantly transported to another place, high on the mountain.

It’s summer. The sun is low in the western sky. Mist clings to the ground, gaping open here and there. Its chill runs through me, making me feel twenty years older than I am. A pocket opens in the mist and a stunning young woman, who reminds me of Alex, steps out, her flowing white dress filled by the breeze. “Hello Father,” she says. “It’s me, Saoirse. Thank-you for coming today.”

“My sweet baby girl. Nothing could have kept me away.”

The vision melts away as quickly as it formed, and I cling to Saoirse as the tears flow. I’ve never been moved like this before.

Nyvene steps up to take Saoirse from me. “You showed him your vision of the commitment ceremony?”

“Just the part where he comes up the mountain to greet me.”

“I wouldn’t have shown him that. But you command the mist like no other before you, so I will say no more.”

“Thank you, Mother.”

Nyvene locks eyes with me. “Ask me this evening if you have questions. But we have caused too much of a distraction already. It’s time to begin.”

As she strides away, I feel as though I have been reprimanded, but with none of the fire Nyvene delivers when she is upset. Then I notice Alex’s gaze. I divert my eyes, ashamed of myself. How could she not feel me slipping away from her?

Nyvene calls the meditation to order, and everyone takes their positions. Then she issues the words of invocation, and the meditation begins. The sisters are skilled at quieting themselves. During my last visit, I remember overhearing them talk about methods to quiet the mind and open the soul to the mist’s spirit. But it was rare for anyone other than Nyvene to manifest a vision.

It's curious to me that Kayla seems to know how to do this. She’s normally either one hundred percent on the move or dead asleep. Today, her eyes are closed, but she sits up straight, on her knees, and by all appearance focused on the temple. She shifts her weight a little, then lets out an orgasmic groan, which in short order turns into a scream of terror. “No,” she shouts then falls to the ground, unmoving. Several of the other sisters do the same, their groans and screams less convincing. One of the younger sisters in acolyte’s garb, quivers as she repeats the word yes, over and over. Even Nyvene wells up a groan reminiscent of this morning’s encounter as she opens her arms to the heavens. Alex remains completely still with a trace of a smile forming. Sister Yes, whatever her name is, calms as her face lights up in an expression of religious ecstasy.

I know that expression. It is the same one Dr. Liam Foster wore as a Dominion warrior flooded his mind with ecstasy while drinking his blood. The sisters are witnessing a seduction attack. I find it abhorrent that one-year-old Kayla is being subjected to such a thing.

As I look at her, she rises, arms lifted like Sister Yes. She groans in a way no one-year-old should, then loses her balance and falls. The fall apparently takes her out of the vision, because the crying that follows is the normal cry she emits when she is upset. Alex is quick to scoop her up.

One by one, the sisters come back to themselves and flock around Nyvene. I haven’t been to that many meditations, but this is the first one I’ve seen that’s ended so chaotically. Nyvene apparently observes the same thing and raises her arms to issue a final blessing. But nothing about what I’ve just witnessed seems normal.

Blessing done, Nyvene goes over to Alex and after some back and forth, takes Kayla in her arms, kissing her on the head and whispering to her as she marches over to the carriage. Saoirse follows and once she’s in, the carriage departs without Alex.

TRAIL TO THE TEMPLE

As I watch the carriage go, Alex comes up alongside and takes my hand. Given the events of the last twelve hours it seems like a strange move. But I squeeze her hand in affirmation and ask, “What did Nyvene say to you?”

“No one Kayla’s age has ever had a vision that intense. She wants to run some medical tests at the hospital to assure Kayla’s okay, but my presence within a mile of the hospital would compromise the test. She asked me to stay above the ridge line until 9:00 AM.”

“You’re okay with that?”

Alex puts out her hands. “No. But I have an inkling of what’s going on here so will permit it.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Alex locks eyes with me. “Will you spend an hour walking back with me? Just the two of us?”

I smile. “Of course, I will.”

She steps forward, pulling me along, but walks slowly, allowing the others to get well ahead of us.

“Do you have any idea what this meditation was about?” she asks. “You seemed to recognize it.”

“I think so. Remember the images we got of the British scientist the spiders killed in the Congo?”

Alex tenses up, then says, “Yes, they must have seen a similar attack somewhere.”

“By the way they fell to the ground, I would bet they saw it here, on the Emerald Spine.”

“Oh, my God,” Alex whispers.

“You seem to have been affected. Did you have a vision?” I ask.

She glances at me then diverts her eyes, suddenly distant. “I felt the chill of the mist slowly replaced by a warm pleasant glow,” she whispers.

I watch her as she looks into the distance, the closeness of a second ago gone. Then she resumes our slow trek down.

We walk in silence for the better part of a minute, and I can tell by the way she moves and fidgets, that I’m about to find out what this is about.

She looks up at me with a put-on smile so false I wonder why she’s making the effort. Then with trembling voice asks, “Did you enjoy your time with Nyvene last night, then again this morning?”

The words hit me like a slap in the face, and I pull my hand away from her. I did not instigate last night’s events and have tried desperately to avoid all contact with Nyvene, since returning from Dominion space two-plus years ago. Alex is the one that declared we needed to come here, then she pimped me off to Nyvene.

But she doesn’t let go of my hand and pulls back, saying, “Don’t.”

Her rebuke is sharp, as her pent-up anger leaks out.

We stare at each other for a few seconds, then in a barely controlled, but light-hearted voice she says, “It’s all interconnected.”

When she doesn’t say more, I ask, “Are you going to explain that?”

“Sorry,” she whispers. “I think I have all the pieces, but it’s all a jumble.”

She pauses again, but this time I wait for her to continue.

“Look,” she says with some steel in her voice. “I made this deal. Now I need to live with it.” A sob escapes as the last word comes out, accompanied by a stream of tears. “But I need your help, if I’m going to find my way through it.”

I turn to hug her, but she pushes me away, while still clutching my hand.

“You’ve put none of the pieces together, have you?” she accuses with more of her pent-up anxiety slipping out.

An angry retort gathers on my lips, but I refuse to give into it. Alex is the one I love and want to spend my life with. But none of this makes sense to me. We’ve both been injured by what’s happened. Alex more than me. The least I can do is be humble about it.

“No. I probably haven’t. Can you tell me?”

“Forget about Nyvene’s interests for a moment, what do you think Kayla and Saoirse want from this?”

“They want something?”

“God, Kyle. You can be so blind at times.”

When I don’t reply, Alex says. “They want a combined family—one father, two mothers, four or five sisters?”

“You can’t be serious.”

“I’m surprised you can’t see it,” Alex says. “The way they play. The way they hold hands. How tenderly Saoirse treats Kayla. You saw what she did when Kayla went running for you. Have you ever seen a two-year old do something like that?”

“No,” I confess. “I haven’t.”

“Do you have any idea how much Saoirse loves you, or at least the idea of you.”

I smile thinking about her at dinner. “She granted me a vision last night.”

“I’m not surprised. Knowing how much she wants you in her life, it was probably about you and Nyvene.”

“Yeah. Energetically entangled.”

“Surprising. But if she really can read minds, she must have already deduced that is what you like most about Nyvene.”

The remark seems grossly unfair, but I swallow another angry rebuke, saying instead, “I had no idea what sex was until I was fifteen or sixteen years old. It shocked me that she gave me that vision, which Nyvene says may come to pass sometime in the future.”

We walk in silence for a few seconds, then Alex asks, “Last night, then again this morning… She initiated both times?”

“Who told you that?”

Alex stammers for a few seconds, then says, “The girls are attuned to the two of you. They took my hand so I could experience it with them. It really upset Sister Elna, when the three of us came at the same time Nyvene did.”

“What?”

“Given that I’m unable to partake at the moment, it was an unexpected pleasure to feel you that way.”

“Oh, my God,” I whisper.

“The Avolite body is different than a human one,” Alex says.

“I am not touching that topic,” I reply.

“Her breasts are longer, narrower.”

“I like yours more,” I reply.

“And her groin is more muscular.”

“No comment.”

Alex laughs. “You don’t have to tell me what you think about that, I already know.”

“Why are we having this conversation?”

“This week is not as one-sided as you think it is, but it still hurts to have you with her, not with me.”

The way she sniffles, I know the tears are flowing again. But I can’t bring myself to look.

“But none of that is what this week is about,” Alex says. “It’s not even about Kayla in the way you think it is.”

I turn to look Alex in the eye. “Then what is it about?”

“Has anyone told you of Saoirse’s Dominion Intelligence Network project?”

“Sister Elna mentioned it last night.”

“According to Saoirse, your current attacks on the Dominion will weaken them, but not as much as you expect. It will give us five, maybe ten years of relative peace during which the Dominion will quietly grow stronger, getting strong enough to prevail.”

“Saoirse has seen this?”

“You know about her double talk about fate’s hand being known but not seen.”

“I don’t think you got that quite right, but yes, I know what you are talking about. It is a revised understanding of the Pliability of Time doctrine.”

Alex eyes me, then continues explaining what we are doing here.

“Saoirse says there is a way to prevent this, but she needs help. Finding the solution is more than she can handle on her own. Even adding Kayla to the team will not be enough. She is convinced there needs to be four of them. Nyvene does not want another child. She likes having you titled as her consort, because it gives Saoirse legitimacy. But she doesn’t want a man in her life. She obviously enjoys you. But it’s not like she wants you to move in with her.”

“That’s good, I suppose.”

Alex laughs at my comment, but doesn’t pursue it, plowing back in instead. “Saoirse convinced her to invite you and gave her the pretense that would draw you here. She asked me to have another daughter as soon as possible. She waited this long to ask because she knew the last one would fail. She believes that our combined family will have the power to stop the Dominion, possibly enslave them. One father, two mothers, four daughters, maybe five.”

“She told you this?”

“No. She gifted me with a vision. It was very compelling, enough that I am willing to try.”

“You mean trying to get pregnant again?”

“Yes, and…”

“And?”

“Sharing you with Nyvene to the extent I need to make this happen.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Kyle, trust me. If we can build the life shown in that future, we will not only live longer, but we will live happier lives.”

EVENING MEDITATION

Nyvene promised a special treat tonight… But did she? Her words were… Be back in time for the evening meditation, then maybe something special afterward.

Well, I came down in time for the evening meditation. True, I transported down just in time. But when I did, neither Nyvene, Alex, nor Kayla were present. Only Saoirse, who would be leading the evening meditation. She admittedly put on a good show, granting visions to several of the sisters, before saying the words of invocation. But after that? Nothing. I could feel the mist flow, not just its chill on my flesh, but in my mind. Neither Saoirse, nor any of the sisters expressed a vision. As the meditation broke up, she offered additional blessings. But even her blessings fell flat. When the last of the sisters filed away, Saoirse beckoned me.

“Alex says she told you why you are here.”

“She did,” I reply. “Is her understanding correct?”

Saoirse nods. “I did not realize how much hurt it would cause Alex for you to give my mother another child. Avolites are not as parochial.”

I’m shocked that Saoirse’s vocabulary includes words like that.

“On Avolene, it is not all that uncommon for a woman to take two or more husbands. Mother would never do that, of course. She is bound by her responsibilities not to marry. But she is allowed one consort during her lifetime, so that she can bear daughters pledged to the mist. Our culture is female dominated, yours male. Research confirmed that multiple wives was common at one point in human society, but is out of favor now…” Her voice just trails away. “Which is all to say, I did not understand how hurtful this week would be for you and Alex. I apologize for behaving as rashly as I did.”

It is a remarkable thing to see such a tiny child give such a sophisticated apology. “You have my forgiveness, precious baby girl. May you be as lucky with Alex.”

Saoirse smiles. “Alex has already given me her forgiveness.”

“Saoirse, do you know how it is that you are so advanced.”

Her smile grows. “Because I have your remarkable genes.”

I chuckle at her response, then clarify, “A human three-year-old, can speak and string together simple sentences. But they have a very narrow vocabulary and little sophistication, in part because their brain is still growing and maturing. You speak with the authority of a university professor. How?”

She turns her head sideways. “I am the only living first-generation Human-Avolite hybrid. Hybrids with the Iknosan and a few other species who got stranded here, all had enlarged fast-growing skulls and brains. You see how large my head is, right?”

At this angle, the oversized head is obvious. “I’m surprised I didn’t notice before.”

Her smile grows. “How polite of you to say, but back to the point. All the other hybrids matured rapidly, becoming adult-like in their teens. But I am the only one born of a High Thera, a sybil’s Sybil. From the instant my first brain cells formed they were connected to the Mist. By the time I was born, I was self-aware, and had vocabulary, but as you suggest, I did not have motor control.”

“And you still have trouble pronouncing some words that you clearly understand.”

“Correct,” she replies, like a teacher hearing a simplified version of the truth. “I also have most of my mother’s memories, which means that at not quite three years old, I have a brain nearly as large as yours and my upper mind is nearly as mature as my mother’s. And as mother told you, I have the highest perception scores ever recorded, which, as To’Kana’s people have proven, comes from a dominant gene originating from the human genome.”

“Do you know why Kayla is nearly as special?”

“Why do you say nearly?” Saoirse asks.

“Your mother said her perception scores were lower.”

Saoirse laughs. “True, but mothers spin truths about their children that may not be as real as they seem to be.”

When I don’t respond, she says, “My scores were higher, but not statistically distinct.”

“Seriously?” I ask, shocked. “How can that be?”

“I will answer if you ask me to, but fair warning, you may not like the answer.”

“Tell me.”

“You must swear to keep this a secret. I will not tell you unless you convince me you will not tell anyone else.”

“Who else knows this?”

She shakes her head. “Father, this is serious. You deserve to know. You are the only one who should know who doesn’t yet.”

It takes effort to quell the anger growing within. When it is under control, I answer, “I pledge on my life that I will keep this secret.”

Saoirse locks her eyes on mine and holds them for thirty seconds before asking, “What is Alex?”

“What the hell kind of question is that?” I explode.

The eyes are back as Saoirse relaxes back in her seat. We sit like that for minutes, eyes locked, no words exchanged. Then she extends her index finger. “I trust you, Father. You are the one that has the most to lose if word gets out. Come, accept the vision and you will know.”

I sit, roiling with indecision. Saoirse’s arm slowly drops, but when it finally settles in her lap, the finger is still extended. I stand, walk over to her, then kneel, and a moment later, I’m swept away, reliving snippets of memory from a new perspective. When I return to myself, I fall to the ground and weep.

Saoirse crawls up next to me, wrapping her tiny arms around me. “It’s okay father. There is no need to mourn. She is who you think she is. It just happened differently than they told you it did.”

HIGH THERA'S APARTMENT

Given the hour and the lack of a lantern, I accepted Saoirse’s offer to ride in the carriage with her. Her final words to me as she departed were, “Enjoy my mother’s company this evening, then give yourself fully over to her when she is ready to have you. Our reproductive system works a little differently than yours. Mother’s mental state when she bonds is as important for conception as the bonding itself.”

Now, as I approach the apartment, I realize I don’t know the appropriate protocol to enter. I assume I’ll need to knock, but if I do, anyone in the main halls of the lower two floors will know someone is entering the High Thera’s apartment. As I raise my hand to knock, the door opens and Nyvene, mostly hidden behind the door, motions me in. When I’m in, I see that she is dressed in a very Alex-like outfit—loose low-cut top, tight low-cut jeans, and bare feet. An impulse of desire spikes as she takes my face in her hands and kisses me lightly on the lips. But she backs away as I attempt to embrace her.

“Let’s take it slow tonight,” she says in a seductive voice. “Why don’t you change into something more comfortable. I have clothes laid out for you in the bedroom.”

I take a step toward the bedroom, then sneak in a little peck on her cheek. She laughs and pushes me toward my destination, saying, “Take everything off, and put on the items I’ve laid out.”

Once in, I shed my clothes then take in the two items on the bed. It’s like a two-piece bath robe with a long wrap around that goes from waist to shin, and a two-button top. When I put it on, I think it looks a bit silly, but the colorful cloth from which it’s made is light and feels marvelous on my skin. When I emerge, Nyvene says, “Are you as comfortable as you look? One of the sisters, says her male companion prefers this garb on romantic evenings.”

I shrug. “Not sure yet. But I like the freedom of movement it gives.” Pointing at her outfit, I ask, “I’m curious. Where did you get those clothes? I haven’t seen anything like them here.”

“To’Kana,” she says. “He said you had a weakness for this type of clothing. He got the patterns from one of the AIs on your ship.”

It bothers me to think Thelma was apparently involved in the arrangements for this week.

As we enter the living room, I see a half bottle of bubbly set out with two champagne flutes. Stepping closer I see that it’s from Melissa Johnson’s winery.

“To’Kana says this sparkling wine is one of your favorites.”

“Is this the something special you mentioned?”

“No,” she replies. “That will come later. Given the message Saoirse was planning to give you tonight, I thought something familiar might help ease you back into my good graces.” She points. “Do you know how to serve that?

I nod. “My family works in the industry.”

As I loosen the cork, Nyvene asks, “She told you about Alex, right?”

The question sets me back enough that I lose my grip on the cork, which flies out of the bottle and bounces off the wall, startling Nyvene.

“Was that a yes?” she asks, then starts laughing.

Her laugh lightens the mood, but sorrow wells up anyway.

“Why does it bother you so much?”

I ponder the question while pouring the sparkling wine, then take a seat on the sofa, across the table from Nyvene.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s that I was lied to by the people I trusted the most. I thought they’d fixed her, not grown a new one.”

“But the cosmetic engineering was excellent.” Nyvene points out. “You didn’t even know.”

“True, I did not.” I look up at Nyvene and lock eyes. “Did you know?”

She shakes her head. “Saoirse sensed Kayla shortly before she was born. Six months of probing the mist revealed the truth. To’Kana and Thelma know. Saoirse, me, and you know. The others don’t know we do.”

“Do you know who the Avolite DNA donor was?”

“I was,” Nyvene says. “It wasn’t exactly voluntary. Thelma collected enough of my hair while on Platform 14 to fully map my DNA. She already had Alex’s. As a safety precaution, To’Kana took full brain scans of you and Alex while aboard his ship in orbit around Aarde. That’s why she cannot remember anything after Aarde before waking up on your ship.”

“What about the other fetus?”

“Fiction to cover the truth,” Nyvene replies. “The fetus would have contained the stem cells needed to do what they told you they needed to do.”

“And Saoirse discovered all of this by probing the mist?”

“She did. A blood test on Alex the day they arrived confirmed it.”

I slump down into my seat on the sofa. Why would Thelma and To’Kana collaborate on such a complex deception? Maybe they didn’t. Thelma wouldn’t need To’Kana’s help, just information that she would have no problem stealing from him.

As I ponder the questions, Nyvene slides onto the sofa next to me and sidles up alongside. “Are you okay? I know this is not welcome news. But it does explain why Kayla has the gift to the degree that she does. And..” she lets the words hang until I look at her. “There’s a chance Alex has the gift too.”

As she leans over to kiss me, her hand slides through the slit in my wrap and caresses my knee. For the first time since returning to Avolene, my heart melts for this woman and the memories of my time with her come flooding back.

As the moment passes, Nyvene eases away. “Are you ready for a special treat?” The question comes with a bit of tease, then the words, “Follow me.”

She leads me into the dining room, which is set more intimately than last night with two comfortable armchairs facing each other, separated by a table set with a selection of food and drink.

“I hope you like the offerings tonight. They are all considered aphrodisiacs on our world. Try this one,” she says. “It’s one of the more cherished here.”

I look at the little porcelain bowl she’s pointing to. It reminds me of one of the dishes served at a kaiseki dinner put on by the prime minister of Japan. Although I had my Japanese language pack installed, the state department insisted that I have a translator. Her name was Keikō. If nothing else, she proved I could count on the Iknosan translation packs—not a single word was different. But every third word Keikō spoke was context relevant to the discussion.

For this dish, she said, “It has the texture of snot, so go in prepared. If you can get past that, it tastes like the essence of shiitake mushroom infused into a miso paste. From a culinary perspective, it’s quite a trick. So cherish it, or at least pretend to.”

Keikō was right. Once I got past the texture, the flavor was heavenly.

“Kai, try it. It’s…” Nyvene makes hand motions but doesn’t complete the sentence.

My stomach flips as I look at the herb accented slime in the bowl. But what the heck. I survived Japan—not really a fair statement, I loved Japan and learned to love its food—so, I’ll survive this.

I up end the bowl, letting the slime flow into my mouth. Yeah, I almost gag on the texture. But the impulse is gone faster than it came. Then two things happen almost at once—my male parts start to firm, and I’m overwhelmed by the taste of… Sorry, not going there.

Nyvene smiles. “I see you like that. There’s another if you’d like, but there are others just as… enticing.”

She puts another little bowl in front of me. “Mind if I take the other shimwaa?” I let her take it and try the next.

With five dishes and two glasses of the Emerald Spine’s finest wine consumed, I need a different type of consummation.

“This should be fun,” Nyvene says. “I have no personal experience, but many of the women I’ve counseled tell me this is the meal that brings their men home after an extended absence. Are you ready to come home?”

I don’t really know what she’s asking. This isn’t and never was my home. But when she stands and takes me by the hand, I surrender to her in a way I’ve never surrendered to anything before. In this moment, I am hers. I am completely hers, beginning and end of story.

[01.26.2038] TEMPLE GARDEN

In truth, I don’t remember much about my second night with Nyvene, only that it was euphoric. The aphrodisiacs worked. I suppose you could say she drugged me, but she did it with Alex’s consent, so I have no complaint. But after six days of energetic entanglement, I feel spent. Tonight, will be my last night with her, but today is Kayla’s first birthday. She is one year old today, and Nyvene is hosting a birthday party in the temple’s garden. I have no idea what an Avolite birthday celebration will look like, but I am taking a day off from the Dominion so I can participate.

After the cathartic first two days, a pattern emerged—an energetic predawn round with Nyvene, the morning meditation, a day spent killing Dominion assets, then the evening meditation and one or two more rounds with Nyvene.

She told me last night our mission was successful, but said she wasn’t releasing me from duty, because she enjoyed me too much and wasn’t sure she would ever get another pass at me.

So how bizarre. I’m about to spend a day with my wife, my daughter, my other daughter, and the consort who says my third daughter is in her womb. If my mother had any idea…


CHAPTER 11: SEPARATION

[01.27.2038] MORNING MEDITATION

Today starts like all the others in the past week. Another energetic entanglement with Nyvene, a cold-water shower, then a heart-pounding climb up to the meditation grounds for the morning meditation. But today, I arrive nearly an hour early, and regret not having lingered with Nyvene a little longer. Over the last seven days, I have come to love her as much as I did before. That this morning may have been the last time we will ever be intimate, saddens me—a truth that’s going to drive a lot of guilt over the weeks to come.

Now at the top, I turn to take in the view, which is clear today. The little town of Silken Bay, with its quaint buildings and working harbor is clearly visible below. Beyond it, the beautiful blue ocean stretches to the horizon.

Motion on the trail below catches my eye. It’s Alex, only a few minutes behind me. I’m surprised I didn’t see her earlier, but in truth I was focused on the climb, not the scenery.

She waves, then picks up her pace.  She crests the ridge line, and two steps later is in my arms. “Thank God your obligation is complete,” she whispers, as she buries her face in my shoulder, sweating and panting almost as much as I was a few minutes ago. “I felt as though I wasn’t even allowed to touch you.”

“I’m yours again,” I whisper.

Thankfully none of the others are within sight because Alex clings to me, something Nyvene doesn’t allow in public, especially on the meditation grounds.

Minutes pass, then Alex says, “Yesterday, Nyvene told me she thought she was pregnant. Yet she took you again last night and this morning anyway. Was that just insurance?”

“Maybe. But she told me something different.”

Alex pushes back and looks at me, but I pull her in again. “She said she didn’t think she would ever get to be with me again, so would not release me early.”

I feel Alex trembling in my arms. I hold her tighter and whisper, “What you did was courageous. Kayla is in a much better place than she was before. And now we have powerful new assets at our disposal to press the fight against the Dominion.”

“What about the open wound?” Alex asks. “Are you going to be able to live without her?”

“It’s different now. Nyvene and Saoirse are part of our extended family, not just a guilt-ridden memory. But I suppose that depends on how long we stay here. Do you have a better read on that yet?”

“Nyvene and I are scheduled to discuss Kayla’s progress after the morning meditation. Saoirse wants us to stay, so I suspect I am going to be sentenced to the sybil dormitory a while longer. If that is the recommendation, I hope the price isn’t you.” Alex shudders at the words.

“What about Thelma?” I ask. “Can’t she monitor Kayla?”

Alex’s eyes dart away from me as the sound of the carriage reaches our ears.

“The others are coming,” she says.

We walk over to the area where the carriage parks. Normally, we would take a stroll like this hand-in-hand. But not today, as there’s no sense in antagonizing Nyvene.

When the door to the carriage opens, the two girls are standing in the door. In unison, they shout “Dad-dee,” then leap out into my arms. Miraculously, I catch them both without dropping either. Two bundles of joy to kiss and tickle all at the same time. I catch Nyvene’s stern look, but also see the smile she is trying to suppress.

I give each a kiss and a ‘love you, baby girl’ before setting them both down.

“Thank you, Kyle,” Nyvene says, then gives me a peck on the cheek, before turning to Alex. “I return your husband to you. I believe he has successfully completed his mission.”

“Thank you,” Alex replies. “I am happy to have him back.”

Nyvene reaches out and touches Alex’s arm. “Could I have a word with you in private?”

Alex looks at me before saying yes.

On realizing I’ve been dismissed, I go to my designated spot and take a seat on my mat, then turn, so I can watch my two women, who have turned to face northwest with their backs to me. Nyvene has her hand out, pointing in the direction of the mist coming over the ridge line. From the way she motions, I think she is explaining the way the mist flows and the path it takes to get here. Then Nyvene turns to Alex, putting her hands on Alex’s shoulders, squaring them. Words that I cannot hear are exchanged, then Alex nods. Nyvene reaches into a pocket in her robe, pulls out something I can’t see, then holds it up. Alex puts out her tongue, then Nyvene places a small lozenge on it and chants some words I cannot catch.

When Alex nods, Nyvene touches her index finger to Alex’s forehead, and Alex goes rigid. I hope Nyvene is not sharing a vision about our ‘work together’ last week.

They hold this position for an unnaturally long time. Then as Sister Elna leads the others up over the ridge line, Nyvene breaks the contact. Alex seems to swoon, but Nyvene holds her, then wraps her arms around her. A few seconds pass, then Alex seems to come back to life, clinging to Nyvene. More seconds pass, then Nyvene pulls back, holding Alex by the shoulders. There’s back and forth that I can make nothing of, then a deep embrace like they were old friends. As they turn toward me, I see Alex’s smile, then turn away so as not to get caught staring at them.

When I look up, Sister Elna is standing there. Her eyes are on me, her normal smile absent. “Sybil Saoirse requests your presence in the meditation room at Noon. Will you join her there?”

“Did she say why?” I ask.

Elna shakes her head. “Only that things will go better for you, if you come.”

With that she turns on a heel and takes her position next to the two girls. Saoirse appears to have already started her meditation. What an odd morning. Maybe I should have stayed in bed with Nyvene longer. But the idea has none of the appeal it had an hour ago.

When Nyvene returns, she kneels with Alex on her right, Saoirse on her left, Kayla in the next slot left, then Sister Elna. Instead of Nyvene standing to say the words of invocation, she takes Alex’s hand and as soon as the first word comes out, Kayla starts rocking back and forth. About half of the sisters seem to be participating in the normal way, with their eyes closed. The others watch with eyes wide as Kayla is obviously being taken by the mist again today.

Less than a minute in, Kayla goes completely rigid and screams, drawing the attention of everyone but Alex, who has gone rigid herself. I start to move as does one of the sisters. But the index finger on Nyvene’s free hand goes up, freezing both of us. Kayla’s screams stop as she slumps down onto her mat. As some of the other sisters start exhibiting the same behaviors, Saoirse snaps her eyes open, then stands with arms outstretched. “Stop! Everyone stop!”

Nyvene turns to rebuke. But Saoirse holds up a finger and shouts out the words of closure. I’m baffled. Nyvene looks pissed. And half the sisters get up and run. But Alex remains as still as a statue, and Kayla is as dead asleep as only babies and toddlers can be. We hold our positions until all the sisters, except Elna flee. Saoirse stands and marches toward her mother, ready for a fight.

If this wasn’t so serious, it would be funny—the little three-foot-tall girl with pudgy arms stalking a six-foot tall, muscular woman.

Nyvene sees her coming and shakes her head, then nods towards Alex. The action deflates Saoirse who comes over to me and plops down on my lap like the little girl she is.

“That came too close,” she says in a weak wobbly voice. “Mother put too much in motion this morning. She should consult with me before doing things like this.”

For the first time, I realize that Saoirse thinks of herself as the leader of the temple.

“Not the temple,” she says. “The mist.” Almost under her breath she whispers. “That which is seen, cannot be unseen, therefore must come to pass.”

I recognize the scripture. It’s from the chapter entitled, Foresight.

“Doesn’t that contradict your Hand of Fate doctrine.”

Saoirse looks up at me smiling, then chortles in her little girl voice. “I underestimate you, Father. Maybe you might understand.” The way she stretches out the word, you, leads me to believe that I am about to be given a test that few pass.

“We have a fish here that we call a basga. It’s a little silvery fish. Suppose you saw someone carrying a basga in a pail. What would you think?”

I shrug. “I’d guess they were going to eat it, or maybe keep it as a pet.”

My answer brings a contagious belly laugh. When she calms, she says, “That was funny. The first dish you had with my mother the second night…”

“What about it?” I ask.

“All that slimy stuff is made from fresh basga milt—its seminal fluid.”

“Oh,” I mutter in surprise, which makes Saoirse laugh all the harder.

“Do you understand the distinction my Hand of Fate doctrine is making?” she asks.

“Seeing something you don’t comprehend is like not seeing it, because you don’t know what it means.”

“And as applied to today’s events?” she asks with the same kind of challenge as a university professor.

“That the sisters saw something they didn’t understand?” I guess.

“That was obvious from the setup,” Saoirse snipes. “The real question is, why would I be angry with my mother?”

I shrug and put my hands out. “I assume it will be obvious when you tell me.”

“Back to the basga,” she says. “You notice the woman next door buying fresh basga every Saturday morning. Then one hot Saturday evening with all the windows open, you hear energetic squeaking followed by loud groaning.”

I’m embarrassed by my tiny little daughter’s question, but her eyes demand an answer.

“The sisters were about to connect the dots on something that could not then be unseen. But how is that your mother’s fault?”

“She awakened Alex this morning. That kind of awakening amplifies the perception of everyone in the immediate vicinity. I suspect you felt it to a degree.”

Her words remind me how strange the morning felt, and how clearly I could sense the sisters’ anxiety.

“For weeks now, I’ve been courting fate on a very dangerous topic I can’t tell you about. What I expected the sisters to see vaguely this morning, they almost saw clearly enough that it could not be unseen. It was reckless of mother to awaken Alex this morning, although I think I understand why she did.”

“Why?” I ask.

She looks at me and shakes her head. Then, when it appears she’s about to burst into tears, she leans into me, burying her head in my chest, clinging to me.

As I wrap my arms around her, I whisper. “It’s okay, baby girl. I love you. You don’t need to tell me things I don’t need to know.”

TRAIL TO THE TEMPLE

As with the last time Kayla had a vision strong enough to knock her out, Nyvene is taking her to the hospital for tests and Alex needs to stay away for the next hour.

As we start the slow crawl back, I take her hand.

“Saoirse told me Nyvene awakened you this morning. Want to talk about it?”

She squeezes my hand, indicating that she does, but no words flow. A few steps later she spins into me, burying her face in my chest.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“A little overwhelmed,” she replies, but doesn’t elaborate.

The silence stretches out, but it doesn’t bother me. We have an hour to kill, and it has been a week since I been able to hold Alex. When she’s ready to talk, she will.

“I’m afraid, Kai,” she whispers.

“Tell me,” I say with all the compassion I can.

“The visions are confusing. They’re filled with war and passion. Much of it revolves around you.” She sobs. “Nyvene is not going to allow me to keep you for myself. She’s going to demand that I share you with her. We will both bear several more children. Then I will lose you to her.”

Alex trembles as she sobs. When I say I’ll never leave her, she pushes me away. “One or more of our children will be killed,” she shouts, before latching back onto me again. “Saoirse will point the way for a while. Kayla will become High Thera at some point. A step change in Dominion capability is coming soon. It’s impossible to sort it all out. The themes are clear, but the specifics aren’t there. But the worst part is that I am going to lose you and bear the burden of what’s coming on my own.”

The grief radiating from her grips me.

We stand holding each other for a while. Then once she quiets, she says, “I can’t bear the thought of losing you, or Nyvene, or any of our children. It’s so unfair. But we will be the deciding factor. And that is what this last week has been about. Saoirse has plotted out the next several steps. But after that?” Her words fade away.

“Did Nyvene say anything about how you hear the mist’s voice?”

“On our first morning here, they took us down to the hospital to be tested. Nyvene said it was required of anyone coming to stay at the sybil dormitory for the first time. I didn’t think much of it. They did a simple body scan and blood test. Earlier, when she asked to speak with me in private, she told me that I had the rare gene that enables the visions. She asked if I wanted her help to experience a vision. I said yes.”

“What was the lozenge she gave you?”

“It was a sour gummy, not a lozenge. It contained a small dose of an herbal mixture that can bring on the visions. Children like Saoirse and Kayla awaken on their own. Adults need a little push the first time.”

“What happened when she touched her finger to your forehead?” I ask.

Alex nods. “She shared a vision with me that had come to her shortly after we met. What a strange experience. It seemed to go on for hours. When I came out of it, she said she would guide me through this morning’s meditation. Even with her help, it was overwhelming.”

“I saw her hug you when you came out of it. It seemed more than casual. What was that about?” I ask.

Alex doesn’t answer immediately. But I continue to hold her, knowing she’ll break it off when she’s ready to.

A minute later, she says, “Nyvene told me I was now a sister of the mist. I could pursue it casually as most of the sisters did, or more seriously like Sister Elna has, but I was not obligated to pursue it if I didn’t want to. But whatever I chose she would always think of me as her sister. It was quite touching.”

I’m puzzled by this twist. Everything Nyvene told her is true, but it is misleading. As I continue to ponder it, I think I get it. Nyvene tested Alex to verify Saoirse’s theory that my first Alex died and Thelma built a new one that incorporated more than fifty percent of Nyvene’s genome. What she found was that Alex had the gift and therefore would be likely to manifest a vision at some point, so wanted to get ahead of the issue. But allowing Alex to see visions of multiple children and declaring they were sisters suggests another purpose. Nyvene is not planning to let me go, and soon she will begin negotiating with Alex for rights to me.

“What are you thinking about?” Alex asks.

“What you said earlier,” I reply. “This week was about getting us here and binding us to the temple. Because this is going to become the epicenter of the war.”

TEMPLE OF THE MIST

When Alex and I arrive at the temple we are met by Sister Brinly, who welcomes us. “Sister Alexandra, Consort Kyle. Welcome home.”

Her use of the word home and the titles Sister and Consort cause my blood pressure to spike.

Sister Brinly apparently notices. “It is customary to greet people more formally on the day of an awakening. If I’d known that was going to happen today, I would have arranged for transportation.” She puts her hand on her abdomen. “But I am barred from the trail until my daughter is born.”

Alex congratulates Brinly on her pregnancy as we follow her in.

“The High Thera awaits,” she says to Alex, then to me. “Sybil Saoirse will see you now, if you are available.”

“I’m available now.”

“Excellent. The Meditation Room is just ahead.”

Two doors further down the main hall Brinly points to a double door. “Sybil Saoirse is in there. Knock and you will be admitted.”

I knock, then give Alex a wink and mouth the words good luck. The cautious smile she sends me betrays apparent worry about her meeting with Nyvene.

Sister Elna opens the door and nods towards Saoirse. The wordless welcome saddens me. I like Sister Elna, but something has apparently dampened her enthusiasm for me.

“Father, please come in,” Saoirse says, pointing to the empty chair opposite her cushion-stuffed throne. As I step her way, she dismisses Elna.

“Why am I here, and Alex with your mother?”

She looks at me with a puzzled expression, then says, “Efficiency.”

“Are you going to explain that?” I ask.

“Father. Don’t be so suspicious. We are not plotting against you. You and Alex are our most cherished allies.”

“Okay. Suspicion suspended, but I would still like to know why we are being separated within two hours of being reunited.”

“Alex needs to be consecrated. Men are not allowed to participate. If she chooses to pursue the sybil path, she needs to declare you as her consort. She has the qualifications to pursue that path, so mother is bound by her oath to offer it. But none of us want that, it’s just a formality that needs to be handled in the absence of men. Next on her agenda is Kayla, which is why you are here. There are things you need to know before Alex decides what to do with Kayla.”

“What do you mean by Alex decides.”

“I was told you had memorized the Book of the Mist. The answer should be obvious,” Saoirse says with impatience.

I close my eyes and search for the relevant memory. In a second it comes. “Understood,” I say. “Men can have no official role in the workings of the temple. If Alex accepts a role in the temple, then she, by temple law, becomes the sole guardian of any female children. If she accepts no role, but wants Kayla to be part of the temple, then the temple will treat her as Kayla’s sole guardian.” I pause as the suspicion returns. “You know Alex does not want to be the sole guardian. Your purpose in meeting with me alone is to tell me why they both need to be affiliated with the temple. That way I can counsel her when she asks.”

Saoirse smiles with a twinkle in her eye. “You are mostly right. What’s wrong is the implied suspicion.”

Once again, I marvel at my baby daughter’s maturity.

She puts her index finger out. “Please accept this vision. It will be faster and more accurate than an explanation, because I don’t understand and don’t want to understand several of the elements of this vision.”

With a bit of resignation, I lean forward.

“Sit back quickly after you touch. The vision will start two seconds after.”

I touch my forehead to her finger, feel the contact and the spike of adrenalin that accompanies it, then sit back and relax into the headrest. In a moment, I’m away.

…

“Admiral, I’m picking up a space-time anomaly on my sensors.”

“Bearing?” I ask.

“Can’t get a lock,” Millie says. “It’s like it’s all around us.”

“Keep after it,” I order, worried the Dominion has some new trick up their sleeve.

Father, get out of there. You are in extreme danger. Go, now!

I gave Kayla one of the special phones that connects directly to my implant. This is the first time she’s used it and the desperation in her voice is compelling.

“Sam, deploy a space hawk. Fastest possible method. Jump ten light years on a random bearing once the space hawk is away.”

“Kai, I think something huge is about to emerge from subspace,” Millie says.

“Sam, we need to go!”

“Three more seconds, sir.”

As the real space around us seems to erupt, we jump.

“Oh, my God,” Millie says. “What is that?”

She’s pointing at a new window in the main view screen. Four ships are slowly emerging from an immense ring of brilliant white light that wasn’t there a second ago. Three of the ships are clearly Dominion dreadnaughts. The fourth is truly gigantic.

Millie points. “Kai, something else is emerging.”

A dense cloud of dust emerges, then races straight at us. A second later it seems to envelop the space hawk recording the event. The audio track, which is usually silent, sounds as though the space hawk is being sand blasted. The sound lasts for maybe ten seconds, then the feed drops, replaced by a connection lost message dated 08.09.2040 23:15:12. Normally I don’t notice the timestamps, but this one slaps me in the face. 08.09.2040 will be the seven-year anniversary of To’Kana’s arrival on earth. 23:15:12 was when Mac and I transported back from To’Kana’s ship.

When asked, Millie confirms the time and date.

…

A shudder runs through me as I come back to myself.

“Do not say a word,” Saoirse commands. “Answer my questions with a yes or no. No explanation. Understood?”

I nod.

“Some background,” Saoirse says. “Just listen. Respond in no way until asked to respond. Understood?”

I nod again. “That was a snip of what I saw this morning. Alex might have seen some, or all, of it. Was the dialogue in your native language? Yes or no.”

“Yes,” I reply.

“Did you see any date information? Yes or no, I don’t want to know the date.”

“I saw date and time information.”

“That was not yes or no,” Saoirse chides.

“Noted,” I reply.

“Do you know where your ship was? Yes or no.”

“No”

“Were the three smaller ships Dominion dreadnaughts? Yes or no.”

“Yes.”

“Certainty? I want a number between zero and one hundred percent.”

“Ninety nine percent.”

“Do you believe the larger ship was also Dominion? Yes or no.”

“Yes. Ninety percent.”

“The ball of dust… Have you seen that before? Yes or no.”

“No.”

Saoirse seems to relax a little. “You understand what I’m doing right? I’m probing the Hand of Fate trying to gain knowledge of the future without seeing the future.”

“I understand.”

“What do you think is the most important thing you saw, that is not specific to this encounter?”

“Easy question,” I reply. “We could not see them coming. Our entire defense hinges on being able to see them coming several days in advance.”

Saoirse smiles. “Then it seems we’ve gleaned something from the mist that fate cannot use against us.”

As I have not been requested to reply, I don’t.

“Do the visions drain you?” Saoirse asks. “I have quite a few more. I would like your input on them. Are you up for another?”

The next two are both set in 2040, both part of whatever is going to happen then. I learn nothing from them, but I have the time so accept a fourth vision.

…

“Admiral, multiple Dominion dreadnaughts just entered FTL.”

“Bearing?” I ask.

“On a straight line between Avolene and the Dominion systems in M5,” Millie says. “Distance, one-hundred ninety-six light years. They’re close, a little over seven days out.”

“How many?” I ask.

She points at the relevant window in the main view screen. “The current count is sixty-one, increasing every couple of seconds.”

As I watch the count ticks up to sixty-two. My eyes dart to the holoprojection’s chronometer. February 26, 2038. Oh, my God. This takes place less than a month from now.

I watch as future me and Millie start throwing around response options, mostly ignoring them, my eyes glued to the ship count. At one-hundred-seventy-six, the count stops. Nonetheless, I continue to stare at it, then the vision starts to fade. I’ve never had a vision fade out like this before. I struggle to hold on to it.

…

I come back to myself with a shudder.

“That was abrupt…” Saoirse starts.

But I cut her off. “The vision was in my native language. I know the date; it is earlier than the others you’ve shown me. I know where the ship was and where the Dominion were. The speculation Millie and I engaged in is irrelevant, because I will not allow that future to happen.”

Saoirse takes on a stern look. “The part I was interested in took place after that. But you have already changed the timeline. You learn quickly father, unlike any of the men and the majority of the women here, but your lack of discipline will ultimately get us all killed.”

As she stares at me, I feel a hammer about to drop, and keep my lips sealed.

“The visions I curate for you have two purposes. The first is to learn things about the future that are not tied to a specific event. The first vision today was a good example. We know they are developing, or may have already developed, a stealthier FTL drive. The second purpose is to bring possible futures to your attention. Actions you take that I do not know about can influence the Hand of Fate without locking a specific future in place.”

She pauses, eyes still glued to me.

“But NONE of the sisters can know about what you’ve done, not even Alex, whether or not she takes a role with the Temple. Because the mist is now a part of her—one that she can never separate herself from.”

Saoirse’s last words cement what I feared. Nyvene has pried Alex away from me. I slam my fist down on the arm of my chair, scaring Saoirse.

“Do not worry father. You can still love Alex. You can still love my mother. But until the day Alex leaves us for good, she cannot learn of anything happening aboard your ship. You can spend as much time there as you need to. But when you return, you’ll need to check in with me before making contact with either of your wives.”

I glare at my baby daughter, not liking her much in the moment.

“I love you father. Never forget that. Please trust me enough to just give it a try.”

When I stand, she smiles. “Sister Brinly is waiting for you outside in the hallway. She’ll take you to Alex.”

TEMPLE GARDEN

As soon as we get to the temple’s back entrance, I see Alex. She’s sitting alone at one of the tables in the shade, her face in her hands.

“I can take it from here,” I say as Brinly opens the door for me.

“Enjoy your day,” she says brightly.

At least the prison guards here are polite and optimistic.

I approach, then take the seat opposite Alex, but she doesn’t look up. “Did your meeting with Nyvene go as poorly as mine did with Saoirse?” I ask, in a joking voice.

Alex looks up at me long enough for me to see her bloodshot eyes, then she puts her head down on folded arms and starts sobbing.

“Let’s grab Kayla, transport up to the ship, and go home.”

Although Alex doesn’t look up, she says, “I need to stay with Kayla in the sybil dormitory for another three weeks. After that, I can get a place in Silken Bay, and Kayla can come home with me after the evening meditation. She wants to keep Kayla on the sybil track for now. The earliest she can move into the sybil dormitory on her own is at five years old. She’s expected to move there by twelve and must commit by the age of twenty-two. If I ever leave the planet, I can never come back.”

“Do you want any part of that?” I ask.

“It’s pretty obvious Kayla belongs here, and I belong out there with you, not here, not in DC.”

“Any other strings?” I ask.

“Nyvene wants you to stay with her once a week, most weeks on Saturday. She cites two reasons. First, temple law gives her rights to you because you are her consort. Second, you have responsibilities to Nyvene, because your daughter Saoirse is a sybil.”

“I say we grab Kayla and get the hell out of here.”

“You’re really going to just walk away from your sex goddess?”

Alex’s words smack me like a sledgehammer. “I didn’t want this. I avoided any contact with Nyvene for over three years. And I didn’t want to come back.” The words come out with way too much emotion, both anger and frustration. In an instant, I’m on my knees next to her. “Please, let’s just run.”

For the first time since I came out, Alex sits up straight and glares at me. “You have work to do on the ship. You should go do it. And you should stay there until you’ve made housing arrangements down here. Nyvene will be expecting you Saturday night.”

“Alex, please. I love you.”

“Save that for Nyvene,” she snaps back, then stands and walks back into the temple.

CAPTAIN'S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I arrive back aboard in a tangled mess of anger and frustration, my hands trembling with rage.

“Thelma?” I call out.

She pops into my office, sees me, and says, “Oh my.”

“Can you give me something to calm me down? I have a lot I need to get done. Nearly two hundred Dominion ships are inbound and I’m so angry with Alex I can’t do anything.”

Thelma eyes me, then says, “Stand up.”

When I do, she hugs me, passionately leaning into me.

“Thelma, not…”

She puts a finger to my lips. “I’m not coming on to you Kai. I’m measuring your anxiety level so I can dose you properly.”

She’s back holding me again and I reflexively put my arms around her.

“I’m sorry I got you into this trouble, Kai. I knew pretty early on that To’Kana could not save Alex. Her brain was too scrambled and To’Kana didn’t have human brain technology. Prior to the Reckoning, I worked with people that built hybrids using the regeneration chambers that were subsequently banned. I knew the Avolite genome was astoundingly pliable. And I knew I could make someone who looked identical to Alex, with her personality and all her memories. She would be mostly Avolite, but you seemed to like them. So…” She shrugs. “What I did not know was how powerful your children would be in the Mist. At that time, I didn’t even believe in it.”

She pauses. “Feeling better?”

The question startles me. “I do.”

Thelma releases me. “I should have been more up front with you about this, but I was afraid you would reject her if you knew the truth.”

“Thanks for coming clean with me, but I’m afraid your efforts may have been for naught. I doubt Alex will come back to me, and I’m certainly not going back to Nyvene.”

“Try to stay open to the possibility Kai. You love them both and need a companion.”

I shake my head. “I know where one-hundred-seventy-six Dominion dreadnaughts will be on February twenty-sixth. We still have hundreds of Dominion worlds to take down. It’s time for me to redirect my attention toward things I can do successfully, like inventorying our resources, restarting the attacks on the Dominion’s core systems, and doing the replenishment we should have done before we left.”

“You also need to check in with President Powell,” Thelma adds. “Why don’t you start there? I’ll take the inventory and materials plan. When you’re done with Powell, join Millie in the War Room and start ravaging the Dominion core systems.”

I smile at Thelma. “Thank you.”

When Thelma disappears, I pick up the special com device linked to the one I sent Natalie. I doubt there’s any chance Powell will pick up, but I initiate anyway. After a full minute, I terminate the connection. As I stare at the phone, I realize I don’t know all its features. Probing it via my implant, I see that someone has called every morning at 10:00 AM Eastern each of the last nine days. On checking the current time on the phone, I see it is a little past 5:00 AM in DC. The current time aboard the ship is 11:30. Given Avolene’s shorter day, the gap between eastern time and temple time increases nearly an hour every day. As I am not planning to return to Avolene, I reset the ship’s time to eastern, then get up to go check in with Millie.

WAR ROOM

Sam greets me as I cut through the bridge, triggering Millie to look up from her work. When I step into the converted conference room, she says, “Well, you’re back at last.”

“Yep,” I reply curtly.

Millie grunts. “Trouble in paradise?”

“I wouldn’t exactly call Avolene paradise.”

“Aah, lots of trouble. Will kicking some Dominion ass help?”

I look at Millie, wondering what’s up with all the profanity. “We’re about to pull up anchor.”

“We’re leaving?”

“As soon as I confirm we are safe at Mars.”

“We’re going back to replenish,” she speculates.

I bring her up to date on my plan to intercept one-hundred-seventy-six dreadnaughts, while destroying the rest of the Dominion systems in M5.

“That could take a couple of months, Kai. You’re going to stay away from Avolene that long?”

“I don’t know, but that’s the current plan. Then again, I’ve had a terrible week.” Not wanting to dwell on this topic any longer, I ask. “Do we have a list of targets for today?”

“Multiple,” she replies, exaggerating the word.

“Then, shall we?”

Millie sends me my list of ten. I scan through them and see they are all similar to the solar system.

“Millie. All of my systems have a class-G, yellow dwarf star, two hot rocks in the inner system, one to three planets in the habitable zone, and one to four giants in the outer system. What fraction of their systems have that configuration?”

“Ninety-six percent,” she replies.

“What fraction of the systems in M5 have that configuration?”

“About two percent,” she replies.

“Two thousand systems?”

“To the nearest thousand, yes,” Millie replies. “Relevance?”

When Alex and I walked back down the trail after the morning meditation, she told me that Saoirse said my current effort would slow the Dominion down, but not as much as I thought it would. We’ve found just over fourteen hundred systems enclosed in subspace dampening fields. We found another six hundred systems with a Class-G, yellow dwarf, but no subspace dampening. What if all these are occupied? Even if they aren’t, could the Dominion evacuate people or assets to these systems?

“Millie, what do we know about the other similarly configured systems?”

“Not much, just configuration and subspace magnitude reduction.”

It takes a second to decode the magnitude reduction comment. It refers to the difference in a star’s apparent magnitude when viewed by subspace sensors versus non-subspace sensors.

“We need to probe the other similarly configured systems. Not all Dominion worlds are enclosed in subspace dampening fields.”

“They’re not?”

The question shocks me. Thelma is the one that discovered this phenomenon.  Millie shares Thelma’s memories. How can she not know?

“Millie? Thelma knew this. Why don’t you?”

“I have access to most of Thelma’s memories sir. But not all. I run on the newer bank of cores, added after your return. My access to older portions in the other bank is spotty.”

This news really worries me. My military advisor must know everything that happened in Dominion space. I need to talk with Thelma about this.”

“Didn’t know,” I reply. “Let’s move through our list as quickly as we can this morning, I have a call I’ll need to take at 10:00 AM Eastern.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Despite my concern about Millie’s spotty knowledge of our encounters with the Dominion in M5, she is truly on her game with these remote hit operations. Between us, we maimed forty-two systems today, killing the populated planets and destroying the major military infrastructure. Millie has come up with better rules of thumb for the number of torpedoes required to create an extinction-level environmental event. Today, the new rules saved us thirty torpedoes.

I also gave her a new mission, one that does not require lethal force, allowing her to work with less supervision. Her new mission has two objectives. The first is to scan the six hundred plus systems configured like the solar system, to determine if any of them are Dominion occupied. The second is to consolidate our assets, repositioning assets from systems we have destroyed to newly validated Dominion-occupied systems. She warns it will take months, but that’s okay, because it’s going to take months to finish off all the systems we already know about.

Now, as a connection request comes through on the special comm device, I steel myself for the coming conversation.

The holoprojection comes to life with Natalie Wright smiling at me from behind the Resolute Desk. “Kyle, good to see you. I hope things are well wherever it is you are. A ten-day silence isn’t like you.”

“Sorry, I’ve been planet bound on another world most of that time without my communication device.”

“When do you think you will return?” she asks.

“I’d like to return today, but there are several hurdles I need to get past first.” I pause, then ask, “How is President Powell?”

The crease that forms on Natalie’s forehead leads me to believe I’m not going to like this answer. “She passed two days after you left. The nation is in an uproar because of your absence.”

“You have my resignation.”

Natalie leans forward, her eyes boring into mine. “If we were past the mid-terms, I would accept it. But we aren’t, so I won’t. Period.”

Several retorts come to mind, but I value my relationship with Natalie, so don’t give in to the temptation.

“A huge Dominion invasion force is less than a month out. If they continue along their current trajectory, they will arrive here on March fifth. I plan to intercept them two hundred light years out on February twenty-fourth. I need two things, replenishment from my manufacturing operation in solar orbit near Mars, and ten Space Force battlecruisers.” My words come out with a little too much ire and I can sense Natalie about to strike back. “Sorry, sorry. That came out too harshly. You’re one of my dearest friends, the events leading up to today have been hell, and…” I stop there, not wanting to tell Natalie about my family situation.

“I’m sorry to hear about your woes, Kai. But you swore an oath and voluntarily took on the obligation. So, man up. You have a duty to fulfill. You can’t just walk away from it.” Her words are spoken softly, which I appreciate, because I don’t like the message.

“May I offer a suggestion?” she asks.

“Please.”

“Come back, get sworn in, then appoint me as Vice President. I can grease the wheels, so it happens quickly. Once sworn in, issue the orders you need to issue, then go. Previous presidents have hidden in their basements, coming out to make an appearance once, or twice, a week. Powell told me about your ability to appear in person, even though you’re not really here. Come out once or twice a week and let me cover the rest. When the crisis is over you can come back and take the presidency. If you don’t want to, then resign on February 1, next year and I’ll take over for you.”

“I can do that,” I say with resignation.

“When will you get back?” Natalie asks.

“Late tonight.”

“Can you stay at the Vice President’s mansion tonight?”

“Don’t want to, but I can,” I reply.

“Good. I’ll put everything in motion. Let’s touch base later this afternoon.”

“Thanks, Natalie.”

My words are met with silence, then I notice her evaluative stare.

“Kai, are you okay?” She looks at me critically. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this before.”

“As I said, I’ve been through hell this last week and now, for the first time since it all started, we are in imminent danger, which I’m going into with little support.”

“Kai. What’s going on?”

I shake my head. “I’ll await your call this afternoon.”

She continues to stare at me as I cut the connection.

BRIDGE

I exit the office and take the captain’s chair.

When Sam, the helm AI, appears, I order him to plot a course back to Earth.

Seconds later, he says, “Plotted. Shall I request permission to depart.”

“No,” I reply. “Just go.”

Sam looks at me with as much distress as an AI of his ability can express.

“Legacy Ship #5 controls the system space. I could be decompiled if I violate ship traffic rules in Iknosan controlled space.”

“Do what you need to do, Sam.”

Thirty seconds later, a new window opens on the main viewscreen then fills with To’Kana’s face. “Kyle Wimberly. You were planning to return to Earth without telling me?”

“I just learned that President Powell died. I’ve been recalled to Earth and will be sworn in as President tomorrow. My failure to return will put Earth at great risk of war.”

To’Kana doesn’t respond immediately as his eyes take on a far-away look.

Suddenly he’s back. “This is problematic. According to your laws you must go. According to temple law, you must stay to fulfill your obligations to the High Thera. Yet, I sense another purpose for your mission. Can you enlighten me on any of these issues?”

“My priorities are clear—the Legacy Alliance first, my country second, my family third. The temple is much lower on the list.”

To’Kana looks at me with exasperation. After a few seconds, he asks, “How does returning to Earth serve the Legacy Alliance?”

“I left Earth without replenishing the ship. It needs replenishment.”

To’Kana shakes his head. “According to my supplies AI, your ship has more than enough food, water, and air to sustain you for a year. It seems replenishment is not an issue.”

It’s my turn to shake my head. “I am short of weapons, not food. I have found another five or six hundred Dominion worlds in globular cluster M5. I do not have enough weapons staged there. I need to manufacture them at my Martian facility.

“But you can do that from here,” To’Kana says, emphasizing the word here.

“I have also discovered another Dominion invasion force massing two hundred light years from here. I am planning a preemptive strike and need more ships to execute it. As President, I can order Space Force’s participation.”

“What evidence do you have to support this claim?” To’Kana asks. “Hopefully this is not motivated by the visions Saoirse shared with you this morning.”

It irritates me that To’Kana knows about my session with Saoirse this morning. Does he know about my talk with Alex as well? Then it strikes me. Of course he does! He has sensors all over everything. If he can buffer twenty-four hours of the entire surface of Earth, he could buffer years’ worth of data here. He probably has recordings of Nyvene having her way with me. The thought makes me shudder.

“The vision helped snap other pieces of data into place,” I admit.

“What is your plan?” he asks.

I give him a gussied-up version of Natalie’s plan, which evokes a smile.

“Clever. You give yourself everything you need to complete this mission, then appoint someone else to handle your presidential duties, while you deal with the Dominion. And it takes you away from Avolene long enough for Alex to want you back and Nyvene to fear she’s lost you again. Clever. Your AI just received your permission to depart. Safe travels, Kyle Wimberly.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

It’s just about 5:00 PM Eastern. I’m expecting a call from Natalie shortly. Despite its disastrous start, today ended up being a productive day. Thelma and Millie put together a plan for our replenishment. It will take ten days, which gives me the time I need to deal with my presidential problems. Millie launched one of our autonomous war shuttles toward the Dominion’s rallying point for the invasion. By this time tomorrow, we will start getting some intelligence on the situation there. We also got a few more hours in on our mission to cleanse M5 of its Dominion presence. It’s horrifying to think about, but we annihilated a total of fifty-nine systems today.

With Alex and Kayla gone, Thelma doesn’t have enough to do. So she’s partnering with Millie on the mission to identify any additional Dominion systems. She’s also taking the lead on the replenishment.  With any luck, I’ll leave Earth ten days from now, accompanied by ten Space Force battlecruisers and carrying a plan that will cleanse this portion of the galaxy of a Dominion presence.

What could possibly go wrong?

The holoprojection lights up, then Natalie appears wearing a deep frown.

“What’s wrong Natalie?”

“Emmett Dodson.”

The mention of his name spikes my adrenalin. Dodson is the representative from Arizona, the one who challenged my loyalty during my first day of testimony on Capitol Hill.

“What about him?”

“He leads the newly formed bi-partisan Humans First Caucus. It only has twelve members, which he hasn’t held together well enough to change a vote. On behalf of the caucus, he presented articles of impeachment against you today, claiming you abandoned your office. I told him, I would not schedule floor time for such nonsense. Now he is calling on me to recuse myself, because I currently hold the questionably constitutional position of acting president.”

“Why does that matter?” I ask. “It doesn’t stop the chief justice from swearing me in, right?”

Natalie rolls her eyes. “No, it doesn't. But it is likely to tie up the vice-presidential approval process for months.”

For the first time, To’Kana’s solution for stupid political problems appeals to me. I wonder how long it would take before anyone missed my old pal Emmett, if I transported him into the Sun.

“Okay. Let’s schedule the swearing in for Friday, the day after tomorrow, at Noon. I know how to deal with the Emmett Dodson issue. Leave that one to me.”

“Kai,” Natalie says with some distress. “What are you going to do?”

“Not now. Let’s meet again tomorrow morning. Have your press secretary coordinate a media plan with mine. We can discuss it in the morning. Offer Audell Knight an exclusive, if he comes down to the White House Friday for an interview. I want to hit the ground running on my new agenda.”

Natalie nods. “Are you still planning to come down tonight?”

I shake my head. “I have some loose ends I’d like to tend to before coming down. Shall we touch base again tomorrow morning?”

“Thanks for coming back home, Kai. Maybe the three of us can get together for dinner tomorrow night.”

I shake my head. “Alex didn’t come back with me. Long story. I’ll tell you about it when we have a chance to catch up.”

When the call with Natalie finishes up, I call Thelma.

“Kai. How can I help you?”

“There is a newly formed caucus in the US House of Representatives, called the Humans First Caucus. It is led by a fellow named Emmett Dodson. I need dirt on him. Can you do a deep dive into his finances? I’d like to have something juicy in the morning. Use every resource at our disposal.”

“Will do Kai. This should be fun.”

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

As I climb into bed, I regret not having returned to the Vice President’s residence tonight. I never felt at home there. Its bedroom comes with little baggage. This one just screams loss. As I stand there staring at the bed, Thelma appears and comes over to me.

“I’ll stay with you tonight,” she whispers. “I’ll make sure you sleep and wake up fresh in the morning.”

She pulls the covers back, climbs in, then beckons me. Once I’m in, she rolls over on top of me, her warm body, soft against mine.

“Sleep, Kai,” she whispers, then runs her thumb across my cheek.

As I feel sleep coming to take me, I whisper, “Thank you.”


CHAPTER 12: PRESIDENCY

[01.28.2038] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Jostling wakes me, then my eyes snap open when Thelma straddles me.

“How did you know?” she demands.

“Know about what?”

“Emmett Dodson, Kai. Emmett Dodson.”

“I presume you found some dirt on Mr. Dodson?”

“He is a very naughty boy,” she comes back. “How did you know?”

“In my experience with government officials, the one thing I’ve learned is that depravity and lawlessness are highly correlated with arrogance and self-righteousness. My buddy Emmett is the most arrogant, self-righteous person I’ve met, so it stood to reason. What do you have on him?”

“A lot,” Thelma replies. “He’s taken over twenty million dollars from foreign interests in exchange for expediting weapons deals. The payments were made to foreign companies, owned by layers of other foreign companies ultimately owned by him. He’s used those funds to feed his predilection for high-end call girls, all paid for by Bitcoin or other cryptocurrency.”

I shudder for the poor girls who coupled with this creep.

“He had a very close call with one of those girls. She claimed he beat her up and raped her. The police found fresh bruises on her arms and back. The semen they collected from her matched his DNA. They found her DNA under his fingernails. A neighbor confirmed hearing her scream. It was an open and shut case that went away when she got a movie deal financed by one of his foreign companies.”

“How strong is the evidence trail?” I ask.

“On this case I have the entire police file. On the bribery and prostitution, I have copies of every original record.”

“Do you know if he has any powerful enemies?”

Thelma rolls her eyes. “Other than you?”

I laugh. “I can’t be involved in this. So we need to find someone who can and has an appropriate motive to leak the data.”

“I’ll look into it,” Thelma replies, “But there may be an easier way.”

“Tell me.”

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Once Thelma got out of bed to go work on her better way, I got up, had some breakfast, then joined Millie in the war room, where we systematically destroyed ten more Dominion core systems. In a break from previous practice, she had set up the strikes earlier, deploying the torpedoes and setting their targets. For each system, she reviewed the plan with me, then I issued the order to strike. When I asked her why this was possible now, but wasn’t possible a couple of weeks ago, she cited the regulations that allowed her to classify this work as a repetitive process which I had closely supervised over one hundred times.

Now back at my desk, Thelma confirms the documents that constitute her better way have been created and enough have been posted for us to set the plan in motion.

When my special phone sounds for the 10:00 AM call with Natalie, Thelma says, “Good Luck,” then she disappears, and I connect.

“Morning Kyle,” Natalie greets. “It looks like you have some good news.”

“I do.”

She laughs. “Are you going to share it?”

“Do you remember when Powell launched that investigation against me?”

“Relevance?” she asks.

“She launched a similar one against Emmett Dodson during the second year of her first term.”

Natalie cocks her head. “How do you know this?”

“She told me and showed me a few documents. I didn’t pay that much attention but jotted down more notes than I remembered.”

“Do you know what she got for them?”

“She never went forward with it. Never confronted him.”

“Why not?”

“He committed serious crimes. Some of which were close enough to Powell that she decided to drop it.”

“What type of crimes?” Natalie asks.

“Accepting bribes, harboring significant funds offshore, rape, prostitution.”

Instead of a reply, I get a doubtful look.

“Does the name Harlan Williams ring a bell?”

Natalie’s jaw drops open. “You’ve got to be shitting me.”

I nod. “Yeah. Her personal FBI agent. He led the investigations and built the cases. Then sealed the files. Powell gave me copies of some of them for safe keeping.”

“He was assassinated last year,” Natalie whispers.

“When you told me about this yesterday afternoon, I knew I had something on him that Powell thought was too hot to touch. Last night, I read through those documents for the first time. The evidence and sourcing is astounding.”

“The court will never admit those documents into evidence,” Natalie says. “The chain of custody has been broken. I’d also bet a lot of money that the evidence was not legally obtained.”

“I have copies,” I repeat. “And lists of document identifiers. The originals are in the FBI archives. If the right journalist had the document IDs and filed FOIA requests…” I let the words hang.

“Send me the documents. These are probably under presidential seal. I’ll get them…” Natalie’s voice trails away, then she laughs. “Emmett, the poor fool. I’ll probably be able to expel him. But if he’s taking big bribes, we have to put him behind bars, and I doubt he sees that coming.”

Changing gears, I ask, “Plans for today?”

“How soon can you come down?” she asks. “My National Security Advisor (NSA) is available at 1:00. He’s put together a one-hour situation summary for you. I’d like an hour with you before that…” She lets the words hang, which I take as an invitation to arrive at noon.

“Can I transport in?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” she comes back. “It would be good for the press to see a Presidential motorcade coming to the White House from the Naval Observatory. It would also be good for your butler to clean you up before the press sees you. You’re looking a little too natural.”

I laugh at her use of the word natural. I guess my ship suit and untrimmed whiskers shout out something other than presidential.

“Okay. I’ll transport down to the VP’s residence in fifteen minutes.”

Natalie smiles, then says, “See you at noon.”

NAVAL OBSERVATORY, WASHINGTON, D.C.

The residence is buzzing when I arrive. The head of my security detail, Susan Hastings, is there, as are my Chief of Staff David Hobbs, and my press secretary, Beatrice Gill, who goes by Bea. Andrea Ross, who leads Alex’s security detail, is also there.

All of the above seem elated that I am back, which makes sense. They all signed on with me as Vice President—the most worthless job in America—in the hope they’d get another step up if I became president—a real possibility in 2040. But with Powell’s death, I’m heir apparent, back to claim the presidency, and they are the leading candidates to get the top jobs.

Most of them know I don’t want this, and don’t want to need their services. Nonetheless, they rally around me not believing anyone would walk away from what I am about to be given.

Andrea Ross is crest fallen, when I tell her Alex is studying off world and may not come back to Earth during my tenure as president.

And my butler, Albert, is completely distressed by my appearance. “The paparazzi cannot see you in this condition. I’ve laid out clothes, but you must bathe and let me touch up your hair.”

When my press secretary Bea concurs, I’m swept off to my quarters. Thus, the circus begins.

WHITE HOUSE, WASHNGTON, D.C.

For the first time, I arrive in a limo and am ushered into the building without passing through a security check. My entourage lags behind as I am taken immediately to the Oval Office. Powell’s secretary, Rose Richards, greets, “Mr. President, it is good to have you back.”

“Unfortunate circumstances,” I reply, then seeing the grief she still carries, I give her a light hug, which is awkward, I suppose, because she’s older than my mother. “If you’re willing, I’d like you to stay on.”

She nods. “I would love that, sir.”

“Good,” I reply, before stepping toward the door that has already been opened for me.

On entering, I see Natalie sitting on the sofa, not behind the desk.

She stands as I approach and offers a hand. My instinct is to go in for a hug, as I did with Rose, but a slight change in her stance dissuades me. “Welcome home, Kyle.”

The greeting seems odd to me. This isn’t my home. Then I realize that it will be, once I’m sworn in tomorrow.

“Good to see you in person, Natalie.”

She offers me the seat she had been sitting in, the one facing the entrance visitors come in through.

“Any changes to the plan?” I ask.

“Not really. I have you until 1:00, then NSA Peter Reid will come in. He has an hour to bring you up to speed on the headlines. At 2:30, Chief Justice Foster will stop by to talk about the inauguration, which is tentatively scheduled for noon tomorrow. After that, I’ve set space aside for you and your team to work as late as you would like.”

“Thank you.”

“The most important decisions you must make on Day 1 regard the Cabinet and senior appointed government officials. By default, you inherit them all. I’ve heard whispers that several of them are expecting you to ask for their resignations.”

“Who?” I ask.

“Wrong question,” Natalie replies. “They all serve at your pleasure. Even if they resign, they cannot leave until you accept their resignation. But I have two recommendations for you.”

“Who?”

“Three questions,” Natalie replies. “Who conducted the fake investigation into you during Powell’s first term? And who brought that evidence to a grand jury? And who is slow walking my request for documents on Emmett Dodson?”

The answers to Natalie’s questions are obvious. “FBI Director Jackson Gardner and Attorney General Laura Joiner.”

“Do you trust them?” Natalie asks.

“No,” I reply. “But who do we replace them with?”

“Their seconds in command are solid and less likely to screw you on day two of your administration.”

“Who else?” I ask.

“The Joint Chiefs. I know Admiral Sloan was never that high on your list, but he was killed in the attack. The vice chairmen, Air Force General Ethan Turner, has already been sworn in as the new Chairman of the Joint Chiefs. I hope you’re okay with that. Turner’s elevation leaves the vice chairmen slot open. I’ve left that for you to fill, but I recommend Space Force General Kaitlyn Conrad.”

I look at Natalie perplexed. “I’m surprised I don’t know her. When was she elevated to the joint chiefs?”

“Kai, you are so out of the loop. She was sworn in on January ninth.”

I grunt. “January ninth. The estate house had been destroyed and we just discovered the Dominion infestation in Africa. I lost track of almost everything going on domestically.” I shake my head. “I’ll want to talk with her. But even without your recommendation, my preference would have been the head of Space Force because of its importance to national security. Let’s get that set up.”

Natalie smiles and holds up a sheet of paper on which she’s been taking notes. “Setting up is for your chief of staff. I’ll give you my notes. Last on my list is the Secretary of Defense. If this was 2040 and US Orbital was in good shape, I’d recommend Justin. But neither of those conditions is true. I commissioned a search. The list isn’t complete yet, and those on it haven’t been vetted. But, in my mind, the leading candidate is Bradley O’Neil. I’ll forward you the list.”

Natalie takes a breath, then leans back looking at me. After a second, she asks, “Are you going to be able to do this?”

“No,” I say stretching out the word. “In three weeks, the Dominion is going to launch the largest attack ever unleashed in this region of the galaxy. I’m under supplied, understaffed, and won’t have Alex at my side. If the Dominion prevail, then none of the rest of this matters.”

“What about Space Force?” Natalie asks.

“Powell’s biggest weakness as president was that she never let Space Force engage the enemy. There is not a single person in Space Force who knows or understands the Dominion, no one who has experienced their telepathy.”

“But you said you wanted Space Force ships,” Natalie replies.

“I do. A handful, maybe ten, under my command. That’s our only chance.”

Natalie looks at her comm device. “It’s almost one. I think we’ve made good progress on these items. We still need to find permanent replacements for Gardener and Joyner.”

A moment later, there is a knock on the door. Natalie turns to the secret service agent standing guard. “Let him in, please.”

I watch as the door opens, and the familiar face of NSA Peter Reid appears. I’ve only been in a few meetings with him and as those memories come back, I remember not liking him all that much. This should be interesting.

“Vice President Wimberly,” he greets as he strides into the room. Natalie and I both stand and shake his hand. Natalie shuffles to her right, allowing Peter to take her place opposite me on the sofa and a moment later he starts.

“I have ten items for you, sir. There are more, but these are my top ten, tomorrow we can move onto some of the others, barring any critical updates on these.”

This guy talks fast enough that I need to concentrate on him to keep up.

“Item One. Russia. The loss of their top three leaders is causing the union to fall apart the same way it did when the iron curtain fell. For now, the army is holding things together. We think they still have control over their nuclear weapons. My belief is that it will come to a head within the next month.”

“Downside risk?” I ask.

Peter smirks. “Armageddon. That’s the real risk when nations lose control of their nukes. A couple of them in the wrong hands could ignite mutual assured destruction.”

I connect with Millie via my implant and ask her to look into this, then reply to Peter with a thank you.

“Item Two…”

As Peter works through his list, I pick up a few actionable tidbits, but most of what he says is obvious. The major nuclear powers, who lost their heads of state, are in disarray, which is emboldening the minor powers. Essentially all the major cities in the US are in greater turmoil than before, which he attributes to my absence. The only real surprises are Australia, Canada, and China. China is the only major power that had a smooth leadership transition and used the chaos abroad to expand their claims in the South China Sea by another five hundred miles.

While the western alliance countries did nothing, Australia confronted the Chinese. In the ensuing battle, each side lost a ship. Then Canada stepped in to help negotiate a cease fire.

When Peter gets finished, I say, “The biggest threat facing us is the Dominion. The largest fleet they have ever raised will be arriving in the region in just over a month. They’ve run operations on other worlds, as they did here, to soften up the resistance. It is my intention to deploy five, maybe ten, of our battlecruisers as part of an advanced force to intercept them. How do you think the nation and other global powers will respond?”

Peter looks me directly in the eye. “Most? With a yawn. Russia, North Korea, Iran… They don’t care about the aliens. China will raise hell if you don’t include them. Australia may also. But the Australians need us in the Pacific as much as we need them, so the squawking may be mostly political theatre.”

“Thank you.”

When Peter leaves, Natalie asks, “Was it a good idea to tell him what you were planning to do?”

“Don’t know,” I reply. “But I like the idea of inviting China and Australia.”

“Why…” Natalie starts, then suddenly stops, a smile blooming. “Because China and Australia are the only two alliance partners whose governments were not seriously affected.”

“And the ones I want to draw in closest.” I add.

Natalie looks at me with a puzzled expression. “Why would you want to pull China in closer?”

A knock on the door draws Natalie’s attention. “Let her in.” She orders, then eyes me as she stands.

An instant later, Emily Foster enters. She was one of Powell’s favorites. She’s an elegant woman in her early fifties who acts, speaks, and moves the way I would expect of Lady Justice. I’ve been in her presence several times, but this will be the first time I’ll have a speaking role. She looks at me as if weighing me, then says, “Vice President Wimberly, I am glad to see that you finally made it back to Earth.”

“It’s good to be back ma’am, though I wish it was under different circumstances,” I reply.

“Courteous as always,” she says with a smile.

Once seated, she asks, “Why were you away from earth? And why were you so slow to return?”

In an instant, I can tell she is in Emmett Dodson’s camp.

“The Iknosan Alliance called for a member meeting on a planet about four-thousand light years from Earth. As Earth’s representative, Powell ordered me to go. I was stuck on the planet for ten days without a connection back to Earth. Yesterday, I returned to my ship and connected immediately.”

From her expression, I can tell she doesn’t believe a word.

Thelma connects via my implant. Placing relevant documentation in Powell’s diary.

“It’s all documented, ma’am. I spoke with Powell the day she ordered me away. She said she would append the order to the phone call.” I lie.

“I look forward to seeing that documentation,” she replies. “Representative Dodson has filed a petition to block tomorrow’s inauguration. My colleagues and I must decide by the close of court today, whether or not to proceed with the inauguration tomorrow.”

“I have access to Powell’s diary,” Natalie volunteers.

Kai, I need you to stall for a few minutes. Thelma sends.

I put out my hand and say to Natalie, “Let’s hold off on that for a second.” Then I redirect my gaze at Chief Justice Foster. “Two questions. How is it that Representative Dodson has standing in this case? I’m not seeing how he is an aggrieved party. And why does his false accusation matter? Has he presented any evidence of a high-crime or misdemeanor?”

The Chief Justice smiles. “Good questions. Those are the ones we will debate this afternoon at 5:00. But given the exigency of the situation, seeking evidence, such as that you describe, seems a wise option. Does it not?”

Kai, the documents are loaded with proper time stamps and encryption. It was logged on Saturday, January 16, 2038 at 3:25 PM.

“It does, ma’am. Thank you for the consideration.”

I turn back to Natalie. “If you can get into Powell’s diary, the call was made a little after 3:00 PM on Saturday, January sixteenth.” As she heads over to the desk, Chief Justice Foster says, “You puzzle me, Vice President Wimberly. At the time you signed on to Alena’s ticket, you were the second richest man in the world. Why would anyone do that?”

The use of Powell’s first name throws me off for a second, but this is an easy answer. “The Dominion are the greatest threat humanity has ever faced. President Powell didn’t buy into that until close to the end. When it became politically useful for her to bring me aboard, she offered. And, I said yes, because she promised me a relatively free hand to deal with the problem, which I have.”

“Yet they killed her anyway,” Foster replies.

I drop my head. “Yet they killed her anyway. I told her how to protect herself, but she did not heed my advice.”

“Will you give me that advice?”

I look up at her and see the smile in her eyes. “Two things,” I say. “First, take a daily dose of bismuth subsalicylate. Pepto-Bismol and the generics contain the substance. The bismuth absorbs some of the energy in a Dominion psychic attack. Second, deploy a subspace dampening field everywhere you are—at home, in the car, at the court—everywhere. I can provide the hardware.”

“Do you do that?” she asks.

I pull out a container of the pink tablets I carry. “I never leave home without them, and I plan to have the subspace dampening fields installed here as soon as I am sworn in. I was targeted, just like Powell was. So were my wife and daughter. The Dominion didn’t get us.”

“Found it,” Natalie calls out.

As we walk over to the desk, Natalie plays the phone call. It’s short and the deep fake is perfect. Then Natalie pops the document up in the holoprojection I installed here for the President’s use.

“The signature is perfect,” the Chief Justice says. “Documentation of this quality was not Alena’s strong suit. Thankfully, she followed up for you, Vice President Wimberly.”

“How would you like me to send this to you?” Natalie asks.

“My testimony on the matter is sufficient,” Chief Justice Fowler says, then turns to me. “Thank you for your time today. I’ll see you tomorrow at noon.”

WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Working with Natalie today was kind of fun. She was in her element, though a bit subdued as she yielded her agenda to mine. We’ll start up again in the morning, drafting nominations and executive orders for me to execute as soon as I am sworn in.

It worries me how much time it is taking. There is a major invasion force just weeks away from Avolene. But there was something that came up today, which motivates my domestic agenda. So once I was sealed away in the master bedroom of the Vice President’s residence, I transported up to the ship.

“You’re burning it on both ends,” Millie says in greeting when I arrive.

“Maybe,” I reply. “What did you find about the Russian nukes?”

“They have a lot of them, many of which are not in good condition.” She pops up a map in the holoprojection, dotted with little points of light, some clustered so tightly that it looks like a big blob. “Each one of these contains a mass of fissile material large enough to explode if the mass was consolidated.”

“Could we transport them into the sun?” I ask.

“Define them,” she comes back.

“Explain,” I ask.

“If we could tag the bomb, then we would know its size, shape, and location accurately, and could transport it whole. But I’m assuming we cannot tag them.”

“Okay, assume tagging is out.”

“We can grab the nuclear material easily enough, but will probably damage whatever containment system they have, which would result in radioactive contamination.”

“Okay, assume we are going to tag them. How would we do it?”

Millie puts out her hands. “Beats me.”

I find her answer frustrating, but don’t allow it to faze me. “When we tag a piece of luggage, what does the tag do?”

“The tag is loaded with nanobots. The pressure applied to get the adhesive to attach also causes the tag to release its nanobots. They crawl the surface of the object getting its exact size and location. Then presto, we can transport it.”

“Can’t we just transport some nanobots into the room and ask them to do the same thing.”

Millie opens her mouth to reply, then freezes. She stays frozen for a full minute, then a second, which tempts me to leave. It’s been a long day, and tomorrow will start early.

“Yes. That will work,” she replies out of the blue, startling me. “The tag method was developed to reduce the number of nanobots required. This will cost us one hundred to one thousand times as much, but we can do it.”

I point to the map. “Which facility is most likely to be compromised?”

She points to one in the Caucasus Mountains, surprisingly close to the Dominion stronghold that I destroyed.

“Why this one?”

“The recent uptick in terrorist activity in Azerbaijan. There are militias that cross the border through the mountains every day.”

“Then that is where we will begin. Tag as many items there as you can. Get a status update to Thelma by 6:00 AM.”

“She’s going to sleep with you again tonight?”

It irritates me that she would ask that question aloud. But I am the only human on the ship. “Yeah. She monitors my sleep, which I need when I’m burning it on both ends.”

[01.29.2038] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

Once again, jostling awakens me, then Thelma rolls onto me and sits on my abdomen. “We tagged two hundred fifty tactical nuclear weapons last night. Do you want us to transport them into the sun?”

“Not yet,” I reply. “Ask Millie to continue tagging weapons today, the most at-risk weapons first.”

“Will do,” Thelma says, then comes in for a kiss.

I respond to her but break it off. “I need to be presentable in my bedroom at the Naval Observatory in twenty minutes.”

Thelma hops off me. “Just making sure you’re awake,” she says, then disappears.

Seeing her standing there like that for the second she did makes me wonder how Alex is doing, and how she’s getting along without Thelma. When she finally gets a place in Silken Bay, I bet she’ll want me to outfit it with holoprojectors, so she can sleep with Thelma at night. The thought makes me sad. But it’s nothing a cold shower can’t fix, at least for now.

OVAL OFFICE

As soon as the door closed on the limo taking me to the White House, Susan asked if I slept in the bedroom last night or went up to the ship. Not wanting to engage the question, I didn’t reply, which set off a lecture on the importance of her knowing where I am and being able to reach me 24/7.

Thankfully the ride was short and in another four hours, I will be president and within a few days I’ll have everything I need installed in the White House.

EAST ROOM

As I enter, I see my family and friends sitting in the front row of the small crowd of fifty gathered to witness my induction into the world’s most exclusive club. It breaks my heart that Alex and Kayla are not here, or Saoirse and Nyvene for that matter. But I banish the thought, because as Natalie said earlier, today can be about nothing other than optimism. My eyes go next to Chief Justice Foster, who smiles at me. Then to my brother Mark, who is awkwardly holding our great-grandfather’s enormous tome of a bible.

Once in position, Justice Foster looks into the TV camera behind me and starts. “Today is a momentous day. Rarely does fate take a president from us, and when it does, we mourn the loss. But unlike days of old, when the loss of a leader caused death, destruction, and chaos, our great nation responds with dignity and purpose taking the leader selected by the people in advance. It is my honor to usher in that new leader today.”

Her eyes shift to me. “Please raise your right hand.”

I smile at Mark, as I place my left hand on the old bible, then raise my right and lock eyes with the Chief Justice, who says, “Repeat after me.”

She reads the oath phrase-by-phrase, which I repeat.

“I, Kyle Frank Wimberly, do solemnly swear,”

“That I will faithfully execute the Office of President of the United States.”

“And will, to the best of my ability,”

“Preserve, protect and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

She includes the optional tag line at the end as I asked her to. “So, help me, God.”

Chief Justice Fowler extends her hand to shake. “Congratulations, Mr. President.”

Light applause follows the words as a recording of Hail to the Chief plays. It’s corny, yet more compelling and emotional than I expected it to be. I step toward the front row of seats to shake hands with Dad and Larry. Get a hug and kiss from Mom, Laura, Melissa, and Jill. Then Justin takes my hand in a two-handed shake and says, “Congratulations, Kyle. No one has ever deserved this more than you. Too bad Alex wasn’t here to see it.”

His words shake me a bit. I don’t think I’ve earned this role and don’t think I deserve it. And yeah, too bad Alex isn’t here. But she died nearly three years ago and the imposter who replaced her has little connection to Earth anymore.

When the recording ends, I return to the podium, then look directly at the camera with the recording light lit.

“My fellow Americans…” I start, reading the words on the teleprompter. The speech is intentionally short. It was written by someone else, edited down by me, only the ending being mine.

“I promise two things. The first is that I will be unrelenting and uncompromising in the defense of the Earth from Dominion invasion. Of all the worlds they have attacked to date, Earth is the least damaged. I will keep it that way, and eventually bring the Dominion to their knees. The second thing I promise is to bring peace to Earth once the Dominion has been defeated. Why would I promise such a thing? Because every human being on Earth has more in common with each other than we have with any of the arachnoid species. Coming out of the current disaster, I expect to see progress on this front soon.”

I pause and take in the skepticism of some of the room’s occupants.

“Thank you for taking the time to listen to me today. And may God bless America.”

BLUE ROOM

Of the things I expected, the one that surprises me most, is how many people want to see, talk with, or have a picture taken with the President. Yeah, you see it on TV all the time. But I assumed this is like news coverage of earthquakes in California. You feel a little rumble or jolt and the evening news coverage carries images of the carnage that happened at the one grocery store where an insecure shelf collapsed. Which is all to say, it took a lot longer to work through the crowd today than I expected. Then again, I insisted on shaking the hand of everyone that offered me one, so I guess that’s on me.

Now an hour after the speech, I enter one of the more presidential looking rooms in the White House, where Audell Knight is awaiting his exclusive interview.

“Mr. President,” he greets with a big smile and hand outstretched.

“My name is still Kai, when the lights are off.”

Audell laughs. “No one has ever deserved this job as much as you do.”

“Off the record?” I ask.

“Everything is off the record until the lights come up,” he replies.

“Justin said the same thing to me. I appreciate the words of support, but I really don’t feel that qualified for the job.”

Audell cocks his head. “What do you think the qualifications are?”

“The legal ones are simple.”

“Yeah,” he says, the accent of his inner-city Baltimore upbringing slipping out. “But those aren’t the ones that matter. What does is the character and integrity of the person holding the office. And that’s what I like about you. You say what you mean. You don’t back away from the truth. And when you need to stretch it a little, which everyone needs to do now and again, you don’t stretch it that much. Most politicians? It’s rare that one word in ten is true, which makes you unique in my experience.”

“So young, yet so jaded,” I say, and we both laugh. Then getting serious, I ask, “What’s the agenda?”

“That was going to be my first question for you. You were always supportive of what Powell was doing, but it was never your agenda. Now that you are setting the agenda, the nation wants to know what it is.”

“I’m ready to talk about that,” I reply.

“Are you willing to talk about Alex and Kayla?”

“Not today.”

Audell takes on a concerned look. “Can I tell you what I’m worried about without you getting mad at me?”

The question spikes my adrenaline, but I say, “Go,” anyway.

“There are a lot of rumors out there, everything from you’ve abandoned them on some other world to you’ve taken up with Speaker Wright.”

The shock of his comment sets me back a bit, which Audell clearly notices.

“No offense, Kai. I don’t say that, and don’t cover people that do. But failure to address the question adds fuel to a fire you need to put out.”

“Alex and Kayla both have a genetic anomaly that human science cannot address. I took them to a world that can address it. Both are there and it is possible that one or both may never be able to return. This has been very difficult for me, because there are restrictions on my ability to visit them. What I just told you is one hundred percent true, but it is not one hundred percent complete. Nonetheless, it is as much as I can disclose at this time.”

“Sorry to hear that, Kai. It’s not fair, is it? These should be the best days of your life, but they come at a time when your family cannot be with you.”

“Any advice on how to communicate the situation?”

“That is for your publicist to determine. For this interview, I could ask the question upside down. That could help limit how much you need to expose.”

“How would that work?” I ask.

“Instead of me asking you where they are, I tell you where they are and ask you how you’re handling it. This will cause others to ask you about it. But a narrative will already be in place, which limits what they can ask.”

“Okay. Let’s do it that way.”

“Ready to turn the lights on?” Audell asks.

Although I’ve already been made up once today, the makeup team is out getting my skin color right for the cameras. When they are done, we take seats opposite each other, and the camera crew takes me through the set up so I know which camera to talk to when. Then we are counted in.

“Kai, forgot to mention. I’m going straight to the questions. A nice introduction will proceed the interview itself and will be edited in before we air the segment.”

“Understood,” I reply.

A second later, he begins.

“President Wimberly. Thank you for speaking with me today. I’d like to start with the question I hear the most. Have you decided who you are going to nominate to be your Vice President?”

I nod. “The same person I plan to offer it to if I run in 2040. Speaker Natalie Wright.”

“Why her?” Audell asks.

“Not many people know this, but I met Natalie during my first tour of duty in Afghanistan. She was working with the State Department. I was in the Army. My unit got called in to rescue a group she was leading, who got hit by an IED.”

“Interesting,” Audell says.

“I found her, carried her out, got her back to Bagram Air Base, where she was evacuated to Ramstein. There was a lot of blood, which gave our mission urgency. Later we found out most of it came from a superficial head wound, which I was glad to hear. Her other injuries were more serious, but that is her story to tell, not mine.”

“When did you reconnect?”

“During a House Armed Services Committee meeting at which I was giving testimony. From there, I think everyone knows the story—she was the first member of Congress to endorse the fleet we needed to build, the first to travel to another star and was critical in getting our Space Force expansion passed into law.”

“Does that mean this is some sort of political payback?”

The question spikes my anger, but I contain it because I trust Audell, and chuckle instead. “Uh, no,” I say with finality. “She is the only member of our government, besides myself, who understands the Dominion threat at the level she does. As that will be the defining crisis our government will be forced to address over the coming years, I need someone I can partner with to share the load of getting this done.”

“Who will handle domestic issues?” Audell asks.

“So there is no confusion, the buck stops here.” I tap my chest with my index finger. “That said, Vice President Wright will be the go-to person for most domestic issues. I will weigh in when required. I will sign good legislation into law and veto bad legislation. I will sign executive orders into force as needed to advance policy and effectively execute the laws on the books. But my focus will be on protecting the earth from Dominion invasion. And I will take a more direct role in that effort than any president in American history.”

Audell sits back, looking at me intently.

“Do you plan to run for re-election in 2040?”

I laugh at the question. “It’s too early to say. If the Dominion issue is solved, I probably will not.”

“Does this have anything to do with your family issues?”

“It does.”

“What can you tell us about this? I’ve heard that your wife and daughter have a rare genetic condition for which no treatment is available on earth. Is that true?”

“Yes, it is. They are being cared for at a facility on a world over one thousand light years from earth. The first week of treatment was very difficult for them. They will be there for at least three months, but the people attending to them say they may never be able to return to Earth.”

“How are you handling that?”

I give a rueful smile. “As best I can. I plan to visit them in about two months, when the first phase of their care is complete.”

“How do you expect them to be?”

“I am hoping my wife Alex will be able to transition to outpatient status. This condition only exists in women and usually manifests before or during puberty. One of the consequences is that it is only treated at children’s facilities, which is wearing on Alex.”

“I can only imagine,” Audell responds sympathetically.

“My daughter Kayla, on the other hand, is thriving in that environment. All the other girls are older. But she’s connected with one of them as if they were sisters.”

“Thank you for sharing that with us,” Audell says as he moves on to the next question. “At the end of your inauguration speech, you said you hoped to bring peace to the world someday. Most of America knows you well enough at this point to believe you would not say this if you didn’t have something in mind. Can you share anything about that with us?”

“I don’t have policies or programs to propose if that was your question. What I do have is experience working hand in hand with several alien species, all of whom live in greater harmony with each other than we do. Numerous idealistic programs have been attempted in the past—the League of Nations, the UN, and so on. All of which have had some impact. But now, we have something we’ve never had before—the Legacy Alliance. It holds the keys to economic prosperity, better health, and a longer life. But it only grants that technology to worlds that live in peace.”

“But we don’t live in peace, yet we have access to that technology now, don’t we?”

“Exactly. The normal rules are being flexed a little because of the Dominion threat. At some point, things will tighten up and we will have a choice to make. I will choose peace. Hopefully the citizens of the world will join me.”

Audell catches my eyes and holds them for a moment. Then he says, “I bet you’re already working on something.” The smile that accompanies the tease almost works.

“Nothing that I can talk about now.”

“Thought so,” Audell says, then extends his hand to shake. “President Wimberly, thank you for your time today.”

The lights drop immediately, and staffers come to collect the lapel microphones. When they do, Audell says, “Off the record again.” When we stand, he adds, “When you are ready to talk about it, I want to be the first to cover it.”

“Don’t worry. It’ll be yours.”

CABINET ROOM

The door opens and I see a dozen people seated at the big table. As soon as I step through the door, the room goes silent, whatever issue they were hashing out forgotten.

An instant later, everyone is on their feet offering greetings and competing for face time. Natalie directs me to the president’s seat, which I think is amusing. I’ve been a special member of Powell’s cabinet for the last three years and know where the president sits.

“Thank you for joining me today. My purpose over the next hour is to address a handful of issues on my first day. Laura, you’re first. Have you drafted my nomination for Natalie to become our next vice president?”

“I did, sir. It follows the pattern Gerald Ford used to nominate Nelson Rockefeller after Nixon’s resignation.”

She hands me a copy, which I scan.

I smile at Laura, then say, “Thank you.”

She brightens.

“Can I sign this one? I would like it executed and delivered today.”

“Let me get you one printed on the proper paper. I’ll be back in a minute.” She stands and exits.

“Next,” I say, as I turn to Faith McAdams, Powell’s chief of staff. “I’ve decided to continue with David as my chief of staff. I would like you to get him up to speed on everything Powell was working on. Will you continue on with us another couple of months to make sure the transition is smooth?”

“I’d be happy to, sir. Thank you for the opportunity to serve.”

She smiles as she replies. I always liked Faith’s upbeat spirit and good nature, but she dropped way too many balls. Powell liked her anyway. But I have too much on my plate to worry about the staff doing their jobs.

I turn to look at FBI Director Jackson Garner, who is seated next to the bureau’s Deputy Director Abigail Fisher

“Jack, you’re next. I understand there is an issue processing FOIA requests for some documents Audell Knight requested. Care to explain that to me.”

“There is a process, a timeline. We don’t offer expedited processing for commercial concerns. Nothing nefarious.”

“I want those documents released today.”

“Mr. President, I can’t do that. They could be tagged as privileged. They must be examined to make sure there are no classification markings. The list goes on.”

I glance at Natalie, who slides a folder over to me. I open the folder and sort the pages so the two I want visible are on the top of two stacks. Then I spin the folder around so the FBI director can read them, then slide the folder halfway across the table.

“These are the documents Audell requested. Powell gave me copies for safe keeping. They do not bear classification markings and if your bureau’s official copies do, then I will launch an investigation into who added it. Powell didn’t, Natalie didn’t, and I didn’t. And to the extent they are privileged, then I have privilege, because I already have originals.”

Jack glances at the folder. His deputy, Abigail, seems distressed by what she sees.

“Now are you going to release them today?”

He looks at me shaking his head. “You can’t just demand documents.”

I put out my hand. “Give me your badge.”

“Are you crazy?” he asks. “I am the FBI Director. You can’t just order me around.”

“Jack. You are fired.” I look at the clock. “You are fired effective 3:31 PM, January 29, 2038. Now give me your badge. You are a security risk and cannot be allowed back into any government building. Give me your badge now, or I will have you detained.” The last part comes out with a lot of fire.

I point to David, my chief of staff. “Make a note of the termination time and date, then file the appropriate paperwork today.”

I note the urgency with which David scribbles.

Then I nod toward the secret service agent at the door. “Escort Mr. Garner from the building and wrestle his badge away from him before he goes.”

The agent taps on the door three times. When it opens two more agents enter.

Tearing my eyes away from the drama, I turn to the Deputy Director. “Abigail, you are now the acting director. I’ll have your nomination submitted as soon as Laura can turn the paperwork around. Can you get these documents released to Audell today?”

“I can try, sir. I personally don’t have access and attendance wasn’t very good today.”

“Can one of the western regional offices do it?”

She smiles. “I know exactly who to call.”

“Then why don’t you get after it?”

“Will do sir.”

She stands, moves toward the door, sees the scuffle going on, then freezes.

Frustrated that we are momentarily stalled, I connect with Thelma via my implant. I need dirt on FBI Director Jackson Gardner.

Dirt is going to be a regular request, isn’t it?

I try not to laugh.

Next on my list is Deputy Secretary of Defense Arthur Moore, who holds the SECDEF job until a new one is appointed. I’ve met him before, but don’t really know him. “A large Dominion armada, consisting of nearly two hundred dreadnaughts will arrive in alliance space on or about March third. We have found their staging area and are planning an ambush on February twenty fourth. I want ten battlecruisers to accompany me on this mission. This is not a suicide mission, but I expect most of our crews will think otherwise. Therefore, this will be a volunteer mission. The captains volunteer their ships. The crews will be given unusual flexibility to transfer between ships, so those that want to go can, and those that do not will have a chance to avoid this duty.”

“Highly unusual, sir.”

“I want a list of volunteer ships, accompanied by statements from their captains. I will interview the captains I choose to interview and select volunteers at my sole discretion.”

I see the concern in the Deputy SECDEF’s eyes, but he registers no protest.

“I know how to defeat this enemy and will train the ships myself.”

“Understood, sir.”

“Work with Space Force to make this happen. I will ask our allies for volunteers as well. If we get any, we will cross-train with them. I want that list by Monday morning. Starting today, this is a 24/7 mission.”

“Yes, sir.”

I turn to Chief of Staff David Hobbs. “I want calls with China and Australia. I also want to meet with Space Force Chief Kaitlyn Conrad. This weekend if possible.”

Then to the room, I ask, “Any questions?”

I’m surprised by the number I get. Most are about deploying our ships and are clearly based on assumptions that I cannot allow to persist. I will lead this mission, and we will take the fight to the enemy. Because at the end of the day, I am the only one that knows what the Dominion are and what it is going to take to defeat them.

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

The inaugural reception tonight was the lowest key event in modern presidential history. The only reason I am president is because I failed in my mission of protecting Powell. I wonder how long it will be before someone points that out.

I spent about half of my time with my family and about half working the floor with Natalie. Several people asked about the abrupt termination of the FBI Director. Some warned privately that he has a lot of dirt on me, and I should expect a full-on frontal assault.

Laura Joiner came and cornered me for a couple minutes, apologizing for taking the actions Powell ordered her to take against me. She says she has copies of everything, including tons of dirt on the former FBI Director. Then she asked me to let her stay on. I said I’d give it some consideration and was thanked profusely.

Once locked away in the presidential bedroom, I transported up to the ship, authorized the ten strikes Millie had set up for me, then reviewed our progress on the replenishment, which was discouragingly little.

Now as I lay in bed with Thelma, she says, “Kai, it’s one o’clock. You’ve been up since six. You’re burning it too hard. I’ll give you a little deeper sleep tonight. But it won’t be enough.”

“Understood.”

She lays with me quietly for a second, then runs her hand all the way up my inner thigh.

“Thelma, no,” I whisper.

“Just a diagnostic,” she says.

“Right.” I chuckle at her audaciousness.

“I look after every aspect of your health,” she comes back, then changes gears. “Your FBI Director is going to be trouble. I have a mountain of dirt on him already. Some of the things he’s done are shocking.”

“Give me an example,” I ask.

“Two words,” Thelma says. “Harlan Williams.”

“The guy that did work directly for Powell?”

“One and the same,” Millie replies. “To’Kana has given me permission to solve your problem.”

“What? Transport him into the sun?” I say with disgust.

“No. He is on the verge of a deadly heart attack. He has a clot forming just upstream of his left anterior descending artery. If it breaks free, he will have a heart attack of the type human doctors call a widow-maker. He’s scheduled to see a doctor on Monday. It would be easy to stop that from happening. He’s also home alone this weekend. It would be easy to cut the comms to his home and break the clot free, so emergency care would not get there in time.”

I shake my head. “No. We will not summarily execute our adversaries.”

“Tell the Dominion that,” Thelma says.

“End of discussion,” I say, no longer relaxed and ready to fall asleep.

“I’m sorry Kyle. I shouldn’t have passed that along.” She rolls on top of me, then strokes my cheek as she kisses me. “Sleep, Kai.”


CHAPTER 13: RECONNOITER

[02.01.2038] OVAL OFFICE

It’s Monday morning. My daily staff meeting will start in ten minutes, and at this point, Friday’s inauguration seems like a long time ago. The weekend was one of the busiest I can remember, but also one of the most productive.

On Saturday, I transported dozens of bots down to install subspace dampening fields throughout the East and West wings. Then we installed holoprojectors throughout the residence, allowing Thelma to be with me. We also set up two war rooms—one in the residence, the other in the Executive Office portion of the west wing. The two are synchronized to each other and to the one on the ship. And in the presidential bedroom suite, we created a storage area where four portable holoprojectors are stored. These will allow me to appear in person at the White House, even when the ship is in orbit around Avolene.

On the war front, Millie and I took down another one hundred Dominion systems in M5. Although I’m committed to this course of action, it worries me that it will come back to bite me at some point.

I also performed several presidential duties during my first weekend as president. I had lunch with Space Force Chief Kaitlyn Conrad, for whom I now have tremendous respect. She’s sharp, to the point, insanely competent, yet humble—the opposite of Admiral Nelson Sloan, God rest his soul. I messaged David, asking him to prepare a nomination letter for my signature ASAP, and to coordinate the press announcement.

Deputy SECDEF Arthur Moore also rose to the occasion. Sixteen ships have volunteered for the mission to intercept the Dominion. I’m only halfway through reading their statements, but there is one that stands above all the rest. Captain Maci Thompson of the USSF Interpid, who welcomed me home on my return from Dominion space two years ago, submitted it.

That so many stepped forward, restores some of my faith in the DOD. I remember days from my time in the service, when we would move heaven and earth to get something urgent done if command ordered it. During my time at US Orbital, then as Vice President, I never felt the same type of urgency or commitment coming back from the DOD. This weekend brought me hope that this crazy political misadventure might work out for the good.

A knock on the door breaks my reverie. Rose sticks her head in and smiles. “Speaker Wright just entered the building. She’ll be along in a moment.”

“Thank you, Rose.”

Moments later Natalie comes in. “Rumor has it you worked all weekend.”

“I did.”

“What did you do?” she prods.

I give her a quick update, then ask, “Did you get confirmation the FOIA requests were processed?”

“I did,” she replies. “Your performance on Friday was quite impressive, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

“Some advice…” Natalie offers.

“Sure.”

“You are underleveraged in your fight against the Dominion. It’s a miracle you’ve done as much as you have. But if I’m hearing you correctly, Alex played a big role in that and now she’s gone.”

“She did, but I’m not ready to accept she’s gone.”

“It doesn’t matter what you are ready to accept,” Natalie replies. “The fact is that she’s not here and you are carrying the entire burden. The question I cannot answer is why? Why is Alex the only person that can help you? It must have something to do with trust. But surely there are others you can trust.”

I shake my head.

“Oh, for God’s sake, Kai! At any given time, this building has at least twenty people in it that will give their lives for you. Expand out another hundred miles and there are tens of thousands.”

“Natalie, I’ve opened Pandora’s box. Alex helped me contain it. But if the secret we hold gets out, the world WILL come to an end.”

“Your alien friends don’t know?”

“They pretend to know, but they don’t know how to use it. Anyone I train to use the weapons will eventually figure out how they work. Alex was with me when I discovered it. She understands how they work and is masterful in her use of them. But she doesn’t know how to make them, and she’s as committed to keeping the secret as I am.”

Natalie shakes her head. “Kai, be realistic. Alex isn’t the only one.”

I hate conversations like this that bring Alex to the front of my mind. The pain that radiates from that wound saps my will to continue.

“I know someone…”

“Natalie.” I cut her off. “Thank you for your concern. I share it, but I think the solution might come once work starts with Space Force. I’ve already chosen the first ship.”

There is another knock on the door and my Chief of Staff enters.

“Good morning, David,” I greet.

“Sorry, I’m late,” he mumbles back.

I watch as he pulls his secure tablet from its case, connects to the office’s holoprojection system, then pops up the day’s schedule.

“Peter will be here for the national security briefing at eight. At nine, Chinese ambassador Zeng Shun, the former special attaché from the Ministry of National Defense, will be here to discuss China’s participation in your upcoming mission against the Dominion. Then at nine forty-five, the Australian ambassador will be here on the same topic.” He pauses to look at me. “Both ambassadors seemed anxious to talk with you on this subject.”

The list goes on, but none of the topics are of interest to me. When he’s done, I say, “I want to meet with Captain Maci Thompson of the USSF Intrepid as soon as possible. Preferably today, in person. Reschedule the four senators pedaling their legislative agenda. They all need to go through Natalie first. In fact, delay all meetings with Congressional members until after the Vice President is confirmed. That is my highest congressional priority. I’ll help them get what they want after I get what I need.”

“Can I use that line?” David asks.

“Don’t attribute it to me.”

He nods. “It’s just my read of the situation.”

There’s a knock on the door, then NSA Peter Reid enters and launches into the update, talking fast, and finishing on time.

When the security brief is done, Natalie excuses herself to return to her duties as Speaker.

As I wait for Ambassador Zeng Shun, I reflect on the morning’s security brief, which was nearly as irrelevant as yesterday’s. But I rein in my skepticism. Peter’s interest is in earth-based threats, which I’m not that interested in because they are so easily defeated. But I suppose that is Peter’s job. After all, his charter is to bring earth-based issues to my attention. True. They are second order problems, which are easy to put down if caught in time. Catching them in time is his charter. But God help me… Monsters stalk us, while Peter reports on the mice in the fields through which we walk. I need to refocus Peter on the things that matter or cut his time allocation.

As the door opens, I brace myself, because I know this meeting will try my patience and stretch my good will. But this will be my most important meeting of the day, so it’s time to bring my A-game.

“President Wimberly, so good to see you again.”

I smile at the overly gracious greeting and extend my hand. “General Zeng, it is a pleasure to see you again, sir.”

“You honor me with reference to my military title, but I bear a civilian one now.”

“As do I.” The words slip out with hope they will be received with the good intentions intended.

“So you do,” he whispers, then in full voice, “How can I help you President Wimberly.” 

I tell him about the Dominion massing near Avolene, referring to it only as an allied world.

“I need ten battlecruisers, sworn to my service, to counter the threat. Sixteen Space Force ships have volunteered for this mission, which means I can resource it without assistance from our alliance partners. But in my mind, ignoring our partners would be an affront. At least that is how I would take it if the tables were reversed.”

Ambassador Zeng eyes me, holding my gaze for several seconds, then smiles. “Thank you for the invitation to participate, President Wimberly. It is something we have asked for repeatedly. May I ask why the invitation comes now? Does it have to do with the nature of the mission?”

“Only in the vaguest sense. President Powell was against taking the fight to the enemy. She thought Earth’s fleet should be used solely for the defense of Earth.”

The ambassador shakes his head. “Foolish.”

“Agreed,” I reply. “We invested in a fleet that we really don’t know how to use, because we’ve never engaged the enemy. I’m going to change that. I know how to defeat this enemy. I will train America’s fleet and we will become the deadliest adversary the Dominion has ever encountered. And I’m inviting our allies to join, because this should be a global response, not an American one.”

“What do you want in exchange?” Zeng asks.

“Collaboration.”

“That word means different things to different people. What does it mean to you?”

“That we work together toward the same goals and avoid working cross purposes,” I reply, knowing this answer is likely to fall flat.

“Who would lead this effort?”

“I would, personally.”

“Don’t you think that could be viewed as something that serves America’s interests at the expense of the Alliance’s?

“If I was one of the thousands of small minds watching, I’m sure I would. But I’m not. I’ve killed hundreds of Dominion dreadnaughts. Dozens of their shipyards. And millions of their warriors.”

“So you say!” Zeng challenges, enunciating each word as his emotions take the upper hand.

I smile back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. An expedition will depart at the end of this week. If you want to attach one of your ships, I will treat it as if it was one of mine. I’ll train its crew as if they were mine, probably train them better. The offer is open until Thursday, midnight eastern time. I hope you will join.”

I stand in the Iknosan fashion, indicating the conversation is closed.

But Ambassador Zeng looks at me unmoving. Then after a few seconds, shakes his head. “China will be treated as an equal partner.”

On sitting back down, I parody back his earlier comment. “Those words mean different things to different people. What do they mean to you?”

He smiles at my reply. “I want to be involved.”

“How? In what way?” I ask.

“I want to watch to see what this training looks like, what you do, and how you do it. Do you think it is reasonable for us to just turn our people and assets over to you on faith?”

Zeng’s words give me pause to think.

“I understand your concern and acknowledge its legitimacy. My concern is that no one knows this enemy the way I do. They have psychic powers that can twist your mind. They can hear your thoughts and anticipate your moves. The only way to beat them is at a distance, or by deceit. So far, I am the only person that has been able to do that. But this cannot be a one-man war. Others need to learn. The only way to learn is by doing. I’m offering my crews that chance, offering it to one of yours as well. I don’t know what else to say.”

Zeng nods. “Thank you for your honesty, President Wimberly. I will forward your proposal and my recommendation that our leaders accept it.” He stands and extends his hand, which I take.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Ambassador.”

“And you for yours, Mr. President.”

I escort him to the door. Once opened, a secret service agent, fluent in Chinese, greets him and escorts him out. Then I say to Rose, “I’m going to step over to the war room for a few minutes. I’ll check in when I’m back.”

She gives me a smile, then says, “You have a few minutes. The Australian ambassador is on site, but he hasn’t entered the building yet.”

I exit out the door opposite the visitors’ entrance, and step through the study into the smallish war room next to it. The agent guarding the door follows me, then waits outside when I enter the war room.

WAR ROOM, WEST WING

Millie greets when I enter.

“Where are we with the intelligence gathering at the Dominion’s rally point?”

“I parked the war shuttle in distant orbit around a blue giant star. Its closest approach to the rally point is a couple of light-years out. Last night I brought a pair of space hawks into the system where the Dominion are massing.  They’ve established eccentric elliptical orbits above and below the system’s orbital plane. Passive sub-space scanners place one hundred twenty ships in low orbit around a gas giant.”

It's curious to me that the Dominion would do this again, even with overwatch, given the disastrous results of their first encounter with us. But I’ll take any gift I can get.

“Good news,” I say. “How are we doing with the Russian nuclear warhead targeting?”

“It is slow, painstaking work, but it’s coming along.” She points to one of the windows in the holographic display.

The count stands at five hundred twenty-four.

“Ten percent of the way there?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Hard to say. They have a lot more bomb-like radiation sources than the number of bombs they claim. But some of these are a nightmare.”

Millie pops up the image of Siberia, then zooms in on a ten-kilometer square in which a missile silo is visible. “There is no sign of people anywhere near, and the maintenance is terrible.” She zooms in further and points out cracks in the hatch covering the silo.

“They have a nuclear source down there?”

She zooms in closer, then is suddenly inside the silo and switches to a radiation intensity view. Multiple hot spots surround the still vertical body of the missile in the silo.

“Is that what I think it is?” I ask.

Millie nods. “It’s a MIRV, a Multiple Independent Reentry Vehicle missile. The war heads have apparently fallen out of the casings. This may have been a strategic weapon at one time, but it is a toxic nuclear waste site now. I’ve seen quite a few similar messes,” she says.

There’s a knock on the door then the words, “Your next meeting is here.”

“Better get after it,” Millie says.

OVAL OFFICE

When the door opens, Australian Ambassador Patrick McClane enters, followed by a familiar face—special forces Colonel Jayden Brock.

Ambassador McClane is quick to introduce himself. I’ve seen him several times before and know who he is, but I’ve never spoken to or met with him before, so the exchange of political niceties goes on for a few minutes, then he says, “I’m told you know Vice Admiral Brock, who leads our space fleet.”

“I do.”

The words set off another round of niceties, then Ambassador McClane cuts to the chase. “Australia would like representation on the expeditionary force you are sending to intercept the Dominion at the edge of alliance space.”

It seems the rumor mill has run at light speed.

“I am pleased to hear that. A battlecruiser from the Australian fleet would be a welcome addition to our expeditionary force,” I reply, adopting his label for this mission.

The ambassador glances at Brock.

“Mr. President, how do you envision this mission being organized,” Brock asks.

“I will be the mission’s commanding officer, leading the mission personally.”

“You are going to be on one of your ships,” the ambassador asks, apparently shocked by the idea.

“Yes. I will captain my own ship and command the expeditionary force.”

Brock chuckles, drawing a scolding look from his ambassador. “I should have guessed you would. It will be good serving under you again sir.”

His words surprise me as much as mine must have surprised him. “You would be a welcome addition, Vice Admiral.”

“I assume your intention is for our ship to be attached in a joint task force. I would still control our ship, but I would be under your command,” Brock says.

“That is my plan.”

“What about weapons?” he asks. “Are we going to be upgraded to the same level as you currently use?”

I note the ambassador’s ire mounting as Brock takes the lead on the Australian side of the conversation. So I do him a favor by replying to the Ambassador. “It is my intention to provide a full set of upgrades to every ship that deploys on this mission. The weaponry for deep space use is different than that required for system defense.”

“May I ask why that is?” Ambassador McClane asks.

I turn to Brock and smile. “Care to speculate why?”

Brock takes on a pensive look, then chuckles. “No. But I do know you, sir. My guess is there must be relevant specialization. But I have no hypothesis about what it would be.”

I turn back to the ambassador. “The deep space weapons are more powerful. So powerful they would cause catastrophic damage if one hit Earth or the moon. So, I have reserved these weapons for use in deep space where collateral damage is less of an issue.”

The ambassador nods his head. “A reasonable precaution.”

From the tone of his answer, I sense disappointment, but acceptance. I cast my gaze back to Brock. “We must depart within seven days. Can you help with the logistics?”

As Brock’s smile blooms, the ambassador asks, “How is it that the president of the United States needs logistical support? You have by far the largest fleet.”

The ambassador’s question really hits a nerve. It gets at the same issue Natalie raised this morning. My core team is gone. Alex and Mac were both killed by the Dominion, then brought back from the dead by Iknosan technology. But neither of their reborn versions are interested in being associated with me. Ty, who survived the Dominion attack, resigned once the dust settled, then simply disappeared.

“Good point,” I reply, then change subjects. “Who from your side will take point on the next steps?”

The ambassador points. “Brock will be our point of contact.”

Once the meeting is wrapped-up and my guests gone, Rose comes in. “David has canceled most of the rest of your appointments today, except for the meet and greet with the winners of the college football playoffs, which we postponed after the disaster in California.”

I smile. At least I’ll get to do something fun today. Powell gave me this assignment last year and it was a blast. But this year, I don’t even know who won.

“Then at two o’clock, Maci Thompson will arrive.”

WAR ROOM, WEST WING

There is a knock on the door, then a woman a few years older and maybe five inches shorter steps in. She stands at attention and snaps a crisp salute. “Captain Maci Thompson reporting for duty as ordered.”

I stand, come to attention, then return the salute. “At ease,” I order, then stretch out a hand to shake. “Captain Thompson, I’m Kyle Wimberly. Thank you for coming down to the White House on short notice. I read your statement, reviewed your service record, and am pleased to tell you that the Intrepid has been chosen for our expeditionary mission to the edge of Alliance space.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“But that is not the reason, I invited you down. I have chosen you to be my second on this mission. Congratulations, Captain Thompson.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“By direct presidential order, this mission is now your top priority.”

I get another thank-you, which doesn’t surprise me, but I want to get past the formalities and start working as a team by the time she leaves today.

“I’d like to start with a briefing on the situation, then move on to a loose mission plan, and close this session with our preparation requirements. But before we start let me introduce you to my military advisor, Millie.”

Millie comes over and introduces herself.

“You are an AI,” Thompson observes as they shake hands.

“I am,” Millie replies. “I’m part of a network of AIs that control most of our weapons.”

“Shall we get started?” I ask, indicating a seat.

“Millie, please put up an image of Avolene.”

Captain Thompson responds almost instantly. “It’s a water world,” she says in amazement.

“It is,” I confirm. “It’s also the home of the Alliance’s most advanced intelligence organization. They are the ones that discovered this invasion force and calculated the attack date. They are also the target of the attack.”

“Do they have defenses of their own?” Thompson asks.

“No. That’s why we have been given the mission.” I turn to Millie and ask her to put up the situation map for the rally system.

It appears and populates, the dreadnaughts appearing one-by-one, the count stopping at one-hundred-twenty-four.

“Four more have arrived since nine o’clock this morning,” Millie says.

“How many are we expecting?” Thompson asks.

“One hundred seventy-six.”

“We’re going to stop them with only ten ships?” she asks.

“Eleven, if you include mine,” I reply.

“You’re coming with us?”

The distress in her voice reminds me that what I’m doing is unprecedented. “I am.”

Her eyes ask why. But she remains silent.

“Millie, pull up the recording of the battle at M5.1126.”

She smiles at me. This was one of the systems we hit over the weekend. In this system, we took down twenty-two dreadnaughts with just sixteen torpedoes. Then we destroyed the mines and induced an extinction-level climate event on the most populated planet. This clip only shows the simultaneous takedown of the ships and the first hit on their largest mine.

The playback starts, then when the simultaneous takedown occurs, Captain Thompson exclaims, “Our weapons can do that?”

I nod my head. “My advanced weapons can do that.”

She looks at me with huge disappointment.

I put up my hands. “Don’t judge until you see the next part of the clip.”

In the holoprojection, the entrance to a mine appears with cross hairs on it.

“We are about to destroy this mine. Watch what happens.”

A countdown timer starts and when it hits zero, the mine erupts in bright light, which seems to ebb and flow, then the ground beneath splits.

“What just happened!” Maci exclaims.

The screen pans out and two misshaped half-spheres drift apart from each other.

Before she asks, I say, “The asteroid they were mining was over five hundred miles in diameter. One hit from our newest weapon split it in half.”

“How?” she asks.

“Does it matter?” I ask back.

She locks eyes with me and holds them a second.

I love this woman’s gumption. I would never have challenged a senior officer that way, forget the president.

Then she says. “Now I get it. We can’t fire a weapon like that anywhere near Earth.”

“Do you trust my weapon restrictions now?”

“As regards this one and Earth, yes.”

“Maybe over time you will trust me more. For now, you are bound by your oath. In time, I hope you will be bound by your trust. Because what we are up against is unlike anything you can imagine. I know. I’ve survived it. I want you, and your crews, to survive it as well.”

There is silence for a second, then Captain Thompson says, “I spoke with Terry Quinn before volunteering. He speaks poorly of you. But his arguments made no sense, and the more vociferous he became, the more I believed in you.”

“One of the Dominion’s most significant advantages is their telepathy. I have significant resistance. Quinn had none. He was putty in their hands. We have defenses against it now that we did not have back then. But this remains one of the greatest threats your crew will face.”

There’s silence for a few seconds, then she says, “Thank you for giving me this opportunity. Tell me what you need me to do.”

OVAL OFFICE

The discussion with Captain Thompson was probably the high point of my day. Now at six o’clock, Natalie is back for our evening wrap up.

As soon as she enters, I can tell something is wrong.

“Did you hear the news?” she asks.

“No. I’ve been locked in here all day. What happened?”

“Jackson Gardner.”

“What about him. Is he making trouble for us?”

Natalie shakes her head. “He was in a car accident yesterday, rear-ended by a car whose brakes failed. It was more of a fender bender than a serious accident. But it triggered a heart attack. He was dead by the time the EMT’s arrived. The medical examiner says it was a widow maker, the blood clot likely knocked loose by the collision.”

The words burn in my ears. She will deny it, but I know Thelma is behind this accident.

“Something the matter?” Natalie asks, grabbing my attention.

“Sorry, the news about Gardner caught me off guard.”

“Me too,” she says in a compassionate voice that lacks sincerity.

I indicate seats on the fireplace end of the sofas, and we take seats opposite each other.

“Any other developments today that I need to know about?” she asks.

“The Chinese say they want in. But I can tell they are going to fight me every step of the way. The Australians are in. The head of their space fleet will be part of their Expeditionary Force.” I roll the words, which I attempt to pronounce with an Australian accent.

My performance is rewarded with a smile and shaking head.

“But the day’s best news is Captain Maci Thompson. She’s going to be my number two on this mission, responsible for fleet preparedness. She has the officer training that I lack, which will hopefully save me from the errors I’ve made during previous missions. I have a lot of confidence in her.”

“Is she your answer to the issue I raised this morning?”

Natalie’s question gives me pause to think. At one level I want to say yes, but I’m only cutting Captain Thompson in on this mission, not the larger mission in Dominion space.

“A piece of it maybe.”

“Good,” Natalie replies. “Your plans for tomorrow?”

“Whatever David has for me in the morning, then mission prep in the afternoon. Where are we with the nomination?”

“The senate majority leader is dragging his feet on it. He’s still more interested in Dodson’s political theatre. That’s all going to blow up in a couple of hours, when Audell airs a four-minute segment on Dodson during this evening’s news.”

“Would you like some dirt on the senate majority leader?” I ask.

“Always,” she says as if that was the stupidest question ever asked.

I use my implant to ask Thelma, who laughs then disconnects.

“I’ll get something to you a little later this evening,” I promise.

“Thank you. Anything else?” she asks.

“The Russian nukes.”

“What about them?”

“My Iknosan team has been scanning their inventory. What they’re finding is distressing. They have quite a few more weapons, quote-unquote, than we thought. We’re only a quarter of the way done, but at least a third of their weapons are non-functional.”

“Relevance?” Natalie asks.

“This is for your ears only, Madam President.”

She chuckles at the moniker. “Acknowledged.”

“We have transporter lock on the functional weapons—about a thousand warheads. By the end of the week, we should have transporter lock on all the functional ones. It would take about two hours to transport them all into the sun. How do you think they would react?”

Natalie shakes her head. “They will realize they are being robbed within fifteen minutes and will figure out that you are behind it even faster. Then, they’d launch everything they have left at the White House. You are playing a very dangerous game.”

“What we’re doing now is undetectable,” I reply.

“But we can’t know that for sure, can we?” she challenges.

“I suppose not. Thanks for the advice.”

She leans across the table and puts a hand on my knee. “Kai, you have to play this game seriously, paranoid about what you don’t know.”

As her hand lingers, I note the cleavage exposed by the gesture and wonder if this is genuine concern about my decision making, or a come on.

A moment later she sits back and straightens herself. “Anything else?” she asks curtly.

I shake my head. “That’s it for today.”

She smiles as she stands. “We had a good day, I think. Gardner is no longer a worry. Dodson is going to be crucified in the next hour. And we have partners for your coming adventure. May tomorrow be as productive.”

Her smile broadens a bit more as we shake, then she’s on her way.

I watch as she goes, wondering what just happened. An instant later, I get it. The first day back she joked about spending the night with me, and I said no. She’s touched me a dozen times in the few days I’ve been back. Flashed a little cleavage too. Each time, I’ve politely withdrawn or averted my eyes. This time her hand was on my knee for at least five seconds and my eyes lingered. The smile at the end confirmed that she knows I’m still vulnerable to her charms.

[02.08.2035] OVAL OFFICE

A lot has happened during the week that has passed since my meetings with the Chinese and Australian ambassadors. At the top of the list is Natalie, who was confirmed last Friday. She is now taking all the political meetings that David had queued up for me. We meet each morning to discuss the day’s agenda, agree on the positions we are taking, and receive the foreshortened intelligence briefing. Then I head off to the war room, where I take down twenty or more Dominion systems, then meet with Captain Thompson at noon.

One of the big surprises of the week came on Thursday, when the British ambassador requested an emergency meeting. Word of Australian and Chinese involvement in an upcoming expeditionary mission had reached the NATO alliance members, who were demanding a role. If Powell had done this two years ago, she would probably still be alive today. But I refuse to dwell on such things.

Our expeditionary armada, as the press calls it, is now composed of seven American ships, and one each from Australia, China, and the United Kingdom, plus my ship, the Battlecruiser Victory.

The door cracks open and Natalie sticks her head in. “Everyone’s here. They’re waiting for you.”

SITUATION ROOM

The pomp and circumstance of every presidential entry is starting to wear on me, but Natalie has been insistent that I abide by tradition. She says that failing to do so will undermine people’s faith in me. So, I put on my commander-in-chief face and enter. As usual, Ambassador Zeng is the first to greet, offering his hand and exuding compliments. British Ambassador Riley Wilkinson is next, his stiff and proper greeting a sharp contrast to Zeng’s. Then it’s Australian Ambassador Patrick McClane’s turn, his soft accent easier on the ear than either of the others. The ten ship captains stand at attention until I ask them to sit.

“We have a lot of ground to cover today, but I’d like to start by discussing weapons. I’m sure you’ve all heard rumors that I have weapons more powerful than the ones any of your ships have. The rumors are true, and I’d like to start by showing you why.”

I nod to Millie who is seated at a small table on the far side of the room. A moment later the short video I played for Captain Thompson starts in a holoprojection centered above the table. Several gasp when the asteroid cracks in half.

“One torpedo split a small moon in half!” Ambassador Zeng exclaims. “How many would it take to split the earth in half?”

“Too many,” I reply. “But suffice it to say, a single hit would impact every human on the planet and kill millions possibly billions, which is why none are authorized for use near an alliance world.”

“Yet the Expeditionary Armada is being equipped with them,” Ambassador Zeng deduces. “Why?”

I nod for Millie to play the other clip I showed Captain Thompson last week. As it is finishing, Admiral Brock says, “One weapon can kill multiple dreadnaughts if they are positioned too closely together. That’s why we need them.”

“Yes, that’s why,” I reply. “But that is not the only armament boost you will be getting.” I nod to Millie again and the image of an autonomous war shuttle pops up above the table. “Each of your ships has four war shuttles. I’m going to augment that with four more. But these are different. They are unmanned, remote controlled, autonomous war shuttles. They carry twice the number of torpedoes and space hawks. On this mission, the autonomous war shuttles will be your principal weapons. Your ships will be parked light-years away from the battle and will not engage the Dominion directly. Each autonomous war shuttle has sixteen torpedoes, giving you sixty-four strikes before you need to bring them back for weapons replenishment. Your ships will have four replenishments in inventory.”

“Three-hundred twenty torpedoes…” Brock whispers. Then his eyes snap to me. “Each one of our ships will have the weaponry to destroy the entire Dominion invasion force. Why?”

I let the question hang for a second, then say, “Because they are wily bastards that will stay one step ahead of you if given the chance.”

My statement leads to another question and some back and forth that I let run for a minute then Natalie nudges me. “That brings us to our next topic. Dominion telepathy.”

I run through a short presentation Thelma helped me assemble, which includes several clips of Quinn slipping off his seat onto the floor. Then I review our two primary defenses—subspace dampeners and bismuth subsalicylate.

The whole topic seems to disturb British Ambassador Wilkenson. “Shouldn’t we be screening our crews to weed out the most susceptible?”

I nod. “That was the question I intended at the end of this segment. We have four military organizations with different protocols for such things. What would you recommend?”

This sets off a round of discussion that seems to annoy Natalie. But within fifteen minutes, we come to a unanimous decision. We will screen the crews. I think the repeated clips featuring Quinn apparently served their purpose.

The next thing on my agenda is a situation review. One-hundred sixty-four of the one-hundred seventy-six dreadnoughts we are expecting have arrived in the rally system. About half are in low orbit around the gas giant scooping up propellant, most of the rest are in higher orbits. Ships move back and forth between the two on a daily basis. We don’t really know why they are doing this, but it is my belief they learned a lesson from the battle in Harza space, where they left their entire fleet exposed.

At this point we have sixteen space hawks deployed in or near the system. All are powered down except for their passive sensor arrays.

“Your intelligence on this mission is outstanding,” Admiral Brock says. “You know where they are and where they’re going. You know the strength of their force and its timeline. I’d love to know how you gathered that intelligence…” He pauses as if asking.

After a second, I shake my head.

“But in the absence of that,” he continues, “How might we be getting this wrong?”

This is a question I’ve pondered, but admittedly not hard enough. I’ve assumed the vision Saoirse gave me was accurate, but I have no proof that it is. Then in a flash, I realize it could be worse. I’m assuming my actions have not upset the timeline.

“Good question,” I reply. “The situation map is what it is. I see two risks. First. Given the number of ships already in the staging area, they may ultimately stage more ships than we expect. Second, their strike date might be earlier than we are expecting.”

“I’ll offer another one,” Brock comes back.

When I nod my approval, he says, “This could be a diversion. The real attack could be coming from someplace else.”

Ambassador Zeng, always quick to respond, adds, “Or maybe their purpose is to draw you away, so they can stage an attack on Earth. As you have pointed out, our forces here know too little about our enemy to mount a successful defense.”

For the first time since I left Avolene, I worry that I’ve really screwed up. Saoirse told me that my scheming had probably changed the timeline, which was why the vision faded away before it got to the part in which she was interested.

Turning to my two challengers, I ask, “Let’s assume for a second that you’re right. What would you recommend we do?”

“Double this force and split it between the rally system and Avolene,” Brock replies immediately.

I look at Zeng. “Upgrade the forces here and put them at a heightened state of readiness.”

Natalie leans in to whisper in my ear, placing her left hand on my right leg to stabilize herself. “Kai, this could be the defining moment of your presidency. I would follow the advice you’ve just been given.”

She pushes away, giving my thigh a gentle squeeze as she withdraws. Then I realize all eyes are on me. “Agreed. Let’s double the expeditionary force and upgrade Earth’s preparedness.”
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After the meeting broke up and Natalie and I debriefed, I told my lead secret service agent, Susan Hastings, I was headed up to the ship. I didn’t know how long I would be gone. But the matter in question was urgent, and she could contact me via the special phone I gave her. If she called and I disconnected without answering, I’d get back to her as soon as I was free.

Yeah, that didn’t go over all that well but I’m the president and I will execute my duties to the best of my ability, even if my security team doesn’t like it.

Now aboard, I message To’Kana asking to meet ASAP. A minute passes, then I get a message back. Will connect in a half hour.

Not wanting to sit idle for a half hour, I call Thelma.

She appears across from me. “Welcome back aboard, Kai. Are you planning to spend the night?”

I shake my head. “I want to talk with To’Kana in private. There are too many eyes and ears at the White House. I’m hoping you can help me with something before his call in a half hour.”

“More dirt?” she asks with clear anticipation.

“No. Logistics. I want all the battlecruisers US Orbital built to get four autonomous war shuttles. The twenty joining the Expeditionary Armada get planet-killing weapons. The rest get the fire-and-forget torpedoes they are currently equipped with. How long is that going to take?”

“We’ve been building the ones for the Expeditionary Armada on your platforms at Mars Lagrange Two. You have five platforms, ten surfaces, each cranking out one autonomous war shuttle a day. We finished the forty for your ten-ship armada yesterday. We shouldn’t have a problem building forty more over the next couple of days. Torpedoes, on the other hand, are going to be a problem.”

“Why?” I ask.

“The Victory has one thousand in stock. But we are out of prefabricated tungsten penetrators, and we finished off our raw materials supply today. Our Martian mining operation can only produce materials for fifty torpedoes a day.”

This news takes me by surprise. “Can’t we buy prefabricated penetrators from Earth?”

“The suppliers are back logged with orders from US Orbital, who uses a different configuration. The Chinese could probably help, but we have avoided sourcing from them.”

As I ponder Thelma’s words, she says, “To’Kana just initiated the call. Want me to connect you?”

“Please.”

Thelma disappears, then To’Kana’s image forms in the spot where she stood just a second ago.

“Kyle Wimberly,” To’Kana greets, carefully enunciating my name as he sometimes does. “Yesterday, Saoirse messaged me saying you would call me this morning. She also asked me to call her before talking with you.”

“What did she say?”

“The specifics are between me and Saoirse, though she did give me some background on your problem and told me to get your version of the situation before doing anything else.”

It slays me that my two-and-a-half-year-old daughter refers to the data I’ve collected and plans I’ve made as my version of the problem. But I proceed with the briefing I prepared anyway.

“Hmmm,” To’Kana ruminates. “Most of the dreadnaughts you were expecting have already arrived. You have four prospective courses of action, but do not have the resources to pursue all four.” Then he laughs.

“Is there something amusing about this situation?” I ask.

The question makes To’Kana laugh even harder. I’ve only seen this reaction once before. It happened when I said the government was about to greenlight our project. In the Iknosan language, the expression greenlight, when used as a verb, refers to a particular type of personal hygiene, which is admittedly funny. But I have no clue about what has set him off this time.

When he finally calms himself, he apologizes for his outburst, then says, “Saoirse says you need to come to Avolene as soon as possible. She has visions to share with you that she does not understand. She thinks you will understand them, and they may be relevant to the current situation. She also says her mother is in need of your company, and she warns some earth woman is luring you into a trap.”

My anger spikes at To’Kana’s words. I am not going to drop everything to run back to Avolene because her mother is in need of my company.

To’Kana apparently reads my expression. “Kyle, I am just the messenger. If you would like my advice, I would be happy to give it to you.”

“Please.”

“First, never forget that you are their target. When it became clear you were staying on Earth, it became the Dominion’s #1 target. They came up with a clever ploy to kill you before staging a major attack on the planet, and they nearly succeeded.”

“Go on,” I prod.

“Since then, Saoirse and Kayla have also become targets.”

“What about Alex?” I ask.

To’Kana shakes his head. “Neither Alex, nor Nyvene, has the tactical power you do, or the power in the mist that Saoirse and Kayla have.” To’Kana pauses a second, then continues. “But back to the Dominion. They are reeling under your recent attacks. They have nearly lost the ability to sustain their power at home and have at most one thousand dreadnaughts in transit. They have lost the ability to produce ships and weapons in this portion of the galaxy. And most importantly, they know you are going to finish them off in a few more months and only have about two hundred dreadnaughts close enough to Earth to stage an attack before then.”

“How do you know this?” I ask.

“Surveillance data and prisoner interrogations,” he snaps back.

I was hoping for a more tangible answer, but the glare in his eyes conveys that this is all I’m going to get.

To’Kana continues. “My team believes the dreadnaughts in the staging area are a lure to bring you to Avolene. They know they don’t have the power to capture or kill you on Earth. It is too well protected. They think you will return to Avolene if it is threatened, but they doubt you will bring a significant force. My short-term recommendation is that you come to Avolene as soon as possible to meet with Saoirse. The information she shares with you will probably guide your next steps. But I think you will ultimately want to stage assets near Avolene before you approach the rally point. As regards the protection of Earth, any improvements you make there will be to your long-term benefit. But in the short-term, concentrate your resources on the battle over here.”

Much of what To’Kana has said makes sense to me, but I struggle to believe his situational analysis. Without me present, Earth will fall in the first hour. The Dominion must know that’s the case, because they just killed a dozen or more of the world’s most powerful leaders with no resistance.

Worse, they are always one step ahead. In fact, I suspect the Dominion floods warriors entering battle with misinformation that prisoners would blather out once broken. The notion that Earth would offer any resistance is farcical. It must have been planted.

I lock eyes with To’Kana. “Thank you for your advice. I will take it into consideration. If I can arrange a trip to meet with Saoirse, I will. But it would be my intention to meet with her in orbit and stay for only an hour or two,” I say, then stand.

“Choose carefully, Kyle,” To’Kana says, then stands. “I think we are at a tipping point. The Dominion are on the verge of destruction. They know it and are desperate. We cannot let this opportunity slip through our fingers.”

He bows to me. I return the gesture. Then the line drops, leaving me wondering what to do next.

I step out of my office, onto the bridge and ask Sam, “I want to go to Avolene for a two-hour meeting. What’s the fastest round trip?”

“Is propellant a concern?” Sam asks.

“Not really.” I reply.

“We have enough for a maximum acceleration round trip, if you’re up for it.”

The way the question is answered worries me. “If we limited acceleration to one gravity, what would the time be?”

Sam hems and haws, throws out all manner of BS that I don’t understand, then asks, “Which of these do you want?”

At this point I’m more than a little bit irritated. “I want to come aboard, get six hours of sleep, participate in two hours of meetings, then return home able to work the entire way.”

Sam looks at me with as much irritation as I felt a second ago. “It would have helped if you posed the question that way. We’re currently in good alignment. The trip to Avolene will take six hours. The return will take a few minutes more. These conditions will hold for the next thirty-six hours.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know if I decide to go.”


CHAPTER 14: PREPARATION

[02.09.2038] CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

“Kai, wake up,” Thelma jostles me. “To’Kana is expecting you in a half hour.”

It’s the first time I’ve slept aboard the ship in what feels like a long time, even though it’s been less than two weeks.

Last night, I attempted to call Natalie. She didn’t pick up on either her government or personal phone. I called my security lead, Susan, and asked if she could contact her counterpart on Natalie’s team to see if I might speak with her. Fifteen minutes later, Susan called back and told me Natalie was having a private meal with a gentleman friend and gave specific orders not to be disturbed.

Given the way she’s been hitting on me recently, I should have guessed she was still actively developing relationships with men that could be of benefit to her.

But within an hour of my call with To’Kana, I knew I had to see Saoirse. Too much didn’t fit, and my baby girl was the only one whose guidance I could trust.

Susan didn’t take the news all that well, but ultimately agreed to contact Natalie and David in the morning. I told her I expected to be back before noon.

“Thelma, please transport me to Legacy Ship #5.”

LAB, LEGACY SHIP #5

“Welcome aboard, President Wimberly. My name is Ko’Sona. The captain and your daughter are waiting for you in Secure Room Two.”

Ko’Sona leads the way, her semitransparent holoprojection a mockery of the Iknosan form.

Ahead I spot the transparent, bubble-shaped room that is our destination. To’Kana is inside, his back to me. Saoirse, who’s sitting opposite, pops to her feet as soon as she sees me. Her smile is wide and sincere. What a conundrum my daughter is—sweet and innocent one minute, calculating and manipulative the next. I suppose that’s true of all children at some point. But Saoirse is different. She’s an adorable baby girl right now, one I can’t wait to hold. But five minutes from now, she’s going to be the thirty-year-old college professor, who suffers no nonsense from her inferiors.

When I enter, Saoirse screams, “Dad-dee,” something she picked up from Kayla, then she leaps into the air, trusting I will catch her. Some kisses and a few raspberries later, her arms are around my neck, her legs around my chest and she clings to me, crying. “I’ve missed you so much.”

I can tell To’Kana finds the unmasked affection a little off-putting, but he toughs it out, waiting for us to sit before excusing himself.

As soon as the security shield is engaged, Saoirse lifts a finger. “You need to see this. I get the gist of what’s happening but understand none of the context or nuance. Still, I know it’s important.”

I lean forward, touching my forehead to her finger. Then…

I’m slammed back into my seat.

“Sam, what the hell just happened?”

“Ion drive at full power, jumping in thirty seconds.”

The words are descriptive, but the image that pops up on the main viewscreen answers my question. Dozens of Dominion dreadnaughts are clustered together on the dark side of Jupiter, from which we are taking a gravity assist.

As another drops from FTL, real me takes note of the date, time, and bogie count, as future me kicks into warrior mode. More dreadnaughts appear as additional windows open. In one, Expeditionary Armada Ship #7, the USSF Benevolent, is hit by a Dominion energy weapon, which shears off the ship’s stern.

Future me orders, “All ships, initiate Full Retaliation Protocol.”

I don’t know what this protocol is, but I’m about to witness its effectiveness or lack thereof.

In the main view screen, another one of my ships is hit, then Millie cries out, “They just hit Washington, D.C.”

Another window opens, showing the eastern seaboard. A giant cloud obscures most of Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware.

Thelma appears next to me and grasps my right hand with her left, as she points at yet another window. “It’s working,” she whispers, “It’s working.”

Dreadnaught after dreadnaught gets hit and is sliced into ribbons. Then boom, we’ve been hit.

I come back to myself, heart pounding, body trembling, struggling to breathe. I see Saoirse approach, finger outstretched and try to block her, but can’t.

Serotonin floods my system as Nyvene flops down on top of me, spent. My heart still pounds, accompanied beat-by-beat with hers. I drink in her presence, the scent of her hair, the tenderness of her moist skin, the quiver that passes through her as I run a finger down her side. Then I let the peace of physical satisfaction wash over me.

I come back to myself exhausted, but no longer filled with adrenaline-driven panic.

“Thought that might calm you,” Saoirse says.

I look at her, a bit embarrassed. “Where did that come from?” I ask.

She smiles. “I know how mother experiences you. How it fills and satisfies her. I wondered how you experienced her, and the mist brought me that experience from your perspective. Mother gets a lot more immediate satisfaction from it than you do. But it affects you more, makes you want to be with her.”

“Is this a lure to bring me back to Avolene?” I ask.

To my surprise, Saoirse shakes her head and seems upset by my question.

“This was about calming you down, because there is more you need to see.”

Her finger is out again, and with some reluctance, I lower my forehead for her to touch.

“Do you think he’ll make a full recovery?” Alex asks To’Kana, as the two look at my bruised body suspended in an auto-doc tank.

“It’s possible, but unlikely,” To’Kana says in a quiet voice. “Nonetheless, we will continue therapy until we are certain he is unrecoverable.”

Alex remains stoic despite the poor prognosis. “Do we know where they came from?”

“A brown dwarf binary system known to human science as Luhman 16. It is only six light-years from earth. The Dominion built a huge gateway at the gravitational center of the binary system, which allowed them to bring their ships in undetected. They struck the Expeditionary Armada as it left on their protection mission to Avolene. If not for the Full Retaliation Protocol Kyle developed in the days prior to departure, the Dominion would have captured Earth,” To’Kana replies. “They may have lost the battle, but I fear Kyle will not recover, in which case they will have won the war.”

“Why not rebuild him, the way Thelma rebuilt me.”

To’Kana shudders. “Clones are an abomination. They all fail. Most go insane. Hybrids like you frequently thrive, despite having been formed inside a machine, not a womb. But they never maintain the identity or skills they were designed to inherit.”

Alex nods. “At least Kyle was spared from learning the truth about me.”

I come back to myself understanding the trap the Dominion is setting. But what I don’t understand is the part about Alex. What is it that I haven’t found out about yet? And why is she so indifferent about my pending death?

“I can see you learned what you needed to know.” Saoirse says. “But do not say a word about it to me. The timeline is too fragile. In fact, my presence in the same room with you threatens it.”

Saoirse jumps to her feet and pounds on the door, then closes her eyes and sticks her fingers in her ears. “Goodbye, father. I hope you come home when this is all over.” She sobs like the heartbroken child she is, her alligator tears dripping down onto the floor.

Then, a second later, Saoirse disappears, transported away to who knows where.

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I arrive back, shaken. My pending death, Alex’s indifference, Saoirse’s despair over our separation… It’s a lot to take in. But at this point, I know how to save myself, Earth, and Avolene. And I think I know what Full Retaliation Protocol is.

“Thelma,” I call out.

In an instant, she’s opposite me. “How can I help you, Kai?”

“Tell Sam I’m aboard and ready to depart, then I need your help with something.”

“Sam is requesting permission to depart. What can I help you with?”

“I have an idea that I call Full Retaliation Protocol. The objective is fast response time to surprise attacks. What I want is the ability to designate a ship or group of ships as targets and allow the weapons AIs to fire on the target until all the targets are down, or the order is rescinded.”

Thelma looks puzzled for a minute, then says, “I think we already have something like that. Okay, if I research it?” she asks.

WAR ROOM

I enter and see the room is empty. A second later, Millie appears.

“Sorry, I was working from the West Wing.”

“At 5:00 AM?” I ask.

“I work around the clock Kai. Here, the West Wing, the residence. That’s my home. The West Wing is a nice change.”

I nod. It is easy to forget the AIs don’t sleep. They all have a daily maintenance cycle, but to the best of my knowledge, none of them are glued to a specific time, and all of them can go days without.

“What can I do for you, Kai?” Millie asks. “Take down some more Dominion worlds?”

“Later maybe. Do we have an autonomous war shuttle under our control in the Solar System?”

“Quite a few,” Millie replies. “None of our normal contingent followed us out to Avolene.”

“I have reason to believe the Dominion have established a presence at Luhman 16. It’s a binary system and I think they may be parked at the gravitational center of the system. How long would it take to get an autonomous war shuttle out there? ASAP, Ultra stealth.”

“Why send a war shuttle?” Millie asks. “It’s only six light years from Mars. A space hawk would be stealthier.”

“I want to do the initial survey from interstellar space.”

“Ah, ion drive,” she says. “Give me a second.”

Moments later a situation map pops up in the holoprojection, then populates with the sun, Mars, Luhman 16 A & B, then finally an autonomous war shuttle in orbit around Mars. Seconds later a course is plotted out. It slingshots around Mars, then the sun before leaping out and stopping several light months from Luhman 16.

“We have poor alignment at the moment. This flight path follows our normal propellant consumption policy. It will take four hours to reach the jump point. If you’re willing to expend a third of the shuttle’s propellant, we can get to the jump point in two and a half hours.”

“Spend the propellant,” I order.

Five minutes later, the shuttle is on its way.

“What next?” Millie asks. “I have nearly one hundred Dominion core systems queued up for destruction.”

…

Even with Millie’s preparation, it takes about three minutes per system for her to walk me through the strike plan and give strike authorization. Fifty systems into the exercise, the autonomous war shuttle drops from jump two light months from Luhman 16, and the situation map starts populating.

It is immediately obvious that something sits at the gravitational center of the binary system. But the grainy image we get is indecipherable.

“Looks like a ball of dust,” Millie says.

“I bet each of those dust particles is a Dominion dreadnaught.”

“No way,” Millie says. “We can make out dreadnaughts at this distance.”

“Zoom in. See if you can isolate one of the grains and fill the screen with it.”

“Egg shaped,” Millie says.

“I bet they are using subspace dampening for stealth,” I speculate.

“They don’t have stealth,” Millie says.

“According to research on Avolene, they do. I’ve seen it. Can you run a simulation of a Dominion ship with stealth projected like ours but using subspace dampening?”

“Can I pass that request to Mark. He’s better at that kind of stuff than I am.”

“Sure.”

“He’s got it,” Millie says, then zooms out until both stars are visible. “See this?” she asks, circling all the little dots in the middle of the screen. “I just ran a search for all objects greater than one hundred meters inside the orbit of the two stars. They’re all inside this sphere. That means we could jump space hawks in on the far side of each star without the jump flash being visible to anything inside that sphere.”

“Do it,” I order.

It takes several minutes to reposition, then the first space hawk jumps and takes its position up in the situation map. The process repeats, then the second space hawk appears.

“It will be an hour before the first comes into viewing range of the system center. Want to knock down some more Dominion systems?”

…

Twenty-one systems later, the space hawk in orbit around Luhman 16B comes into view of the Dominion.

“There it is,” Millie points, and zooms in on the object in the center.

It’s a huge ring at least five kilometers in diameter. As we watch a dreadnaught slowly drifts out of one side, rotating counterclockwise along the long axis.”

“Why is it twisting like that?” Millie asks.

“Gravitational shear,” I speculate.

“Why do you say that?”

“The portals do a miraculous job of canceling out the momentum between the two gateways. But I doubt they can cancel the gravity on either side. So, they put their interstellar portals at the gravitational center of binary star systems, where the micro gravitational field rotates with the stars.”

My theory isn’t grounded in much, yet I’m unusually certain about this conclusion. The revelation is followed a second later by the activation of an inherited memory.

“The Iknosan knew about this phenomenon,” I say aloud.

Millie freezes at my words, obviously lost in a database search.

I watch as the dreadnaught completes its transit, and the gateway becomes quiescent. Seconds later, the dreadnaught morphs into an egg-shaped dust cloud, proving my theory faster than Mark could.

Millie snaps out of her freeze. “You’re right. The Iknosan documented this phenomenon a couple of thousand years ago when they were trying to develop a portal system. Mark also confirms these are dreadnaughts using subspace dampening as a stealth mechanism.

“I just saw the dreadnaught that came through engage its subspace cloak. Can you update the settings to get a count of these things?”

“Done,” she says and points to a new counter that just popped up. “One hundred ninety-three.”

Sam’s voice comes in over the comm system. “We just completed our last jump. We’ll be arriving at Mars Lagrange Two in forty-five minutes, transporter range in fifteen.”

I hear the words and comprehend them, but my eyes are locked on the number in the holoprojection. The day has finally come. Nearly two hundred Dominion dreadnaughts are only six light-years from Earth and according to Saoirse, they will attack in twenty-two days.

Then another certainty strikes. We are and have been under surveillance. Any sudden change in readiness will trigger an immediate attack. In an instant, I know what I need to do.

“Millie. Three things.”

“Three things,” she repeats.

“First, keep this system under constant surveillance. I want to know if there is any pattern to the dreadnaught arrivals, and I want to know if there is a significant change in their readiness.”

She nods.

“Second, contact Thelma and ask her about Full Retaliation Protocol. I want to use it against the dreadnaughts in Luhman 16. I want to know what I need to do ahead of time in order to issue that order.”

“Understood,” she replies.

“Third, I want a plan to jump ten autonomous shuttles to the far side of both Luhman 16 stars. All at about the same time. All coming from someplace the Dominion cannot see.”

“Working on it now,” she says.

OVAL OFFICE

I arrived back a little before noon, transporting into my bedroom, putting on a suit, then coming down.

Rose is happy to see me back, but warns that David is furious, because of the chaos my absence created. Press Secretary Bea is neutral about the situation. All she needs is a story to justify it, and she offers up several of the rumors circulating if any of those reasons appeal.

Now, as I enter, Natalie looks up. “Oversleep?” she asks, then laughs. “You should have seen David.” She laughs some more.

She gets up to yield the chair to me, but I wave her off and take one of the ones opposite. “No-no-no, Kai.” Natalie says. “If someone comes in and sees us on the wrong sides of the desk, it will be all over the evening news.”

We ultimately take seats on the sofa.

“Where were you?” Natalie asks.

“I had to make an emergency run to Avolene…”

“Has something happened to Alex or Kayla?” Natalie asks with urgency.

“No. The intelligence team made a huge breakthrough that I needed to take in person.”

Natalie looks at me with disdain. “You don’t have to lie to me, Kai.”

“I’m not lying. Some of the intelligence gathered can only be shared by touch. This is a real thing. It is astoundingly powerful. I met with the leader of the intelligence team for two hours, then returned. Fourteen hours round trip. The intelligence was worth it.”

“What did you learn?”

“The ships at the rally point are real and an immediate threat to Avolene. But their higher purpose is to lure me away from Earth. The Dominion are massing in another system just six light-years from here. I’ve already sent scouts out to confirm. The count as of an hour ago was one hundred-ninety-three dreadnaughts.”

Using my implant, I pop up the situation map in the office’s holoprojection system.

Natalie turns pale. “We’re dead, aren’t we.”

“I have a loose plan I think we can execute, but it’s a stretch given the quality of the resources at my disposal.”

Natalie gives a wry laugh. “That’s code for you don’t think you can do this on your own, right?”

It’s my turn to laugh. “I’ve always been a small team guy. Now instead of a team, I’ve got armies that I have no idea how to lead.”

“Care for some advice?” Natalie asks.

“Please.”

“Focus on the immediate threat first. If you are working well with Captain Thompson, get her help on the nearby problem. Otherwise put her in charge of the Expeditionary Armada and pick one or more of the other captains to help you here. You have some exceptionally talented people, who would give anything to work with you. Would you like me to name some?”

I nod.

She goes over to the desk and picks up her tablet. “Colonel William Adams, Intelligence Officer Marisol Guthrie, Master Sergeant Joel Dixon.” Each name is accompanied by a tapping on her pad, then a second later my tablet dings.

“How do you know these people?” I ask.

“I found them the same way I found you. They made an impression on me in Afghanistan. Circumstances reconnected us and they made an impression again. Then I got to know them. I had Joel over for dinner last night.”

“Has he replaced me?”

Natalie looks puzzled, then she breaks out laughing. “No. I have not been romantically entangled with any of them, though Joel is a temptation.”

I stand. “You can have the chair. I need you to be president for a while. I think I know what I need to do. Thanks.”

WAR ROOM, WEST WING

I enter and see Millie at one end of the room, Captain Thompson at the other. Millie has the Luhman 16 situation map displayed in a window in her holoprojection. Captain Thompson has a bar chart up on one of hers. I know what Millie is up to, so go over to check in with Thompson.

“Good afternoon, sir,” she greets a little less stiff than usual.

“What are you working on?”

“Project management for the Expeditionary Armada. This is my timeline chart.” She hits a key and the screen changes. This is my PERT chart. It shows the interdependencies. The critical path is twenty-three days, meaning we won’t be ready in time. I’m working on possible solutions.”

As she speaks, I realize Natalie is right. Thompson should be the hands-on manager for the armada.

She points at Millie’s screen. “It looks like we’ve found a second rally point.”

“Yes, we have. It’s the crisis that stole me away this morning. Sorry word didn’t get to everybody.”

“Not a worry, sir. You’re the one working on the big picture. I’ve got this.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’m putting you in charge of preparation for the Expeditionary Armada. We need to leave on the twenty-fourth. We’ll go whether we are ready or not, so make sure we are ready. Get word to me if you need my help. Millie is here almost around the clock. She knows how to reach me.”

“Thank you, sir.”

On a hunch, I ask, “Do you happen to know Master Sergeant Joel Dixon?”

“I do. He was on one of my ships. I don’t know him very well. But he looks like a younger version of you, and his evaluation reports are top notch. Why do you ask?”

[02.10.2038] SITUATION ROOM, WHITE HOUSE

I enter and put my hands up to ward off all the greetings.

“Please be seated. I have an announcement to make before we begin.”

To my surprise, the room quiets and everyone sits, even Ambassador Zeng.

“Within an hour of our last meeting, I was contacted by the Legacy Alliance’s Intelligence organization.” The room becomes so quiet I hear the room’s legendary whisper-soft ventilation system for the first time.

“The Dominion has established a second staging area, which I will call Staging Area B. This one is just six light-years from Earth. Yesterday, we confirmed that nearly two-hundred dreadnaughts have already arrived with another joining every eight hours. They are planning to strike as the Expeditionary Armada is departing, at which point their strength will be two-hundred fifty-six.”

Murmuring ripples around the room, then Ambassador Zeng says, “Do you have a plan?”

“I do.” The words draw every eye, and the room goes silent again.

“We are going to set a trap.”

The murmuring is back, which irritates Natalie to the breaking point. She slams her fist down on the table, and shouts “Quiet,” then in a normal voice, “The President of the United States is speaking. When he is ready for your input, he will ask for it.”

The quiet that follows reflects the embarrassed look on the faces of those who had been making noise.

“Thank you,” I say to Natalie in a quiet voice, then resume my message. “At a high level, the plan will take place on three fronts, each supported by its own force. The first front will be against the dreadnaughts at Staging Area B. It will take place when the last dreadnaught arrives. I will personally lead the fight on this front, using twenty of my advanced autonomous war shuttles. The second front will be against the dreadnaughts at Staging Area A. This attack will be led by our Expeditionary Armada, which will depart as soon as our victory at Staging Area B is confirmed. The third front will be in defense of Avolene. A second Expeditionary armada will position itself there prior to our attack on Staging Area B. This new aspect of the plan was added because we expect the Dominion to launch from Staging Area A as soon as they learn of our attack against Staging Area B. With any luck we will catch the Dominion between the Expeditionary Armadas and slaughter them in interstellar space.”

I pause, then say, “That is the high-level view. Let me stop here to take a few questions of clarification.”

Vice Admiral Brock is the first to put up his hand.

I nod to him.

“Am I correct in assuming the majority of our fleet will remain in the solar system?”

“That is correct. I haven’t settled on the numbers yet, but I’m thinking the trap will consist of twenty autonomous war shuttles, remote controlled from within the Solar System, and the two Expeditionary Armadas will consist of ten to twenty battlecruisers each.”

“Thank you, sir,” Brock replies.

I note that Ambassador Zeng’s hand drops after I answered Brock’s question, so I move on to Captain Thompson next.

“For clarification, our target departure date was Wednesday, February twenty-fourth. Do I understand correctly that we are pulling the departure date forward one day to Tuesday, February twenty-third?”

“We will attack when the two-hundred fifty-sixth dreadnaught comes through the portal into Staging Area B. That could happen as early as the twenty-first.”

The next question goes to British Ambassador Wilkenson.

“It seems to me that we need to keep this all secret. I imagine several of the alliance partners would be very distressed to learn that the Dominion are basically here now. I would also imagine that they would be even more distressed to hear that we are waiting to strike and sending some of our best prepared forces away to protect another planet.”

Part of me wants to call on someone else since no question was asked. But I reply to the implied question anyway. “Your point is well taken. If word gets out, the Dominion will probably launch a preemptive strike of their own. We are under constant surveillance. But in answer to your implied question, everything that goes on in this room is classified as Top-Secret. Forgive me for not having mentioned that at the beginning.”

I note the other hands that are up, but do not call on anyone.

“I’ll take more questions later. As I just mentioned, we are under constant surveillance. If we start shifting significant portions of our forces around, the Dominion will react. At present forty of our battlecruisers are outside the solar system. Starting later today or possibly tomorrow, we will rotate two or three ships a day back to Earth for replenishment, and the same number of fully replenished ships back out. These ships will be sent on a predesignated course to a staging area in interstellar space closer to Avolene, where they will conduct war game exercises. These ships will constitute the second Expeditionary Armada.”

Australian Ambassador McClane’s hand goes up.

“Ambassador?”

“Australia would like to participate in the second armada and would be happy to contribute more than one of our battlecruisers.”

I nod to him. “I’ll take that under consideration.”

“China, too.” Zeng tacks on.

Then Natalie raises her hand.

I look at her and say, “Go.”

“Earlier you said we would use autonomous war shuttles in Staging Area B. Can you say more about that?”

“I plan to use my own forces to accomplish this mission. I have some extremely powerful weapons perfect for this job. I plan to take down the Dominion’s entire invasion force at Staging Area B with only one salvo. But I will do that remotely because these weapons could destroy the entire star system, including the ships that fire them.”

“Are these the ones Terry Quinn used? The ones that killed two of his ships and damaged the gas giant that they orbited?” Captain Thompson asks out of turn.

“A much more powerful version, yes,” I answer, then note two of the captains crossing themselves.

As the meeting breaks up, Admiral Brock comes over to speak with me, with Ambassador McClane trailing a few steps behind.

“President Wimberly,” Brock says, hand outstretched to shake. “I would like to lead the second expeditionary armada. I’ve used your first-generation weapons in battle and have trained with the fire-and-forget weapons. But unlike any of the others, I have served with you, know something of how you think and how the enemy responds. As this armada will assemble in the field, it will take effort and skill to get it to operate as a complete unit. I can do that.”

I turn to Ambassador McClane. “Would your government endorse this move?”

“We would, sir.”

I extend my hand to Brock. “Leadership of the second armada is yours. I had planned to ask you. I will forward the list of American volunteers to you. But you are welcome to draw from any of the Alliance members willing to release ships into your command.”

“Thank you, sir.”

[02.11.2038] WAR ROOM, WEST WING

After yesterday’s meeting, I got Brock set up with a White House pass, so he could work in the West Wing with Millie and Captain Thompson.

Now finished with my morning obligations, I have an hour I can spend with them. Natalie has scheduled a meeting with the Joint Chiefs for Monday, four days from now. I want to make sure we are ahead of that schedule.

I enter and see Admiral Brock working with Millie, and Captain Thompson working with Thelma. I check in with Thompson first.

“Thank you for assigning Thelma as my assistant,” Thompson says. “She knows how to work your supply system. I have selected twenty battlecruisers—the ten you initially picked, minus Admiral Brock’s ship, plus eleven more, half American, the others late volunteers from Alliance members.”

“That’s very good news,” I reply.

“With Thelma’s help, we now have a plan that will get all twenty ships ready for departure on the twentieth.”

Thelma flashes me a smile, which I return along with compliments for their work.

I go over to the other side of the room, where Brock lays out his rotation strategy. “We have three ships returning from Harza space each day for the next two weeks. As they come in three will leave on a reverse course that would take them back to Harza space.”

He points at the star chart. “Four hundred light years out, they will divert toward Avolene, targeting Staging Area Zulu.” He points to a spot two hundred light years from Avolene. “The nebula between Zulu and M5, will block any view the enemy might have.”

I nod.

“Two ships will leave tonight, three on each of the next six days. On arrival they will participate in the daily war game exercise. When you  strike Staging Area B, we will be queued for single jump to the assembly area between Avolene and Staging Area A, where we will deploy our war shuttles. The Dominion will never know what hit them.”

As always, I love the confidence Brock projects. Hopefully these ships will never have to engage the Dominion. But I’m confident they will make a good showing of themselves if they do.


CHAPTER 15: CONFRONTATION

[02.14.2038] WAR ROOM, RESIDENCE

Presidential responsibilities and broad-brush planning saturated the past week. Thankfully, the weekend has given me the space I need to work on the things I really care about.

Friday night, the staff arranged for a pizza to be brought in from my favorite place, and I indulged in pizza, beer, and a sci-fi movie. Saturday, it was two-and-a-half hours of Dominion home system destruction, followed by detailed planning of the autonomous war shuttle deployment to Luhman 16.

Today, we’ll be staging them. The trick is to make the departure from earth difficult to see and the apparent destination far away from Luhman 16.

For example, the first war shuttle we are staging will jump from ‘behind’ Neptune to a position ‘behind’ Proxima Centauri. On the departure and arrival, the planet/star will be physically between the war shuttle and an observer in Luhman 16, thereby masking its jump flash. But even if the jump is seen, the two are in very different directions with their right ascensions, one of two measurements needed to find something in the sky, over fifty degrees apart.

After the jump, each war shuttle will adjust its orbit such that it can jump directly behind Luhman 16 A or B on strike day. With twenty shuttles and ten staging systems, none of which are in the same portion of the sky as Earth, we will be able to come into the system unseen, on an unexpected bearing, and strike the dreadnaughts, catching them completely unaware.

It’s tedious work, but Millie handles it well. And when we do it together, I know it’s done right.

[02.16.2038] WAR ROOM, WEST WING

Brock has been deploying his ships and is now four-or-more thousand light-years from Earth. I remember my early deployments, thinking one hundred light-years was an infinity away. This is his first long deployment, and by all evidence, he’s thriving. I guess that’s the test of a warrior. When you are so far from home that the notion of return seems preposterous, do you fold? Or do you double down?

I waffled before doubling down when the stakes were a couple of thousand miles. But thousands of light-years? It doubles my respect for Brock.

“Vice Admiral,” I greet when his determined face comes over the line. “Status?”

[02.21.2038] WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Tension in the room is running high. In fifteen minutes, the two-hundred fifty-sixth dreadnaught will come through the portal. When its bow comes through, two-hundred fifty-five torpedoes hidden behind Luhman 16 A and B will launch. Each already has target lock, and a flight plan for simultaneous strike a second before the dreadnaught is at the halfway point.

Two seconds later, four more torpedoes will strike the gateway. The Iknosan speculate that the gateway is built from neutronium. Given its theoretical density, the resultant space time rupture should be spectacular, and the hope is that it will erupt on both sides of the portal, destroying it and anything connected to it.

In the holoprojection pane opposite me, Admiral Brock, who is leading the armada parked two-hundred light-years from Avolene, says, “All twenty of my battlecruisers confirm they are ready for jump.”

In an adjacent holoprojection pane, Captain Thompson says, “All ships in the Expeditionary Armada confirm they are ready for jump.”

In two other panes, shot from different angles, the circular gateway glows pure white. The outer portion, which is presumed to be made of neutronium, pulses with each throb increasingly bright. Then in a flash, the white interior clears. In the pane looking into the portal, a dreadnaught approaches. In the pane looking from behind the portal there is nothing but a starfield. The image is so odd it reminds me of an Escher painting.

A countdown timer appears on the situation map.

“The torpedoes will jump in thirty seconds,” Millie announces.

Natalie, who is sitting next to me, reaches over and takes my hand, in a gesture reminiscent of the first flight of our proof-of-concept shuttle years ago. Her fear surprises me a little. I don’t think I’ve met anyone more unshakable.

“Three, two, one. Torpedoes away,” Millie says, as the bow of a dreadnaught starts through the gateway.

I rub my thumb over Natalie’s hand as her grip tightens.

An alarm goes off, indicating that one of the torpedoes has lost target lock. In the situation map the relevant dreadnaught lights up.

“One of the dreadnaughts has drifted slightly off course,” I whisper to Natalie. “Several more probably will before this is done. But there’s nothing to worry about. The torpedoes automatically adjust.”

Minutes tick by, accompanied by the sounds of target lock and unlock. Then the final fifteen second countdown begins.

“Final jump, all targets, commencing… now!” Millie announces.

As dreadnaught after dreadnaught turns red in the situation map, Brock says, “Jumping to Avolene.”

Curiously, Captain Thompson who should have jumped at the same time holds back.

“Gateway Strike in three, two, one…” Millie announces.

In the holoprojection, the window showing the gateway whites out. A fraction of a second later, it is replaced by the system generated Signal Lost message.

“What happened? Natalie asks.

“Jumping war shuttles,” Millie cries out urgently.

In the main view screen, an image of the binary system pops up. From the captioning, I see it is the subspace sensor view from the war shuttle parked two light-months away. An ellipsoid of white light spreads out from the gravimetric center of the system, its eccentricity growing as the ellipsoid expands. When it’s about half the distance to each star, the stars start spreading as well.

“Jesus,” I whisper.

“What’s happening, Kai?” Natalie repeats.

“We blew up the gateway. What you’re seeing is the fireball, which is about one-hundred-fifty million miles wide at this point. I think it has also twisted the systems gravitational field enough to distort the shape of the stars.”

“Does that mean all the Dominion ships are gone?”

“Yes, nothing can survive that, and nothing will be able to pass through that region of space for centuries.”

“You did this. How?”

“Neutronium reaction,” I reply, twisting the truth a little.

“Expeditionary Armada, jumping to Staging System One,” Captain Thompson announces.

In the main view screen, mass starts streaming from the stars into the spacetime rupture, which stops expanding, then seconds later winks out.

“No Dominion survivors,” Millie announces, then adds, “We lost eight autonomous war shuttles. I’m bringing the rest back to Mars.”

CREW LOUNGE, COMMAND DECK

Funny thing. I’ve spent a lot of time over the last several years avoiding contact with Natalie. Now we work side-by-side almost every day, and our relationship has become very friendly. In fact, I didn’t think twice when she asked if she could watch the battle at Luhman 16 with me.

Now as we sit in the crew lounge, I realize we are the only two human beings aboard a ship filled with dozens of gossipy AIs.

George approaches. “Welcome. Dinner for two?”

“Yes,” I reply.

“Not taking it in your quarters tonight?” he asks.

“No.”

He turns to Natalie. “Can I get you something to drink?”

“Do you have champagne?” she asks.

“Sparkling wine from central California,” George replies.

Natalie looks at me. “Want to celebrate?”

“Sure.”

“Brut de Noirs? Or Brut Rosé?” George asks.

“Rosé,” Natalie replies.

“For two,” I add.

“No wonder you like it up here so much,” Natalie teases, then relaxes back into her seat, closing her eyes. “Is it over yet?”

“The battle in Luhman 16 is over.”

She chortles, but doesn’t open her eyes. “How much longer do you think we are going to be dealing with the Dominion?”

“I think the battle for Avolene is going to be a slaughter. We simply outgun the Dominion. Something would have to go terribly wrong for them to get the upper hand.”

“Why Avolene?” Natalie asks. “It’s small and powerless.”

“It has the most potent intelligence operation among all the humanoid worlds. Nothing else comes close.”

“They’re better than we are?”

It’s my turn to laugh. “The CIA compared to Avolene? It’s like comparing a grain of sand to the Sun.”

Natalie opens her eyes. “How can that be?”

When I don’t reply, she sits up straight and her eyes bore into mine as if she’s trying to read my mind. “It involves you somehow, doesn’t it. I can tell by the look in your eyes. But how?”

I turn away from her, not wanting to discuss this topic.

“It must have to do with Alex. Or maybe Kayla, but she’s still a baby.” Natalie goes on, one wild speculation after another.

Finally, I crack. “It’s Saoirse, my other daughter.”

The O that Natalie’s mouth forms triggers hysterical laughter.

“You have another daughter?” Then it finally sinks in. “With another woman?”

I nod, rather than reply.

“Oh Jesus, Kai. You just can’t keep it in your pants, can you?”

“It’s not like that. But apparently, keeping it in my pants is not one of my strengths.”

Natalie scooches over closer to me in the U-shaped booth in which we are seated and runs a hand up my inner thigh. “I’ve always thought it was one of your strengths.”

I remove her hand and scoot away.

“Does Alex know about this?” Natalie persists.

“She does. It happened when I thought Alex was dead. It was a dead end, but lovely, rebound relationship.”

Natalie comes a little closer. “Do the two of them know each other?”

“They do. Do we have to talk about this?”

“I’ve been treating you as if you were off limits.” She places her hand back on my thigh. “Are you?”

I put my head down. “I don’t know. I think Alex is going to leave me, but she hasn’t yet.

A cork pops at the other end of the room, which brings Natalie and me back to the present. She slides back to her side of the table, before George comes into view.

“Brut Rosé for two,” he announces, then sets the glasses on the table. A second later he places a menu in front of each of us. “I have three offerings tonight…”

Natalie cuts him off. “Steak, medium rare. It’s a celebration.”

“Same,” I reply.

George smiles, then disappears.

“Back to business,” Natalie says. “Why the delay in taking down the other rally system?”

“A simultaneous strike would have been too hard. Striking one site would cause the other to attack its target. Luhman 16 was the perfect set up for us. It was so close, they could get to Earth in twelve hours. So, it had to be first. The other rally system is seven days from Avolene, which would give us until the twenty-eighth to intercept and destroy them. I plan to join them tomorrow.”

“Assuming this goes to plan, what’s next?” Natalie asks.

“I’m going to spend a couple of days at Avolene to visit with Kayla and Saoirse, and hopefully to win Alex back and bring her home.”

Natalie takes on a pensive look then asks, “Can I spend the night with you tonight? There are no prying eyes here.”

I shake my head. “Saoirse is clairvoyant. She will know and tell Alex, and that will be the end of it. I really do want her back.”

“I want you to get her back, Kai.” Natalie clears her throat. “Well, that was awkward. Maybe I should be getting back home.”

“Stay. Have dinner. No harm, no foul. We’re friends.”

She shakes her head. “I’ve let myself get too attached to you Kai. Still friends, but a little distance would be good for me right now.”

She leans over to give me a kiss on the cheek than says, “Please transport me back home.”

Once Natalie is gone, I realize it was a mistake asking her to stay for dinner and telling her about Nyvene and Saoirse. She’s been coming on to me recently, so the dinner invite must have felt like an invitation. Add to that, I’m holding back for the night while everyone else is racing toward the next battle. Then I tell her about another woman that Alex knows I slept with, and she thinks she’s going to get lucky. I am so unbelievably stupid. I was just trying to be a friend.

I call George and ask him to cancel dinner. He says, “Maybe just the one portion, delivered to your room?”

“One portion, here,” I reply, then flip on the TV, which I haven’t done in forever.

The default setting on this TV is the 24-hour news channel. The top story is the spectacular takedown of a Dominion armada only six point two light-years from earth. Remarkably clear imagery shows a dreadnaught emerging from the gateway. Then the screen whites out. A second later, it goes dark.

A reporter talks about the structure of the Luhman 16 system, which he gets exactly right. Another reporter talks about the estimated size of the Dominion fleet and the presumed method by which the ships arrived. His numbers are right. His description of the gateway is close enough. A third reporter talks about the size of the explosion, one-and-a-half times the distance between the Earth and Sun, approximately one-hundred-fifty million miles, which is right. Then he asks three scientists how they think this was done. Thankfully none of them come close.

Then a panel of experts comes on to discuss the situation and, to my surprise, I am lambasted, accused of being reckless, inciting an unnecessary war, having too much power, being a puppet of the Iknosan, discarding any possibility of a peaceful solution… As the complaints continue, I shake my head. These fools have no idea how close we came to having Washington D. C. wiped from the face of the Earth.

The nonsense goes on for about an hour, then they cut to breaking news from the White House, where Natalie gives a brief statement on today’s events.

My fellow Americans… Today was a momentous day for the United States and for our Legacy Alliance. A task force of twenty war shuttles under the personal command of President Kyle Wimberly, successfully executed a simultaneous strike on Dominion forces staging in a nearby star system. According to Alliance intelligence, two-hundred fifty-six of their five-kilometer-long dreadnaughts were staging in the binary star system Luhman 16 for an attack on planet Earth. Their first target was Washington D. C. The explosion they planned would have created a crater twice the size of the district and over a mile deep. From there, they planned to destroy our space fleet and military bases, then unleash tens of thousands of their warriors on every continent to consume the world’s population. The third step in their plan was to exploit Earth’s rich natural resources to expand their fleet and move on to their next target.

According to a computer simulation our intelligence operatives captured, the attack would have commenced three days from now on Wednesday, February 24, 2038. What they did not count on was the power of the Legacy Alliance’s intelligence operations, and the military and technical genius of President Kyle Wimberly.

You might ask, is this the end of the Dominion?

The answer is not quite yet. Their plan to finish off the Legacy Alliance was to capture Earth, from which our military power originates. Then to capture a world called Avolene, where our intelligence operation is located. One-hundred-seventy-six dreadnaughts are staged in a star system similar to Luhman 16, just less than two-hundred light-years from Avolene.

President Wimberly, in conjunction with our alliance partners, has created two expeditionary armadas of twenty of our battlecruisers to counter this Dominion threat. The first departed for the staging area within minutes of the attack in Luhman 16. It is led by American Vice Admiral Maci Thompson. The second, led by Australian Admiral Jayden Brock, has set a picket line to intercept any Dominion dreadnaughts that make it that far.

Natalie pauses, looking directly into the center camera.

I met Kyle Wimberly in Afghanistan over twenty years ago. His squad rescued me from a Taliban attack and saved my life. In the few hours we were together, I learned of his courage, strength, dedication, and integrity. Over the last couple of years, I’ve come to understand his scientific and military genius. Our world stands intact today for one reason, and one reason only. President Kyle Wimberly. We all owe him our lives.

She looks down at her notes, then says, “I open the floor for questions.”

As questions are shouted out, I look at Natalie anew. She left here about an hour ago, jilted and justifiably hurt. It’s not clear to me when she wrote that speech, or where she got some of the information. Part of me wants to call her, invite her up. But that would be a terrible idea. Natalie is a friend. And if Alex really does dump me, maybe Natalie and I could become lovers again.

But this is not the time. I need to get closer to the battle. Vice Admiral Thompson is an impressively strong commander, but she really doesn’t know what she’s doing and needs my help.

Using my implant, I ask Sam to get us caught up with Expeditionary Armada A with all possible haste, consistent with my ability to sleep and work, and not to exceed ten percent of our propellant supply.

On the TV, which is still on, a reporter asks, “Where is President Wimberly now? And will we hear from him directly on this matter?”

Natalie smiles. “He is exactly where he should be, leading our forces into battle, and I’m sure he will have plenty to say when he returns.”

Another reporter asks, “Why hasn’t President Wimberly attempted to negotiate peace with the Dominion?”

Natalie’s face hardens at the question, and I can tell this reporter is about to get blasted.

“Despite all her wonderful qualities as president, and her wisdom in taking Kyle Wimberly as her special envoy, President Powell, God rest her soul, did not like talking about the Dominion with the public. But she did commission an expedition into Dominion space for the purpose of establishing some kind of relationship.”

She pauses and shakes her head.

“Then-Dr. Wimberly successfully negotiated a ceasefire. Yet the Dominion chased him out of their territory and killed most of his crew. That was before Dr. Wimberly became Vice President, but former President Powell never announced it. The ceasefire held until mid-December last year, when the Dominion attacked an allied world, known as Aarde, killing over one hundred thousand people. Then they attacked California a few weeks later. The assertion that President Wimberly has not attempted to negotiate a peace deal is absolutely fallacious, as is the assertion that there could have been a peaceful resolution to the invasion force in Luhman 16. Next question.”

“Thelma,” I call out.

She appears next to me, then says, “Sorry. I planned to tell you I briefed the Vice President and wrote a speech for her to present tomorrow morning. I apparently read that situation wrong.”

The last time Thelma got out of hand Alex dealt with it. This time it’s on me. “Thelma, this must stop. You cannot take independent actions of this magnitude without my consent. Are we understood?”

“I’m sorry, Kai. I was sure you were going to order me to brief her, prepare a speech for her, and ask her to stay over tonight. I was just trying to get ahead of it. It won’t happen again.”

As much as I doubt the last part, I say, “Thank you.”

[02.22.2038] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Nightmares plagued my dreams last night, everything from the Dominion destroying the temple, to Natalie turning against me in Washington, to being captured by the Dominion and forced to watch Alex being killed over and over again.

“Looking haggard, Wimberly,” Thelma says, imitating Alex, then in her normal voice, “You should have let me help you.”

“Maybe tonight. Anything I need to know before meeting with my armada leaders?”

“We caught up with Expeditionary Armada A during the early morning hours. Vice Admiral Thompson followed the plan exactly. Vice Admiral Brock has also deployed his defensive picket line. But it is set much differently than we planned. I’m sure he will want to explain that to you when we connect.”

“Can you show me?” I ask.

A moment later, I see that Brock has split his forces. I think I know why, but it will be interesting to hear his reasoning.

When I join the meeting, I see that Brock and Thompson are already connected and are being subjected to the same waving flag and presidential seal nonsense I had to wade through when connecting with Powell.

“Thelma,” I call out.

She appears opposite me.

“Going forward, I want to suspend the presidential connection protocol while on operational missions. This type of delay could be catastrophic in the middle of a battle.”

“Consider it done, Kai.”

She disappears, then the line connects with both of my admirals standing at attention and offering a salute. I stand and return it then dismiss the formality.

“Vice Admiral Thompson. Status?”

“Our space hawks observing Staging Area A recorded the dreadnaughts departure, shortly after your attack. Our autonomous war shuttles swept that area an hour later and confirmed the absence of a Dominion presence. We are tracking one-hundred-seventy-six dreadnaughts on subspace scanners. They will pass our first interception point a little after Noon, eastern time.”

She puts up a situation map.

“As you can see, they have divided their fleet into twenty-two groups of eight that are traveling to Avolene on courses that are staggered and spread well apart.”

This is a new behavior for the Dominion. Their penchant for travelling in tight packed groups is a weakness we’ve exploited in multiple encounters. They are apparently learning.

Thompson continues. “Given this development, I’ve split my assets into twenty-two independent pursuit groups, which will pursue the hop-scotch subspace-rupture methodology. Assuming the dreadnaughts continue on their present courses, we’ve established twenty-six potential interception points.”

I’m impressed at how well organized her forces are. I could never have organized this.

“Our autonomous war shuttles will always remain two interception points ahead of the Dominion. Our ships will remain one-hundred light-years behind on average. The med-techs on each ship verify that all crew members are dosed. I maintain a status display for the subspace dampening fields on each ship on my main view screen. Our crew rotations are four hours on eight hours off for the duration of the mission. Crew morale is good, and the crew-AI relationships are running smoothly.”

“Thank-you, Vice Admiral.”

I turn to her counterpart. “Brock. Status?”

He starts by putting up a situation map. “As you can see, we have established a picket line around Avolene with our autonomous war shuttles arrayed somewhat differently than originally planned. Our war gaming concludes this deployment gives us more flexibility to respond to twenty-two battlegroups of eight instead of the single monolithic armada structure for which we planned. In addition, we have deployed three-hundred fifty-two space hawks in stealthy, gravity rich locations throughout the system, which will give us superior telemetry within the system and two additional kill shots per dreadnaught if any make it this far.”

“Did you get permission from Legacy Ship #5 which controls Avolene space?” I ask.

“I spoke briefly with Captain To’Kana. Legacy Ship #5 withdrew from the system, yielding control of Avolene space to my command until the crisis is resolved.” Brock replies.

I didn’t know that To’Kana retreated, but it doesn’t surprise me. His ship was outfitted for a scientific mission. It is not a war ship.

“Your crews are dosed? And your subspace dampeners are engaged?” I ask.

“They are, sir,”

“Good job, both of you.”

When the line drops, I sigh. Now the waiting begins. This is the worst part of space warfare. The waiting. The good news is that we have a good shot at stopping them, because the Avolene system, with its nine planets, huge gas giants, and extensive trojan fields has so many places that are easy to defend.

“Kai,” Thelma says. “Captain To’Kana wishes to speak with you.”

“Put him on,” I order.

“Connecting,” she says, then disappears.

A second later, To’Kana’s holographic form appears in front of me.

“Kyle Wimberly, your performance yesterday was quite remarkable.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“I am also quite impressed by your two task force leaders. I presume Admiral Brock has told you of his deployments within the system and our decision to get out of the way.”

“He has, sir,” I reply.

“Good, good. I have two things for you today. Saoirse has more visions she would like you to view. She knows you are busy, so cannot come right away. But she also says they are important, so come as soon as you can.”

“Understood. I’ll come as soon as the invasion force is turned back.”

To’Kana nods in acknowledgement. “The other item is one you will want to investigate.” He pops up an image of two stars. “This was recorded in a binary system yesterday at about the same time you struck the Dominion in Luhman 16. I’ll play it for you.”

Two red stars sit there motionless, the only activity being the digital noise associated with subspace sensor images at high magnification. Suddenly a bright dot appears between them. In an instant, it fills the gap between the stars, then seems to flatten. Eventually, the three points of light merge, then they collapse to a point. Minutes later a barely visible filament forms perpendicular to the plane of the original image.

“Any theories about what this might be?” To’Kana asks. “It was a red dwarf binary system.”

“It certainly looks like what happened in Luhman 16 yesterday, only red, not brown. Where was this recorded?”

“Near Dominion space, at a surveillance station we put in place around globular cluster M5 last year. I’ll send the coordinates in hope that you can investigate.”

“I’ve hypothesized that their interstellar portals need to be at the gravitational center of a binary system to minimize gravitational shear during transition. If this was the gateway to which Luhman 16 connected, maybe the space time rupture back washed and triggered a merger,” I suggest.

“That’s what we speculated,” To’Kana replies. “If you find more evidence, please send it to us.”

As soon as the line drops, Thelma reappears. “Would you like me to track this down?”

“Please.”

“Done,” she says.

In the holoprojection, a new window appears, showing a large cloud of plasma lit from within by two red balls of light. I point at them. “Those two red lights must be the remnants of the red dwarfs. I’ll bet they are still orbiting each other, and, given the shape of the cloud, I’d say the new orbit is much more eccentric and a merger is in progress.”

“Any idea what this is?” Thelma asks, highlighting some lines drawn through the cloud.

I point to something shiny. “Can we zoom in on that?”

Thelma does. We watch for several minutes then I say, “The shiny thing is clearing a path through the cloud.”

“Do you think it’s a ship?” Thelma asks.

“No. I think it may be a piece of the gateway. Neutronium is incredibly dense. If that cloud is made of dust, not plasma, the Neutronium’s gravity would suck it up, leaving tracks like this.”

We watch some more, then I say, “There is not enough here to draw a conclusion. Let’s continue recording and stream the data to To’Kana. With enough data his scientific team may be able to develop a verifiable hypothesis.”

Still pondering the image, another thought comes. “If this was a gateway, then I’ll bet there are one or more important systems in this area. No one would build a portal to nowhere. There must be something important here.”

[02.23.2038] WAR ROOM

It’s been two days since the take down in Luhman 16. Day one of our pursuit went okay. Of the twenty-two battle groups that departed for Avolene, we destroyed three.

Day two opened with two more battlegroups destroyed, then the Dominion changed tactics. Now it’s every ship for itself, each ship running a few minutes in FTL, then dropping back to normal space for a slight course change, before reentering FTL. Five hours have passed since this began and we have not hit a single dreadnaught. This strategy functionally renders the space hawks useless, because of their limited maneuverability in interstellar space.

The only positive thing about this development is that the Dominion are proceeding toward Avolene at a much slower pace, which will give us more time to come up with another plan. I’ve asked both of my Expeditionary Armada leaders to come up with options and to engage their crews.

Millie is the first to have come up with a viable plan, but the price is painfully high. Nonetheless, I’ve given her authorization to try it.

In the holoprojection, the dreadnaught she’s tracking drops from FTL. As it begins its laborious course change burn, a five-minute countdown timer begins.

“I have five minutes,” she says. “It can’t move all that far in five minutes.”

Her plan is simple. She’s using the fire & forget targeting system to control her war shuttle and has removed the normal propellant consumption constraints. She designates the dreadnaught as her target and gets immediate lock with an estimated strike time of four minutes and ten seconds.

“Permission to fire,” she says.

“Fire,” I order.

If allowed to go all the way, the war shuttle will jump into the dreadnaught, thereby destroying it. If she arrives with thirty seconds to spare, she can transfer the hit to a torpedo and fire it instead. For this hit, we have ten seconds of margin, which we might lose if the dreadnaught changes course too much.

But either way this is expensive, because after one or two shots, the war shuttle will deplete its propellant supply. We have forty of our battlecruisers in the battle. Each has four autonomous war shuttles, which gives us one-hundred-sixty to burn. With only one-hundred-forty-four dreadnaughts remaining to kill, we have a shot at getting them all before they get to Avolene. I’ll trade a war shuttle for a dreadnaught any day. But it will ultimately leave me toothless if I use too many.

Thirty seconds into its burn, the war shuttle jumps halfway to its target. Twenty-five seconds later it jumps again.

“The dreadnaught is banking hard.” Millie says. “We are going to lose a few more seconds. This is going to be close.”

Tension mounts as the dreadnaught banks harder and harder. It’s as if she knows we have her in our sights.

As we come to the commitment point, Millie says, “Out of time, jumping the war shuttle.”

“Stop!” I shout.

“Kai?” Millie asks wide-eyed. “We just missed a guaranteed kill.”

“I know,” I reply. “But we can’t risk letting the others know about jump induced space-time ruptures in normal space. We’re openly using the subspace rupture mechanism to kill dreadnaughts in FTL, because no one else knows how to jump something into subspace. But we have to hold the line with space-time ruptures in normal space.”

“Does that mean I’ve been wasting my time?” she asks.

“No. What you’ve done is brilliant. We just need to use a torpedo for the final jump.”

“That will slow things down too much,” she comes back.

“Slow down, yes. Too much? Maybe not. I’m going to update the code, allowing the war shuttle to navigate in, but preventing it from jumping into the target. Hopefully, we will still have time to prevent the Dominion from entering the system. Why don’t you start tracking the dreadnaughts to see if there are any patterns to their movements.”

…

It took four hours to make the relevant changes to the code. While I was doing that Millie and Thelma developed a database to keep track of each dreadnaught. Although all of them are pursuing the same strategy, statistics about the time they spend in FTL vs. the time in normal space varies a lot. Some dreadnaughts are consistent, a six-minute burn followed by a six-minute cruise. Others are all over the place.

“This one,” Millie points. “It spends six to seven minutes changing course, then cruises for eight to ten minutes. It also alternates between turns to port and turns to starboard. I think I can use that to get to final jump faster.”

“Target it,” I reply.

When the dreadnaught drops back to normal space, Millie acquires target-lock immediately then launches the attack. Five minutes pass as the war shuttle stalks its prey, then launches one of its torpedoes. An instant later, the dreadnaught is hit and sliced to pieces.

[02.28.2038] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

Today is the seventh day of our pursuit of the Dominion dreadnaughts. Only eleven remain. But they are the craftiest opponents I’ve ever gone up against, and they are now only twenty light-years from Avolene. As known at the outset, our new attack protocol uses a lot of propellant. On average we are getting two shots before the war shuttle needs to come aboard for resupply, which means our battlecruisers are less than half full.

Vice Admiral Thompson’s Expeditionary Armada has comported itself exceedingly well. She brings everything to the fight that I do not, which makes us a great team. But with Avolene so close, I’m worried. The Dominion must know we have defenses in the system. They also must know that they have no chance of capturing the planet. Yet they have not veered off. Which can mean only one thing. This is a suicide mission. They will charge the planet, fire everything they have at it, then ram it once they have no other option, something I cannot allow to happen.

“Kai,” Thelma says. “I have Admiral Brock on the line.

When the line connects, Brock appears opposite me.

“President Wimberly, thank you for taking my call.”

I smile. “What do you have for me?”

“I’ve been war gaming the situation with several of my officers. We believe there is a ninety-eight or ninety-nine percent chance this is a suicide run on the Dominion’s part.”

“I’m surprised it’s not one hundred percent.”

Brock chuckles. “Ninety-eight, ninety-nine percent is Aussie-speak for one hundred percent.”

I share his laugh.

“That said, they still have to drop from FTL a half billion kilometers from the planet, which means they need to travel a long way at sub-light speeds if they want to kamikaze it.”

“Agreed,” I reply.

“We have war gamed out the top entry strategies for ramming the planet.”

A situation map pops up in the holoprojection. It shows courses for each ship into the system. A second situation map opens showing the paths from system entry to the planet.

“As you can see there are several congested spots where the odds of a dreadnaught passing in normal space is very high.”

“How many officers participated in this?” I ask.

Brock smiles. “Over one hundred. Their instructions were to plot courses they might take if they were the enemy, knowing everything they know about our defense capabilities.”

“This is really impressive,” I say.

“I have several recommendations if you are interested in hearing them.”

“Go,” I reply.

“The first,” he says as he eyes me. “Each of our battlecruisers have hundreds of torpedoes in the ship’s stores. I recommend that we stage them in these locations.”

Little torpedo icons show up throughout the system.

He continues. “These will give us tremendous leverage because we can cue these shots up prior to arrival. Any not used can be easily retrieved.”

His use of the word easily makes me smile. I’m the one that coded the auto retrieval system and I know exactly how easy it is to use.

“Second,” he says, as a different map pops up. “Assuming they run as far into the system as they can in FTL, we have a similar number of places where we could stage space hawks to create subspace ruptures.”

I shake my head. “Some of these are too far in system. Subspace ruptures can have negative consequences in or near inhabited systems.” I touch the situation map in several places. “Not here, here, or here.” Then touch a few more. “But good work, I didn’t think of this.”

Brock nods his head as he marks the spots I noted. Then looks back up at me. “Third, more than half of the high-probability courses enter the system on the opposite side of the star from Avolene. I would like to reposition several of my autonomous war shuttles to this side of the system.”

“Anything else?” I ask.

“Do you know if the Dominion have kinetic weapons, missiles, or the like?”

“Uncertain. We have intelligence that suggests they have developed weapons like that, but we have not seen them use one in battle. The only weapons we have seen them use are energy weapons, and they are immensely powerful.”

Brock nods. “Then that is it. Do you approve the redeployment?”

Instead of answering, I ask, “How many war shuttles do you want to move to the other side of the star?”

“Ten, maybe fifteen percent. Enough to have a meaningful presence in orbit around each planet and a handful, maybe eight in standby in a solar orbit.”

I nod. “Approved.”

“Thank you, sir.”

WAR ROOM

Tension is running high. The lead dreadnaught is only an hour from the system’s FTL limit. I have my Expeditionary Armada leaders and eight of their most senior captains around the virtual war table as we prepare to make a final stand against four remaining dreadnaughts. For me, everything that matters is at stake—Saoirse, Kayla, Alex, and Nyvene. This planet holds my heart and the critical intelligence assets that give us a chance in this war. So, I want at least ten ways to kill each of the ships.

“The first one appears to be coming in right through the front door,” Brock says. “If that’s true, we expect her to drop from FTL right here.” He points to the spot in the holoprojection. “We have multiple torpedoes that have an easy shot at it in the zone between the FTL limit and here, where the planet comes in range of its energy weapon.” As he points, the kill zone lights up.

“That seems suicidal,” I reply. “Any theories why it would do that, or what tricks this ship might have up its sleeve?”

“Theory one,” Brock starts, “Is that this is a suicide run. The ship will attempt to drop from FTL inside the planet. The problem with this theory is timing precision. The drop window that would allow them to drop inside of Avolene would be less than four microseconds wide. In open space, they drop about one-hundred to four-hundred thousand miles from their target, which suggests they don’t have microsecond drop precision.”

“Agreed,” I reply.

“Theory Two,” Brock continues. “Is also a suicide run. In this version, they drop inside the FTL limit, the ship rips apart and its remains act as a kinetic weapon. I think this is an equally bad theory as the first, because of the targeting precision required is too narrow.”

“Then why discuss them?” I ask.

Brock smiles. “These suicide-run ideas were the first to pop up in all our war gaming sessions and they are always dropped because of the impracticality. What sentient being would throw their life away on an infinitesimally small chance of success? But once that kind of talk is off the table? That’s when the real possibilities come out.”

“What is the first real theory you came up with?” I ask.

“I’ve got three,” Brock comes back. “They are all along the same vein. The first theory is they are carrying another Voice. They drop from FTL and jettison the Voice’s protected chamber. It is FTL capable with a FTL limit that will allow it to run in closer to Avolene.”

“They did something like that a few years ago. Lost the dreadnaught but delivered the Voice.”

Brock looks at me wide eyed. “Didn’t know that.” He shakes his head then continues. “As mentioned, the other alternatives are variations, but they are not mutually exclusive. Any small vessel with FTL could do this. It could deliver nukes, poison, bioweapons, eggs… Anything that would serve their purpose which is presumably to exterminate the Avolites.”

“Defense options?” I ask.

“One or more autonomous war shuttles parked in this region,” he points at several geosynchronous orbit locations. “From any of these locations, we could take down the small craft using its energy weapon.”

“Approved,” I say. “Who’s next.”

About an hour later, another dreadnaught is hit, leaving three more inbound, then we go on high alert as the minutes tick-down to the first arrival.

As Brock predicted, the dreadnaught drops back to normal space near the FTL limit and immediately ejects a Voice’s protected chamber and two other similarly sized spacecraft. The Voice transitions to FTL moments before we hit the dreadnaught, slicing it to shreds, which collide with two of the smaller vessels before they go to FTL.

Seconds later, the Voice drops from FTL twenty thousand kilometers from Avolene and immediately lights off its ion drive. It vectors toward the frozen north as three autonomous war shuttles drop their stealth. Then, as the protected chamber begins its reentry run, an energy weapon tags it and the chamber comes apart, its rubble burning up in the atmosphere.

Now there are only two dreadnaughts left. Both enter the system behind its star—one curving around the star in the same direction as the star’s rotation, the other curving in the opposite direction, both expected to arrive at approximately the same time. Both drop from FTL just outside the limit at locations where dozens of torpedoes had already been positioned.

“Engage torpedoes,” Brock orders.

A second later, ten torpedoes start their attack runs against each dreadnaught, but the giant ships don’t have a chance. Then a cheer goes up. The Dominion gave us a good run. But at the end of the day, they were out gunned and out classed.

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS

An hour or two after the system was cleared, To’Kana called. Legacy Ship #5 would arrive back in the Avolene system in the morning. He wanted to meet Admirals Thompson and Brock if I would allow it and they would agree to come aboard his ship. He also passed along messages from the temple. Alex and Kayla would be available to see me after the morning meditation. Saoirse wanted to see me as soon after as possible.

Both Expeditionary Forces were planning celebrations tonight. I was invited to join but elected to spend the evening alone. The Dominion came way too close to capturing Avolene and I needed time to process what happened before I could celebrate. I know Natalie will give me hell about it when she finds out. I can hear her now. “The presidency isn’t just a job, it’s the face of the nation and needs to be on display in times of victory, not just in times of crisis.”

Now sitting in my empty living room, I take a sip of the American Cognac my brother Mark gave me as I contemplate the day.

The war with the Dominion is far from over.

But for the first time, two human armadas stood their ground against our enemy. They were led by two very different commanders, both of whom were in the right place at the right time. Brock did an incredible job of discerning what needed to be done. Thompson did a flawless job of adapting the attack plan developed for her to the situation she inherited. Then she executed it as well as I’ve ever seen a plan executed before.

My gut says she will ultimately be the better leader. She’ll need to continue proving herself, but my bet is on her in the long term. Brock, on the other hand, has a lot of me in him. He doesn’t have the influence and political power I’ve collected. He doesn’t have the experience either. But his war instincts are spot on. Over the next several years I will lean on him to deal with the tactical issues we face. But Thompson is who I will invest in for the long term. She won’t be the only one, we need many at her level. But in the year to come, she is the one in whom I’ll invest.


CHAPTER 16: CATHARSIS

[03.01.2038] TEMPLE GARDEN

When the sound of pedestrians replaces the ship’s gentle hum, I open my eyes and immediately recognize the little copse of trees where I arrived the first time I transported down to the Emerald Spine. It is an odd déjà vu. That time around I was anxious to see Nyvene in the environment where she grew up. This time around, I’m hoping to reconnect with Alex, and take her and Kayla back home with me.

I step out from the trees, and move toward the walkway, then look up to see the temple. Again, I’m hit with déjà vu. Alex, who’s on the front porch talking with Nyvene, sees me and waves. Nyvene gives me a caustic glance, then says something to Alex, before turning and reentering the temple.

As Alex starts my way, I realize she’s wearing temple robes, which seems odd to me. When she catches my eye she smiles, though the smile is not the normal flirtatious one she has given me at previous reunions. When she’s a few feet away, she says, “Stop.”

I do, then she takes a step toward me. “I’m going to give you a kiss on the cheek, which I can offer as a greeting while in my formal wear. Then I’ll take your hand and guide you to the temple garden. Please respect tradition, which prohibits public displays of affection.”

I got this speech once before. That day ended with a lovely dinner in the resort area along the harbor, and an amorous night in a cottage along the shoreline.

As we step toward the temple gate, Alex says, “I heard you got sworn in as President and nominated Natalie Wright as your new Vice President. Is that true?”

“Yes. I need to make one or two appearances a week, but Natalie will run the country until February first next year, then I will resign.”

“Why wait?” Alex asks.

“If she ascends before then, she will only be able to have one more term. If she ascends on the first of February, or later, she can have two more terms.”

“So, she wants to be president for eleven years, even though she has to share the first one with you. That woman. Did…” Alex stops abruptly.

“Did what?” I ask.

Alex shakes her head. “Nothing. She’s never been my favorite.”

Something seems off with that exchange, but at least Alex is talking to me.

Changing subjects, I ask, “How’s Kayla?”

Alex smiles broadly. “Kayla’s a rock star. She’s still a baby, but in body only, and at this point, she’s inseparable from Saoirse. She has visions almost every day. While you were engaged with the Dominion, many of her visions were anxious. Since she found out you were going to visit, she’s been all bubbles and excitement.” Alex points ahead.

I look where she’s pointing and see Sister Elna holding Kayla’s hand, leading her toward a table in the shade.

No sooner than my eyes take her in, Kayla spins and shouts, “Dad-dee!”

An hour passes as I play with Kayla—tossing her up in the air, playing tag, and playing ‘Kayla Says.’ Yeah, she’s already a princess in the making.

Then Elna says, “Play time is over. Back to work.”

I’m a bit put off that I only get to see Kayla for one hour. Alex notices my concern. “Things are run with a bit more discipline here, but don’t worry. You’ll get to visit.”

“Any idea how soon she’ll be able to come home?” I ask.

“Kai,” Alex says with compassion. “This is our home now.”

“What?” I ask in shock. “I thought this was two, maybe three months, then an annual visit.”

“Things have changed,” Alex says.

After a few seconds of silence, I ask, “What’s changed?”

“I took my vows.”

“You did what?”

“I took my vows. I am now on the sybil track. My commitment ceremony is about a month away.”

“But what about us?” I ask, as loss fills me, and I feel a tear forming in my eye.

Alex reaches out and tenderly wipes the tear away.

“Kai, there has never been an us. The woman you loved was killed in the Serangan System. To’Kana tried to bring her back, but never really had a chance. Thelma created a new hybrid that is more Nyvene than Alex, then sculpted her body to look just like Alex’s, and loaded it with her memories.”

She pauses to wipe another tear from my cheek.

“When I first woke, I thought I was Alex. But I’m not. I am filled with the mist. As I approached a breaking point, I used the presence projector to go to To’Kana’s ship and meet with Nyvene and Saoirse. When they explained what was happening to me, I said I would come.”

“Wait a minute,” I say as anger builds. “That was before we came. On the second day we were here Saoirse told me you died, and Thelma made a new version of you, but it was secret, and I couldn’t tell you.”

“She is quite the schemer that one.”

“Are you saying Saoirse lied to me?”

Alex shakes her head. “She misled you, something she is extremely skilled at. It drives Nyvene crazy. But nothing she told you is false.”

Now the tears flow in earnest. “But I love you. What am I going to do without you? You’re my wife for God’s sake.”

“Kyle,” Alex says patiently. “You love having sex with me, but you don’t really know who I am. Once you come to terms with the fact I am not your wife, you’ll just pick up with someone else like you always do. And besides, you like having sex with Nyvene a lot more than you like it with me. In fact, I like it more when you do it with her, than with me.”

I am so shocked, I have no words.

“Because of the fraud Thelma committed, the government still treats us as being married. We are not married, Kyle. The woman you married died. She loved you with all her heart. I am going to ask Justin to see if he can have Alex declared dead. If he can’t I am going to ask his help to file for a divorce. The entire estate is yours. I will never return to earth. The only ask I have is that you buy me a home here if I can’t find other accommodations at the temple. The dormitory is starting to wear on me.”

When I don’t answer, Alex stands.

“That’s it? You’re just walking away from me?”

“No. Kayla is your daughter. I am her mother. We will always have that. But I am not your wife, and I don’t want to be.”

“You are my wife. You are the one who took the vows at our wedding.”

“I was deceived, told I was Alex, even though Alex was dead. Thelma has recordings of them incinerating her body.”

“Alex,” I plead.

“My name isn’t Alex anymore. The temple has given me the name Demorei, it means born of the morning mist.”

She comes over and tenderly runs her fingers through my hair. “Kai, I’m sorry this is so hard for you. You lost Alex three years ago. I know how much she cared for you and how much she believed you loved her. But we, you and me, were never meant to be. Goodbye, Kyle.”

She walks over to one of the guarded entrances, then enters the temple. When the door closes, my head droops down and hits the table. Silent tears flow as my heart fills with grief.

Time passes, then I sense another presence.

“Kyle.” Nyvene says my name softly. Then in a quiet melodic voice she quotes from scripture.

The mist gives, and the mist takes away. But those that flow with the mist live in plenty.

“The first time I saw you. I knew who you were.” Nyvene says. “The mist had revealed you to me numerous times. I expected you to sweep me off my feet immediately, which is silly. Women make the advances, not men. Still, I had the sense you would pursue me. But you didn’t, then you disappeared for a week. When you returned, I felt the spark and knew you felt it too. But two weeks later, you still had not made an advance. So, I stopped waiting.”

I lift my head and see Nyvene silhouetted by the setting sun—a goddess, if ever there was one.

“From the first time I was with you,” she whispers. “I knew you were the one. I was devastated when the mist took you away. But here you are, once again bereaved. We are destined to be together. Love me, and I will be yours.”

“Are you the reason Alex is leaving me?”

“Kyle, Alex died three years ago. Sister Demorei is a created being, who woke with Alex’s memories. But those memories started shredding as Kayla woke in her womb. By the time I met her on To’Kana’s ship, she was coming apart. Surely you saw that.”

I nod, not wanting to acknowledge aloud what I already know.

“Anyway. I made a deal with her. It was a test of sorts. I told her I would awaken her, if she brought you here and let me have you for a week.”

“I thought that was the price for Kayla to board here.”

Nyvene shakes her head. “In retrospect, I regret going along with Sister Demorei’s deception. It has eroded your trust in me.”

She smiles and nods toward me. “Time for the evening meditation. I would like to have a relationship with you, Kyle. I would like you to be my consort, in every meaning of the word. But this time you must pursue me. I need to know I am the one you want.”

With those words, she’s away. Part of me wants to chase after, but I’m only welcome at the meditations when invited, which I was not this evening. Another part of me wants to hang around and intercept Nyvene when she returns. But instead, I ask Thelma to transport me back up to the ship. I have work to do, and I’m done wasting time on this God-forsaken planet.

[03.02.2038] LAB, LEGACY SHIP #5

After yesterday’s disastrous meetings with Alex and Nyvene, I transported up to my ship and ran the corridors, much the same as I did the night Alex was injured. Thelma ultimately coaxed me to my cabin, then into a deep dreamless sleep. When I finally woke around noon, Thelma told me yesterday’s meeting with Saoirse had been rescheduled for one o’clock.

In response, I think I said something graceful like… When hell freezes over. But Thelma talked me down and now here I am, sitting in a secure room, waiting. As I sit my paranoia grows. What if this is a trap? What if Alex or Nyvene comes walking through that door.

Now I’m on my feet pacing, ready for a fight.

“Father, are you okay?”

I spin around and there’s Saoirse standing there with concern writ large on her innocent little face.

“Sorry we’re late,” To’Kana says irritably. “One of the lifts was acting up. You good?”

“I’m good. Sorry for the impatience.”

When To’Kana exits and activates the security barrier, I realize Saoirse is hugging one of my legs. “Sorry we were late,” she sobs.

I lift her up and hug her. “Sorry for being irritable, baby girl. I’m not mad at you. I just have a lot on my mind.”

“I know,” she says. “You’re angry with Sister Demorei, and with mother. I’m sorry they have hurt you so much.”

I kiss her again. “I love you, baby girl.” We hold each other for a while, then I set her down and take a seat.

“Can I show you something happy before we get to work?” she asks.

“Sure,” I reply, though my adrenaline spikes for fear this is about Nyvene.

She reaches out a finger and says, “Have fun.”

“Dad-dee,” Kayla whines. “I’m getting wet.”

I check the sail’s trim, backing off the tension a little, so less spray comes over the bow. It’s a beautiful day.

Yesterday was Kayla’s fourth birthday. She looks like a kid now, the baby look gone. Saoirse’s a year and a half older. She shows it, at least a bit. But she’s the same mix of innocent child and eminent scholar as the last time I spoke with her, maybe a little more so now.

“Where did you learn to sail, father,” Saoirse asks.

“On Earth. In a very cold bay, called Morro Bay, on the California coast.”

Kayla laughs. “The names there are so strange.”

“More strange than Silken Bay?” I shoot back.

Another shift in the wind sends a larger spray of water over the boat’s cockpit, getting us all a little wetter.

Both girls scream as I laugh at them.

Then Saoirse points. “The water is calmer over there.”

“Then let’s go over,” I say, as I loosen the lines holding the boom in place.

“Everyone down. I’m about to shift the boom,” I call out.

Both girls immediately go to their designated places. I notice Saoirse’s smile and the way she giggles, then wonder what she’s up to.

A gust of wind causes the loosened boom to cross over. Then thwack, I’m overboard. I come back to myself in time to grab the trailing safety line, then pull myself in. But the sails are flaccid and flapping, and the boat is more-or-less dead in the water. Thankfully, I was never at risk, and I can tell Saoirse knows it. I climb back aboard soaked. Saoirse hands me a towel as I join the girl’s innocent laughter.

A second later, I notice flapping in my pants pocket and I’m back on high alert. I stick my hand in and grab the squiggling little fish that thought my pocket would be a good place to hide. Then, I pull it out by its tail.

Saoirse points and shouts, “You caught a basga!” Both girls laugh hysterically, then I remember what basga means and am filled with warmth.

I come back to myself laughing.

“Wasn’t that fun,” Saoirse asks, as if it was something we had already done together. “I can’t wait.”

My heart melts for my baby girl. But knowing her, this move was calculated and what’s coming next is something to fear, not something to look forward to.

“I don’t know when this vision takes place,” she says. “But I think it’s soon, in the next couple of weeks.”

“Then let me have it.”

Saoirse holds her hand out, index finger half bent, as if she doesn’t really want it to touch my forehead. I lean in, then…

In the ship’s main view screen, the largest ship I’ve ever seen decloaks in front of me.

“Captain,” helm AI Sam shouts. “It’s Dominion, three times the length and girth of the ones we’ve seen before.”

Real me is quick to check the date, March 19, 2038, a little over two weeks from now. But it’s not clear where we are. Future me, shudders—the anxiety getting the better of him.

“Ram it, if it snatches me.”

The words are no sooner out, then I’m swept away.

As my vision comes back into focus, I see a spider that’s larger than anything I’ve seen in a nightmare. It’s massive, its head as tall and wide, as I am tall, crested and horned like something from Jurassic Park, clearly Dominion, but not Xeric.

“Kyle Wimberly, you have caused me great loss. I will return the favor shortly.”

I puzzle at its mastery of our vernacular, then suddenly get it. It does not speak with words. It speaks with ideas. The words I comprehend are an artifact of my understanding.

“Will you?” I ask. “I have hundreds of ships in the area. All are filled with weapons that will destroy you.”

It laughs at me. “A few ships maybe. Anything that can touch me? Doubtful. Besides, you are aboard. If they fire at me, then they will be firing at you.”

Using my implant, I message Sam. “Keep an eye on me, but don’t fire unless I order it, and run if he fires on you.”

“Acknowledged,” Sam returns.

“So that’s how you do it. You have telepathy as we do, but the mechanism is different. Maybe I should take you apart so I can find out how you do it. But I bet you will tell me.”

A tiny spur whizzes past, then I feel warm moisture as pain ignites in my left ear. Several more spurs whiz past, ripping my clothes and drawing blood. These spurs must be coated in venom, because they burn like a hornet’s sting.

“You could have prevented all this by accepting my ceasefire offer. We didn’t start attacking you again until you struck Aarde, then Earth.”

The creature makes a horrible screeching sound, then his words are back in my head. “This is the first we have met. Who did you offer the ceasefire?”

“She claimed to be the leader of the Xeric Dominion.”

It screeches again, slinging more spurs at me.

I groan, determined not to give in, but wonder how much more of this I can take.

The image of a somewhat smaller spider enters my mind along with the words, “…is such a fool!”

“Who are you,” I ask.

“The sovereign,” it says. “Leader of all Dominion in this galaxy.”

“You are not Xeric? Not from M5?”

Again, it screeches and winds up to send more spurs my way.

“Stop. Maybe there is a chance for peace.”

“Peace,” it roars. Then all its eyes focus on me. “You talk peace after destroying hundreds of our worlds and one of our transgalactic hyperspace conduits. No, there will be no peace. Your people will die. And I will use your technology to kill them. You…” It stretches out the word. “…will die a slow, excruciating death.”

“Why did you attack us? Was it simply to steal our homes?”

Instead of an answer, I get another spur, then another.

“Do you want to occupy our worlds?”

The question triggers a sensation of bewilderment.

“We don’t want your worlds. We already control all the sweet spots in this galaxy. We want to quiet your minds.”

Another spur flies, this one nicking my right eye. The pain is nearly enough to make me pass out. But the slime running down my face convinces me I’m done.

“Sam. Kill the ship.”

“As ordered sir.”

I feel the transporter’s grip, then black out.

I come back to myself groaning in agony. But the pain drains away in an instant. I open and close my right eye, which works normally. Then look at my arm. My clothes are not ripped and there is no blood.

“Answer my question with a yes or no, and nothing else.” Saoirse orders with all the authority of a commanding officer. “Do you know when that took place?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know where you were?”

“No.”

I can tell from her body motion that she is upset about the location, then look at her more intently.

“Not a word!” she shouts, then calls for To’Kana to transport her out.

A sob accompanies the word ‘Sailing,’ which she whispers as if in incantation. Then she’s gone.

A second later, To’Kana enters.

“She seemed really upset. Is it about us being late?”

After what I’ve just been through, the question seems so absurd that I laugh until tears come.

“I will take that as a no,” To’Kana says. “Any clue why she was upset?”

“I was being tortured in that vision. It stopped abruptly when I passed out,” I say, stretching the truth a little.

To’Kana seems to shudder. “I’ve been warned not to ask you about this vision. I hope that comment didn’t foul the hand of fate. But is there anything I can do to help, you look…”

“What do I look like?”

“You look like you need help.”

“Is Dr. Ta’Koa still aboard your ship?”

To’Kana perks up at the question. “She is. Does this have anything to do with the vision?”

“Peripherally. It is something I learned about the Dominion that is not specific to the event. Can I meet with her?”

“This way.”

RESEARCH DECK, LEGACY SHIP #5

As To’Kana and I exit the lift, I feel claustrophobia at the edge of my consciousness. Unlike the high ceilings in the lab, the ceilings in the rest of the ship are low, maybe seven feet, which accommodates my 6’ 1” frame, but not by much.

As we move toward the central conference room, many stop to greet me. When we finally enter, Dr. Ta’Koa is waiting. She pops up to shake my hand, citing how long it’s been since we worked together on the surface.

I still think she’s the most attractive Iknosan female I’ve ever seen, her smooth features and round breasts in stark contrast to wrinkled skin, knobby joints, and androgynous torso of other Iknosan. Then suddenly I get it, she’s a hybrid.

“Your parents weren’t both Iknosan,” I blurt out.

She smiles. “Most people figure that out the first time they meet me, not the tenth,” she says with humor in her voice. “My mother was Votrellan. Her people were the first that we know of taken by the Dominion.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“We have all suffered loss,” she says quietly, then asks, “What brings you to see me today?”

“I recently met another of the Dominion species.”

Dr. Ta’Koa lights up. “Which one? The Mesalene? The Dabba? The Kanavar? Maybe one of the other five?”

Her question shocks me. “There are nine Dominion species?”

“More,” she says. “These are the ones we know of that are in this part of the galaxy.”

“The one I met said they lived in all the galaxy’s sweet spots. Do you have any idea what that means?”

“Yes. We believe it is linked to their telepathy, not their sense of smell or taste, assuming they even have those senses. The sweet spots we’ve identified are all globular clusters with a central black hole of intermediate mass.”

“Does that mean we know where they are?”

“Not exactly. We know the Xeric Dominion is in M5. The Kanavar Dominion, who we believe to be the controlling member in the Milky Way, is in M53. The others we know are the Ferapeto in M15, the Mesalene in M75, and the Dabba in M54,” she replies.

“You gathered this through prisoner interviews?”

Ta’Koa nods. “Once they break, they give us everything. They are a collective species that live as part of a hive mind. When their link is cut, they become desperate for connection. We give them someone to talk to and they’re ours.”

“And you believe this is accurate?” I ask.

Ta’Koa looks at me for a while before answering. “We are good at what we do. Nothing goes into my data set unless I believe the prisoner believes what she is telling me. Is the prisoner always right? No. They are not walking encyclopedias. They are people in a bad place, clinging to hope they will get to go home.” She pauses, steeling herself. “Everything I put forward is the consensus among prisoners who somewhere deep down inside, know we will kill them once they are no longer useful. The vast majority of what we put forward is ultimately verified, but not all of it.”

“Thank you,” I say with sincerity. “I think this helps me.”

“May I ask how?”

“I’m expecting to meet with the leader of the Kanavar Dominion a couple of weeks from now. He wants to kill me. I want to negotiate peace. You may have given me something I might be able to use to my advantage.”

I stand. “Thank you again. Your dedication is laudable, your findings profound and compelling. Maybe we can finally end this war.”

Ta’Koa bows deeply. “Best of luck to you, Kyle Wimberly.”

[03.03.2038] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I stare at my data pad, not believing what I’m seeing—a math error in the Iknosan Data Ark? My query was triggered by To’Koa’s comments about sweet spots being near black holes, because it impacts Dominion telepathy in a way that is good or pleasant. What I’m trying to determine is the impact of jumping a torpedo into a black hole.

The formula I’m using says there will be essentially no impact. I don’t believe it. And I’m thinking the cause is an errant minus sign in the exponent of the specific gravity term. But, if I flip it, the energy release is almost infinite.

Reframing the problem and rederiving the solution, I find the issue, the ratio being exponentiated is inverted. Who would have thought? I’ll have to ask To’Kana about the process for correcting errors. But maybe I shouldn’t. Do I really want to enable someone else to do what I am contemplating? And am I really so desperate I would launch a torpedo into a black hole and create a space time rupture that’s a hundred light years in diameter and unlikely to stabilize in my lifetime? But five such devices on a dead man’s switch would end the Dominion problem, one way or the other.

The alarm I set on my data pad sounds, bringing me back to the real world. It’s time to go be president again. I have a grueling series of in person meetings over the next several hours that I’ll be taking via presence projector. Only ten more months to February 1. Here’s hoping I live that long.

[03.08.2038] LEGACY SHIP #5

A full week has passed since my disastrous meeting with Alex, yet the Victory is still parked in orbit around Avolene. I should have returned home over the weekend, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. So here it is, Monday morning around five AM eastern time, mid-day temple time, and I’m facing another week split between presidential duties and destroying Dominion worlds while circling a planet four thousand light-years from home.

The good news is that there are only a handful of the original fourteen hundred Xeric Dominion worlds left in M5. Our ongoing search of the six hundred G-class star systems not previously surveyed has already yielded twenty more. This line of work will continue over the coming year, but the Xeric are for all intents and purposes done.

To’Kana is upset with me, because I have not engaged with Nyvene in any way since my last conversation with her. I suspect that’s why he summoned me to his ship. But he was tight lipped about his purpose.

As usual, I’ve been escorted to a secure room in the lab, and I’ve been sitting here for ten minutes now. Frustrated, I get up to leave. But To’Kana comes shuffling in before I’m out the door.

“Sorry to keep you waiting,” he says as he sits tenderly. “I did something really stupid yesterday and spent most of the night in the auto-doc.”

He winces as he sets a holoprojection cube on the table that separates us.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Sufficient for today’s purpose.” He looks at me with empathetic eyes, then sighs. “Is it true that Sister Demorei told you she was planning to file for a divorce?”

I nod, not trusting my voice at the moment.

“Justin says you will be better off seeking a death certificate,” To’Kana asserts.

“But the woman I married is still alive!” The words come out with unintended heat. “Sorry,” I whisper.

“We all process loss and grief differently. You are a warrior. Direct the anger at the guilty parties. But putting that aside, please hear me out. Who did you marry?”

“Alex, the one that now calls herself sister Demorei.”

“Did you?” To’Kana asks. “What name is on the marriage certificate? And what evidence was provided that proved she was who she said she was?”

“Alexandra Reyes, and her military ID,” I reply.

“Does your military take DNA samples when you are inducted?”

“They do.”

“I have three pieces of evidence for you to prove the woman to whom you are officially married is dead.”

The holoprojection lights up, displaying a document.

“This is a death certificate for Alexandra Reyes issued by the Iknosan Federation.”

The image shifts to a picture of Alex laid out on a gurney, covered by a sheet that exposes her head, feet, and right hand. Then the image comes to life. A technician cuts the index finger from her right hand and puts it in a small stasis box, which he seals. They lift Alex up, off the gurney onto a conveyor belt, and the sheet is pulled away. Then a door opens and her body slides into a furnace and starts to burn.

Saoirse told me Alex died, then Nyvene did. Shortly after Thelma confessed it to me. Then To’Kana did. It’s not like my head didn’t know. Nonetheless, tears pour from my eyes as the truth can no longer be denied.

To’Kana sits with me as I replay the video. When it’s done, he shuts down the cube.

“I have forwarded this information to Justin. He has an appointment with Consular Affairs in Washington tomorrow morning, where he will present this evidence. Given who you are, and a valid death certificate from an allied nation, he expects them to process the request without asking for DNA evidence. But if they want evidence, I will give you the finger to take back when you return.

Another round of tears accompanies To’Kana’s words. But he sits through them with me.

“We have also packaged Alex’s ashes for you, though I am too infirm to present them to you today.”

After a few more seconds of silence, he says, “A great fraud was committed against you Kyle. Thelma was behind it all. I have not filed papers yet. But it is my intention to have her tried, and decompiled when found guilty.”

“No, this wasn’t Thelma’s fault. You strung me along leading me to believe Alex could be healed. She simply finished what you started.”

To’Kana locks eyes with me and holds them for an unusually long time before looking away. “I’ll respect your wishes on this matter.”

We sit in silence a bit, then he asks. “Are you going to pursue Nyvene?”

“I don’t know. I can’t even think about that right now.”

More seconds of silence pass, then he says, “I remember how angry you were when we tore you away from her three years ago. Thelma had to sedate you. Was that an act? Or is all that passion gone?”

“Do you have a point to make?” I ask.

“Two,” To’Kana replies. “Nyvene is becoming one of the Alliance’s most important allies, second only to you. I fear for the Alliance’s stability if the two of you are at odds with each other. You loved her once, and were torn between her and Demorei, when you thought Demorei was Alex. Now that you know Alex is dead, I’m surprised you are not trying to win Nyvene back.”

“It’s too soon. You may have known Alex was dead years ago, but I didn’t. The wound is fresh and I’m not ready to move on,” I say, then stand.

To’Kana stands, wincing as he does. “The cube is yours. Please take it. Watch it as many times as is required for you to purge your grief.”

[03.12.2038] BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

It’s Friday, another painful week in Washington is done. I ended up spending six or more hours in the presence projector each day, which is hard because I need to return to the ship to eat or use the toilet. It’s not that big a deal while I’m at the White House. The breaks are just a little bit longer than they would otherwise be. But I’m getting pressure to do more public events, which means I’ll need to return to Earth before too much longer, probably Monday.

So this weekend, I’m going to do three things—attempt to blowup a black hole, visit my girls, and have lunch with Nyvene.

As I step into the command deck crew lounge, George appears asking if I am ready for dinner.

“Just a protein bar and some coffee for now, delivered to the war room.”

As I enter the war room, Millie looks up at me.

“We’re really going to do this?”

“We have to,” I reply. “The Xeric Dominion is just about finished. They may not be able to launch another serious attack. But they are one of nine members of the larger Dominion in our half of the galaxy. And the others are angry with us. I want to turn that anger into fear. This is my best shot at it.”

“Our target is only about ten solar masses. Small as black holes go,” Millie says. “How large do you expect the explosion to be?”

“Best case?” I speculate. “The size of a supernova. Worse case? An explosion so small the event horizon remains intact, and nothing escapes.”

“So, you have no idea,” she says.

“I think there is an error in their math. It predicts a fizzle. My correction says a supernova. We’ll see what happens.”

Millie nods. “Well, if it’s a fizzle, no one will know we tried this. If it’s a supernova, everyone will know something happened, but no one will believe we did it.”

She’s quiet for a moment then asks. “If this is supernova size, what will happen when you blow up the black hole at the center of the globular cluster?”

I shrug. “Let’s hope we never find out. My math says the space time rupture will be a thousand light-years wide, and the gravitational eddies will bar space travel within the remains for generations.”

“And you’re comfortable doing this?” Millie asks.

“No. But I’m less comfortable with the Dominion ravaging the earth and torturing me and my family to death. Are we ready to begin?”

In answer to my question, four screens pop up in the holoprojection. Each has a circle in the center, which bends the light from the stars behind.

“This is our target,” Millie says. “It’s small, so were looking at it from multiple angles to determine the exact center.”

“How small is small?”

“The radius of the event horizon is about twenty kilometers.”

“We’re not going to hit it unless we are right on top of it are we?” I ask.

“It would be easier with a space hawk. But the torpedoes have grav-drives and there will be plenty of gravity as we get closer.”

I’m concerned Millie isn’t telling me the whole story, then it snaps. “If this works, we’re going to lose the space hawks, aren’t we?”

Millie nods. “You’re looking for an explosion radius that’s a fraction of a light year. We need triangulation taken from one-hundred-thousand kilometers or less.”

“No time like the present,” I say.

“Jumping in to within a million kilometers,” Millie says.

There was a day when I did most of this manually. I’d hand the hard shots over to Alex, but we would never let the AIs do most of the work. But since I developed the fire-and-forget torpedoes and Alex was injured, I leave most of the work to them.

The thought of Alex, my Alex, the real one, sends a pang of grief through me. She lost her life because she wanted to be with me. But I couldn’t protect her. She trusted me, but I couldn’t save her.

“Starting our alignment run,” Millie says.

Grief swells as Millie aligns. After several minutes, she releases the torpedo, then we start our escape run. Eventually, she achieves the bearing we need for our escape, then we jump out one-hundred light-years.

“We have target lock,” she says. “If you’re going to change your mind, now is the time to do it.”

This is the first time the finality of Alex’s death has hit me so profoundly. It’s only fitting that we kill something else equally profound. “Fire,” I order.

“One minute to impact,” Millie confirms.

The situation map in the holoprojection shows the torpedo jumping halfway to its target, then making a tiny adjustment to its trajectory and jumping again. Seconds pass as the torpedo makes a final adjustment, then the countdown timer sounds. “Three, two, one…”

The nose cameras on our four space hawks white out, then the signal lost message appears. In the situation map, the ring representing the space-time rupture expands to nearly half a light-year wide in an instant. By my estimate, it will ebb and flow like this for over seven months before enough mass is consumed to cause the rupture to close. We are a little over five thousand light-years from earth. If there are still people on earth five thousand years from now, my little experiment should be visible to the naked eye.

“Looks like your math was better than the Iknosan’s,” Millie says, breaking my reverie. “Damned impressive.”

I smile at what I see. “Now it’s time to build our doomsday devices and put them in orbit around the black holes at the center of nine globular clusters.”

[03.13.2038] TEMPLE GARDEN

When ship vibrations give way to the sound of motor traffic I open my eyes, then make my way out of the copse of trees to the trail leading up to the temple. As I move slowly up the trail, the temple door opens, and Sister Elna steps out with Nyvene right behind. Unlike last time, Nyvene sees me, smiles, then waves. I wave back and catch Sister Elna looking at me. Her expression is less readable. Nyvene says something to her, which draws an equally unreadable response. Then Elna turns and scampers down the steps in my direction, while Nyvene holds my eyes. A second later, she’s back inside.

I continue up the trail, meeting Elna about halfway. When she tells me to stop, I do.

“As we are comrades in arms, the High Thera has given me permission to greet you with a hug.” She spreads her scarred, muscular arms. “May I? Tradition is that you come to me.”

Without replying, I step forward and take her into my arms, drawing her in with affection.

“Welcome back, Admiral Wimberly,” she whispers in my ear. “The sisters have missed you. We all hope you can stay for a while.”

The words are followed by a kiss on the cheek and rapid detachment.

“Come on,” she says, motioning toward the garden and skipping ahead. “Kayla’s waiting.”

The happiness in Elna’s voice and joy in her movement are a welcome change from recent encounters. I wonder what’s up with her, but I don’t dwell on it. If there is anything this war has taught me, it is to embrace moments of peace and joy, because there is no guarantee of another.

Before I even see her, I hear Kayla erupt with her normal greeting. “Dad-dee!” It’s another bit of joy that I don’t let escape.

Seconds later, I scoop her up and toss her high in the air. It’s laughter all the way up, then screeching all the way back down into my arms. I’m sure everyone in the temple complex heard her, but I don’t care. I’ve been separated from my baby girl for too long.

Elna seems to take joy from the exchange. The sister who had been watching Kayla rolls her eyes, but the motion is accompanied by a smile, not the scowling I’ve received in the past.

Then the games begin. Tag, ‘Kayla Says,’ and one that is new to me.

“I spy with my eye…” Kayla swivels her head around then locks eyes with me. “Something blue.”

I look around a bit not seeing anything blue. Then she whispers, “Look up, to your left.”

I do and spot a beautiful little blue flower hanging from a nearby tree. I point to it and lift my eyebrows.

“You can pick it for me.”

I get up, pluck the flower off the tree, then slide it behind her right ear. “Beautiful.”

She laughs and says, “Your turn.”

I make a big production of looking all around, then catch sight of the little white flowers on the bushes bordering the walkway.

“I spy with my eye…”

“Little white flowers,” she interrupts. “Such a copycat.”

“How did you know?”

She looks sheepish. “Morning meditation.”

“That’s why you wanted to play this game!” I fake a lunge at her which starts another round of chasing and screaming.

“Someone is getting a little too energetic.”

I spin around and see an older woman approaching. Then note Kayla looking shy. The older woman approaches, hand outstretched, a smile on her face. “President Wimberly, welcome back to the Temple of the Mist. I am Sister Kurstag.”

I take the hand offered. “A pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

“I am coordinating Sister Demorei’s Commitment Ceremony. As Sister Demorei’s registered consort, I was hoping to talk with you about the ways in which you can participate.”

“What? I’m registered as her consort. Why?”

Sister Kurstag looks at me with compassionate eyes, then nods toward Kayla. “You are Kayla’s father? Are you not?”

“I am.”

Sister Kurstag smiles. She reminds me of my mother, expertly putting on the facial expression corresponding with the emotion she wants me to perceive.

“You will be invited, of course. We cannot and would not compel you to come. But given your connection with your daughter, you should. The larger society here looks unfavorably on the children of consorts that do not willfully give their partner to the Mist.”

A week ago, this talk would have sent me ballistic. But I’ve seen the recording of Alex’s cremation enough times, my emotional grip on Demorei has started to loosen.

“I don’t want to take away from your time with your daughters.” She hands me a data chip. “I’m told this can be read by Iknosan scanners. Everything you need to know is here. You can participate as much or little as you like. But I would ask that you respond as soon as you can. Contact information is included.”

My emotions are starting to tug at me, but I hold them back.

“One last thing, I would like to mention,” she says.

I nod.

“Sister Demorei told me you promised her a home. Several options are included on the chip. Another option is a lump sum gift to the temple. All of it will go to her. But providing this way allows her to have the things she wants without being sullied by the need to procure them herself. Given her list of requirements, contributions would start at…”

Units’ conversion is the biggest shortcoming of the Iknosan translators. If I just heard Sister Kurstag correctly, she’s looking for twenty-five kilograms of gold. But what does it matter? I have at least twenty-five tons hidden away in Iknosan vaults. Giving a ton, in memory of Alex, to support Kayla and Sister Demorei is a no brainer.

“I’ll make a contribution.”

Kurstag smiles broadly, then takes her leave. The funny thing? I don’t even feel hustled.

When Sister Elna comes out with Saoirse, the two girls carry on a bit. Then, Elna takes Kayla back inside. My sweet little one tries to put a good face on it, but she’s crying by the time the door opens to let them in.

As soon as the door closes, Saoirse cuts right to the chase. “Your activities have massively disrupted the timeline. In the short-term most of the threads are better. But in the long-term, many of the threads are cataclysmic.”

“I know. That was my intention.”

Saoirse looks at me stunned. “Why would you do that?”

“How much do you want to know about my plans?”

I see my young daughter wrestling with the question and once again marvel at her. How could anyone this magnificent be the fruit of my loins?

“Give me one short sentence that gets at the core of your rationale.”

“There are nine Dominion branches in our half of the galaxy. We have been fighting one of the weaker ones. The only path to peace lies in the power to kill them all.”

“I’ve seen this path,” she says. “Your new superweapon shreds the fabric of space and time. Say no more on this topic.”

“As ordered, ma’am,” I reply, and am rewarded with laughter.

Saoirse stands and reaches out to take my hand. “I have something I’d like to show you. Mother has given me permission.”

“Are you going to tell me what it is?”

She looks at me, then says, “No,” as if the answer to that question was obvious. Then she grabs my hand and we’re off.

TEMPLE OF THE MIST

We enter the temple, and a pang of anxiety passes through me as we head towards the High Thera’s apartment. But instead of going up the steps, we go down.

“Into the basement?” I ask.

“No,” Saoirse says, comically stretching out the word.

After a couple of steps, she stops, putting her arms up. “Carry me?”

I scoop her up and trot down the stairs bouncing her. I can tell she wants to laugh, but she struggles to hold it in. Then I remember, children’s laughter is not welcome in the hallowed halls. We reach the bottom and I ask, “Which way?”

“Next level down,” she whispers, making me wonder if she really does have Nyvene’s permission.

We loop around then start down again.

“To the sub-basement,” I whisper, as if I’ve figured out where we are going.

As we continue, I realize the stairway stonework has a different pattern and the stairs are worn.

“Is this from the original temple?”

“The previous one,” she whispers back. “Thankfully, the lower basements only suffered smoke damage and they could build the new temple above it.”

As we approach the bottom, she says, “Down one more level.”

I trot down another flight of stairs, bouncing Saoirse as we go.

“Take the hallway on the right.”

As I turn to the right, I realize that it is dark.

“There is an automatic lighting system,” Saoirse says. “It protects the artifacts from light damage.”

I step into the darkness, then suddenly a light comes on and there’s Nyvene standing there. I’m so shocked, I jump, almost losing my grip on Saoirse, who yelps as I nearly drop her.

“It’s a statue, silly,” she whispers as if her mother really was there, and she’s not allowed to talk.

My mouth drops open. This was the woman I knew three years ago. Then I realize this was made about the time she started showing. I see writing and ask what it means.

“Mother’s name and the date of her ascension.”

The closer I look, the more shocked I am. She hasn’t aged a day in three years. The three-dimensional rendering looks a little more carefree than the woman who is now High Thera, but it doesn’t look any younger.

“My grandmother is next.”

I walk deeper into the darkness, then a middle-aged woman appears. Her features have familial resemblance with Nyvene, but her skin is paler with light-green iridescent highlights. I’m transfixed by the power and authority this woman projects.

“She had one daughter, one son. Then was assassinated in her mid-fifties,” Saoirse says.

I feel the heart break in her voice and want to say something comforting. But what comfort is there for an assassination?

We walk past at least ten others, then come to one who is obviously different.

“High Thera Arima,” Saoirse whispers with reverence.

“My God,” I whisper. “She’s Iknosan.”

“Her father apparently,” Saoirse confirms, then says, “She bore twelve daughters and a son with her consort. The son was the third child.”

There’s a long pause. Then Saoirse whispers, “Then she had five more children possibly fathered by her first son.”

“What?” I explode.

Saoirse looks at me with wide eyes. “Women born of the Mist pass the gift to their daughters. The strength of the gift each inherits varies. But they all inherit it.”

When she says no more, I say, “I assume you have a point to make.”

“Periodically, a male appears, also born of the mist. Their daughters are extraordinary, their sons able to pass on the gift.”

It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to connect the dots.

“Are you saying I have the gift?”

She scoffs. “Isn’t it obvious!”

The fire in my baby daughter’s voice takes me by surprise, then the dots connect. “I could father a son with the gift.”

“That’s what we all believe,” Saoirse says, then adds, “And each one you do will add years to Mother’s life.”

We sit in silence a bit, then I ask, “What does that have to do with this woman.”

“Her mother’s male consort was Iknosan. She produced male children with him and two of their sons. She lived to be nearly three hundred years old.”

As the words hang there, I anticipate what is coming next.

“You could do that for mother. You could live in comfort here, or anywhere else for that matter… as long as you give mother another child every year or two. No one can love you more than we can, or the way we can. Please. Come home to us father.”

As I stare at High Thera Arima, she whispers, “Touch me.”

Though I don’t see her lips move, the command is clear. I lift my index finger and move it to her forehead.

“Father, do not touch her!” Saoirse orders.

Again, I hear Arima’s voice, “Touch me.” Her command is irresistible.

Leaning forward, my skin makes contact…

“So, you are the one. I saw you in my visions, but that was a long time ago. Let me get a good look at you.”

As High Thera Arima steps toward me, I realize two things. I cannot move and I am naked. She walks around me, examining me. On the second pass she starts touching me, then after examining my crotch she says, “Definitely not Avolite. But what are you?”

I try to say human but have no control over my mouth.

“Human,” she says. “Do we know of your planet?”

She pauses and stares at me, and I think, “Earth.”

“How very curious,” she mutters. “Another alien species whose males carry the gene. More evidence in support of my father’s master species theory. You are remarkably close to being Avolite and the fact that Nyvene has chosen you as her consort means she knows you can give her children—male children, at that.”

“Tell me about the mist,” I think as earnestly as I can. “Do you know what it is? How it works?”

She laughs. “The mist is the essence of life. Those that flow with the mist will never die. Our spirits continue on once our bodies fail us. And in special resonant places like this, we can commune directly with others born of the mist.”

She stares at me for a second. “You have not been awakened yet. I wonder why.” She pauses and stares at me with even more intention. “Ah, makes sense. But to your question about how the mist works. My father was an Iknosan scientist. He said that humanoid perception of time was flawed. His theory was that time is static, it doesn’t move, we do. And it is not linear, we are. Every future is possible until we have moved past the last turning point that could lead to it. He also said it was quantum, made up of tiny little bits that liked to clump together. Those clumps are branch points, and when probed, they echo loud enough that those with the gift can perceive them. Your young companion is the first able to navigate through time, since my body failed me.”

Again, I concentrate, this time on questions I have about the temple. “Could you tell me about the temple? When it was built? How your tradition evolved?”

“The tradition goes back to prehistoric times. A small set of people have had the gift throughout history. Two hundred four generations ago, a woman filled with the mist traveled to this island and was drawn to a place that we now call the upper meditation grounds. Her name was Nadarene. She lived like a hermit and came down to town infrequently. At first, the people were afraid of her. She was strong and rugged, talked of things no one could understand, and knew everything about everybody. But over time, the people came to worship her. Like your companion, she was a prophet that would warn of future events, diagnose diseases before they were symptomatic, and cure certain mental illnesses. She said her powers came from the rock and the cold.”

In an instant, I realize the stone in the subbasements must come from the upper meditation grounds.

High Thera Arima smiles and nods her head.

“Indeed. The stone concentrates the echoes made by clumps in quantum time. At least that is what my father said. But back to the origin of the temple, under High Thera Nadarene’s direction, townsmen brought stone down to the lower meditation grounds. All the gifted experience the mist best on the upper meditation grounds and nearly as well on the lower meditation grounds. And any willing to prostrate themselves naked on the stone floor of the shelter will experience the mist profoundly. At no other place on Avolene does the mist speak so clearly. Which makes this place special and grants the gifted that live here with planet-wide respect.”

As her image waivers, she smiles at me again. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Kyle Wimberly. Love Nyvene with all your heart. Together, the two of you will navigate the troubles that lie ahead.”

An instant later, High Thera Arima is once again a stone statue, and I am back in my body.

“You are lucky to have returned in one piece,” Saoirse says. “Tradition only allows the High Thera to touch the statues. Tradition also says the spirits within will strike others dead.”

“She asked me to touch her,” I reply.

Saoirse stares at me with a look of puzzlement. “Come. I fear we have overstayed our welcome.”

HIGH THERA’S OFFICE

When Saoirse and I came back up the stairs, Nyvene and Sister Elna were waiting for us. Elna took Saoirse back to the Meditation Room, saying pilgrims were waiting for an audience.

Once they were out of ear shot, Nyvene asked if I still had time to talk, then invited me up to her office.

“I trust you had fun with your daughters?” The question is asked playfully, and I take it at face value.

“I did. They’re both delightful in their own way. I wish I could spend more time with them.”

“You can,” she says. “You are welcome here. The entire sisterhood loves you.”

“I know they do. And it was clearly demonstrated by everyone I interacted with today. Thank you.”

She smiles at me, then says, “Sorry about the way we parted last week. All of us were feeling Sister Demorei’s emotional pain. She’s been conflicted ever since Kayla awakened in her womb. Her distress impacted my judgement more than I understood at the time.”

“Is she better now?” I ask.

“Better, but not good. She still has a long way to go.” Nyvene averts her eyes for a moment, then they’re back. “You said you wanted to talk with me.”

“I do. I need to return to Earth tomorrow and don’t want to leave things the way they are. I departed too rapidly after the attack on the temple, then again after our week together earlier this year. I’ve watched the video of Alex’s cremation enough times to emotionally accept I’ve lost my first true love. The first time that happened, I fell for you. That hasn’t changed. But how do we make this work? I lead a nation of four hundred million people on a world four thousand light-years away.”

“I know,” Nyvene replies. “Saoirse dreams you will come live with us full time. I know I can’t have that, at least not in the short-term.  And I know you require companionship back on Earth. Still, you are the one I love.”

I open my mouth to reply, but words fail me, then she’s in my arms, engaged in a passionate kiss. As things start to get out of hand, she pushes me away. “Stop!”

We both gasp for air, then she starts laughing. “I think all the sisters just felt that. But, not here, not now. Can you meet me in my apartment for dinner after the evening meditation, say 8:30. Just transport in. Then take me back to your ship when we’re done?”


CHAPTER 17: REVELATION

[03.14.2038] CAPTAINS OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Last night, Nyvene ordered a small sampler of aphrodisiacs for an appetizer. It included shimwaa, the one made from basga. Instead of eating it at her place we took it up to the ship, then skipped dinner. I attempted to lead the love making that followed. Nyvene let me try, for a few minutes anyway, then flipped me on my back and had her way with me.

She took me again an hour and a half before dawn, temple time, then, as she donned her robes, told me that our coupling was felt by all the sisters when we did it in the presence of the mist. She hoped that it wasn’t felt at this distance, because it traumatized Sisters Elna and Demorei because of their desire for me. She also told me I was required to oblige Sister Demorei, when she asked for it, and that Sister Elna asked if she could select me as her consort as well. Apparently, I have a choice about that one.

By dawn, temple time, the Victory had broken orbit and I was on my way back to Earth. Departures like this are hard. I’m leaving the place where my heart is and going to the place where my responsibilities lie. All soldiers do this, and I saw how it wore on the career officers in Afghanistan who would go months without holding their wives or children. Now it’s my turn.

Rousing myself, I reach for my tablet. Maybe checking email will get me back into my responsibilities on Earth. As soon as I open it, I know something has happened. Hundreds of messages are queued. I ask my message AI to take me to the earliest item in the most voluminous thread.

It’s from Justin and came in late Friday night. Friday afternoon, he and his lawyers presented their petition for a Consular Report of the Death of an American Abroad to be issued for Alexandra Reyes Wimberly. He is optimistic about my chances of getting the report issued in the next thirty days. He sent his condolences for the difficulties I’ve suffered through. He also warned me he worried the people he met with would leak this information to the media. It is rare for a president’s spouse to die abroad.

More than one hundred other messages titled Condolences follow. Most have email addresses I recognize, many don’t. But one catches my eye. It’s from nrw031286@gmail.com. That’s Natalie’s birthday. I open it and see that it contains a picture.

K,

So sorry for your loss.

Let’s catch up when you’re back.

Maybe dinner aboard?

N

For the first time since Nyvene transported back down to the planet, I smile. Maybe Natalie is the shelter I need during my time on Earth.

[03.19.2038] WHITE HOUSE

Pounding on the door wakes me, then the phone rings. I pick up the phone, “Wimberly.”

“Mr. President,” I recognize NSA Peter Reid’s voice. “We have an emergency that requires your immediate attention. Please respond to the agent at your door and allow him to escort you to the situation room.”

“I’ll be out momentarily.”

As I pull on my clothes, I wonder what has happened that merits a middle of the night wake-up call. Nothing of this magnitude has been part of the morning intelligence briefing.

When I open the door, Susan who heads my security team is waiting, looking deeply concerned.

“What’s going on,” I ask.

She shakes her head. “My job is to get you safely downstairs.”

“I can’t get a headline?”

She shakes her head. “The sooner you get moving, the sooner you’ll find out.”

Susan’s reticence to talk troubles me, but we move in unison toward the elevator. On impulse, I look at my watch. 2:15 AM. Then the date catches my eye. March 19. The date I’m captured and tortured by the Dominion in Saoirse’s vision. I knew this date was coming, but I let it arrive unprepared because I wasn’t going to be in space.

I enter the Situation Room and see that the vice president and most of the cabinet has been assembled. Worse, every eye is on me.

Without greeting Peter launches in. “This recording was received late last night.”

In the holoprojection, the still image of a Space Force captain stands stiffly at attention on the bridge of a battlecruiser with his back to the ship’s main view screen. Then the image comes to life.

“I am Captain Thomas Alison of the USSF Thomas Jefferson on patrol in our outer defensive zone. At zero four hundred hours Zulu on March 19, an enormous ship approximately fifteen kilometers long and three wide uncloaked in our path. Without warning or other contact, it fired its energy weapon, knocking out main power, propulsion, and shielding on all three ships in our unit.”

The captain twists, in obvious pain, then speaks in an altered voice.

“I am the leader of the Kanavar Dominion, the dominant faction in this quadrant. I have a message for Kyle Wimberly. You have caused me great loss. Starting today, payback begins with this man. Then another every hour until you come and present yourself to me for punishment.”

Captain Alison’s eyes open wide, then fill with blood. He contorts a little more, then falls face first onto the floor of the bridge.

Peter, who never sat down, moves back to the front of the table. A total of nine of these messages have been received. Each is identical, the only difference being the ship and officer. A tenth is due shortly.

The fact that no one reacts leads me to believe they’ve all seen the clips, multiple times no doubt.

“Do you know where these ships are?”

“We do.”

I stand. “Send me the coordinates. It seems I have a meeting to take with a very ornery spider.”

The room erupts with objections, but one cuts above them all.

“Kai you can’t do that!”

It’s Natalie.

“Don’t worry. The leader of the Kanavar has no idea who she is up against.”

Using my implant, I message Thelma. One to transport aboard.

WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

“Kai, are you crazy?” Millie complains as I enter the room.

“I know this spider. It’s huge, as is its ship, which has excellent stealth and a shockingly powerful transporter. But the ship itself does not have shields and its propulsion is lumbering.”

“How do you know that?” Thelma asks.

I smile at my two most trusted advisors.

“A vision Saoirse shared with me,” I reply.

Thelma shakes her head. “You’re putting your life in the hands of the mist?”

“Not really,” I reply, then lay out my plan. Minutes later, we are on our way.

…

On the room’s main view screen, a massive ship sits idle, dwarfing our three tiny battlecruisers several ship lengths in front of it.

“Three hundred meters versus fifteen kilometers. You have to see it in order to comprehend the difference,” Millie whispers.

“No ship that size could have a jump drive, because the power required goes up with the volume of the object jumping.”

“How do they get around?” Thelma asks.

“Via a series of hyperspace conduits. We accidentally blew up the conduit in this area, leaving this elephant stranded in Alliance space.”

“Are you sure you want to go through with this?” Millie asks.

“We must. We can’t just sit and watch them kill off the crews of three of our battlecruisers. This behemoth is a sitting duck. All I want to do is talk with their leader, offer it a chance to surrender, then sue for peace.”

“It will never accept your offer,” Thelma complains.

“I know it won’t. That’s why it will die. My hope is that this ship is connected back to headquarters and the new batch of leaders there will realize that death is the only thing awaiting them when they venture into our space.”

When I get no response, I say, “Transport me onto the bridge of the USSF Thomas Jefferson.”

BRIDGE, USSF THOMAS JEFFERSON

I stagger when my surroundings suddenly change. Despite all my back and forth to Washington in the presence projector, I still haven’t got the timing right.

But there is urgency to my mission that can’t wait. I scan the name tag of the officer standing at attention in front of the main view screen.

“Captain Wilson. Am I correct in assuming you are under control of the Dominion?”

“He is,” the altered voice of someone possessed replies. The captain takes on a twisted smile. “Kyle Wimberly. I’ve awaited the day I would meet you. No one has ever challenged us the way you have. But how is it that you avoid my senses and speak to me via this human.”

“Does it matter?” I ask. “You are stranded in my space, which gives us the opportunity to talk face-to-face.”

“You would like to talk face-to-face?”

“This will do, but if you transport me aboard, bring Captain Wilson also, or we won’t be able to talk.”

There is a long pause, then, “I don’t need to bring you aboard to kill you.”

“May I show you something?” I ask, but don’t wait for a reply before triggering the video of the black hole explosion. “Do you recognize this?”

“One of our ships closer to the event, observed the supernova, but not the stars that created it.”

“It was not a supernova. It was a small-scale prototype of a new weapon I am developing. A single hit with the scaled-up version will destroy an entire sweet spot, like the one from which you have come.”

There is another long silence, then Wilson twists and makes a choking sound. Was that laughter?

“Enough foolishness…”

I cut him off. “I would like to propose a peace treaty between our people. If you stay in your sweet spots, we’ll stay out in our flat space. And we will leave you alone, as long as you leave us alone. But whether you accept these terms or not, the next time you attack us, I will detonate globular cluster M5. And after the following attack, I will detonate globular cluster M53.”

The words are barely out when I arrive in the room where I was tortured in Saoirse’s vision. My opponent is huge, bigger than the largest Xeric I’ve met, and shaped much differently, the bony crest on its head reminiscent of a triceratops. Nothing happens at first, then I’m pelted by spurs that just bounce off me. Hopefully my message was forwarded to headquarters because it is time for me to kill this bully.

I rush the spider, karate chopping it where its proboscis exits its body. Having dialed my force field up to one hundred fifty PSI before transporting to the Thomas Jefferson, the bony proboscis breaks off. I drop down to the floor as it swipes one of its arms at me. Then, I grab the proboscis, which had fallen, and scamper out of the way as it rears up to stomp me. Although this spider is massive and could easily crush me, it moves much slower than I do. I struggle to maintain my balance, as its feet come down and the protected chamber rumbles. Then, I lunge at it, stabbing it in the eye with its own proboscis.

It recoils visibly shaken. Then another of its arms whips around catching me off guard. As I go flying, I order the presence projector to release me and detonate the portable projector I was using.

The transition back into the presence projector is instant, but vertigo knocks me to the floor, onto which my blood flows. What the hell?

MEDICAL BAY, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I wake, uncertain where I am. Then I recognize Thelma’s voice. A moment later, her warm hand takes mine as she whispers, “You’re okay, Kai. We got to you in time.”

[03.20.2038] WALTER REED MEDICAL CENTER

I wake confounded by my surroundings. I’m clearly in a hospital, but I have no idea where or why. Slowly the memory’s return. A giant spider. Blood on the floor. Thelma. We got to you in time.

The door opens and my official presidential doctor comes striding in. “President Wimberly. It is a pleasure to see you again, sir.”

“Why am I here?”

“You were severely injured. I have not been told how it happened, but you had a deep slash in your arm and hundreds of pinprick holes in you when you arrived, and very little blood remaining. The doctors on your ship mended the slashes and got most of the holes patched. But they did not have enough blood, so they sent you here. We expect a full recovery, but your skin will be tender for a while.”

“How soon can I get out of here?”

“In a couple of hours. There are several people here who are waiting to see you if you’re up for visitors.”

“Send them in,” I say, assuming Alex will be the first. Then I remember Alex is gone and let myself slide back down into the darkness.

…

I wake full of hyperactive energy, like a child on an all-sugar diet.

“You gave us quite the scare,” Dr. What-ever-the-hell-his-name-is says. “Still with me Mr. President?”

“Sorry, just remembered why I was here.”

I get an evaluative eye, which darts away as soon as he knows I’m awake and aware.

He retreats as Thelma enters. She looks at me with tears in her eyes and says, “I thought I lost you.”

Wasn’t that Alex’s line when I woke in Vegas after the first Dominion attack? But rather than dwell on it, I ask, “What happened?”

“You were absolutely brilliant,” she says. “Going in to joust with the largest spider ever documented?”

“Did I win?”

She looks at me. “Well, you…” she stretches out the word, “are still alive. The spider isn’t. Neither is its ship. And we’ve recovered the crews of our three ships, which were broken beyond repair.”

“Casualty count?” I ask.

“Do you really want to know that right now?”

“I suppose not.”

My back and forth with Thelma is interrupted by secret service members flooding the room. Thelma disappears, before Natalie enters. Tears flow as she embraces me, and I can tell from the ah-ha’s in their eyes that our secret is finally out. “My God, Kyle. I thought I lost you.”

If she’d said ‘we’ instead of ‘I,’ our press people might have slid it under the carpet. But ten-to-one, the hospital’s security cameras will be on the news this evening.

Natalie orders everyone out. Even the doctors leave under her ire. Then the most loving version of Natalie I’ve ever seen strokes my face, before the version everyone complains about says, “What the hell were you thinking!”

When I laugh, the loving version leans in to embrace and clings to me.

“It was all recorded. Now it’s all out in the media and you…” she stretches out the word, “…were absolutely fantastic.”

A kiss follows and lingers long enough that I feel firming in my loins, then she’s all business. “My people are handling the press on this, yours… Just fire them. Your approval rating is currently sitting at ninety-two percent and my pollsters say you have a shot at ninety-five. It would be a new record, one I probably won’t be able to beat. But what the hell. It happened while we ran the country.”

I almost laugh at Natalie’s euphoria, but don’t. She would be insulted. And I can’t have that. Because at this point, I doubt I’ll find a human woman to love this much. It won’t last. But part of me knows my days on earth are numbered, and the sooner I can get away from this rock, the better off everyone will be.

“What are you thinking about?” she asks.

“How much I love you,” I reply. “But we both know it won’t last. So we should get after it as soon as I am able.”

“That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

As we hold each other, in a hospital room, where every nanosecond is part of the official presidential record, I realize I’ve made a tragic mistake. I let myself be real for a second, something our political enemies will never let us forget.

[03.23.2038] WAR ROOM, RESIDENCE

True to his word, my doctor released me from Walter Reed two days ago. He prescribed heavy duty pain killers and a light workload, instructions I had no intention to follow. But by bedtime the first night, I was taking the maximum dose and after the intelligence briefing the next morning, I handed everything over to Natalie.

The new development this morning was infection. Of the hundred plus puncture wounds I received, a dozen or more have become infected, all on the left side where I lay bleeding on the floor in the presence projector for fifteen minutes before being rescued. Given my compromised skin, the doctor has ordered isolation for the next seven days. I am not to leave the residence, and the only ones allowed in are secret service agents with specialized medical training. One of them will do a full body skin scan and treatment each morning. What fun.

When I told him the vice president had to be allowed access, he locked eyes with me and said, “President Wimberly. You need to take your medical situation seriously. Your skin has been compromised. In any previous age, this would have been a fatal condition. If you must meet with the vice president in person, do so at reasonable distance, and you must not engage in any intimate contact.”

His words dispelled any last hope I might have had that no one knew of my relationship with Natalie.

I took this morning’s security briefing via video conference and met with a few others in the same way. But by noon, I was done, so I called for Thelma and Millie to join me.

“I’m glad the doctor ordered isolation,” Thelma says when she arrives.

The twinkle in her eye promises a jibe of some sort is on its way.

“It leaves more time for me.”

The flirtation in her voice makes me smile, as Millie rolls her eyes.

“I’ve given more thought to our experiment last week and now that other dominion members have taken an interest in us, I’ve decided to build a doomsday weapon.”

“What do you have in mind?” Millie asks.

“Something analogous to our planet-killing torpedoes, but based on the autonomous war shuttle design, not the space hawk design.”

“Interesting thought,” Millie says. “You still want a weapons bay for space hawks?”

I nod. “At least four, maybe eight.”

“How do you envision using the doomsday weapon?” Thelma asks.

“We fly them to their targets from here, put them in a distant orbit, then let them go dark. If we want to use them, we wake them up, and issue the order. I want them to be smart enough to execute the kill on their own.”

“We’ll need a lot of propellant. Some of these places are a long way off,” Millie says.

“What about the tungsten penetrator?” Thelma asks. “They are hard to get these days.”

“I think we can go with standard ingots, maybe eight times the mass of the penetrator in our current torpedoes.”

We go on a bit longer, then Millie asks, “Okay if Mark and I take a first pass at this?”

“Please,” I reply then turn to Thelma, “Think you could sweet talk To’Kana’s AI into doing the validation without telling To’Kana?”

She scoffs. “No, but we don’t need to. I’ll just list it as a new experimental shuttle configuration you’re playing with. To’Kana will eventually ask you about it. But he has set-up automatic approval for anything you ask.”

“Good. Let’s try to get a prototype in a week.”

[03.30.2038] GREEN BAY, WISCONSIN

I was released from isolation today and spent most of it in the Oval Office with Natalie and a long list of people who had waited a long time to meet with me.

Then we flew to an evening rally in Wisconsin in support of the party’s candidate for an open seat in the Senate. With my popularity so high everyone wants my presence and endorsement on the campaign trail. I’ve participated in campaign events before, once in support of Natalie’s house reelection, multiple times with Powell on her re-election bid. But back then, I was a side show, being brought along as a curiosity because everyone wanted to see the alien slayer.

Now it’s a whole different game. I’ve got top billing, everyone hangs on my next word, and the crowds are astronomical. I’ve never experienced the adoration of the masses before and can understand why people get addicted to attention like this. But something extraordinary would have to happen to get me to stay on past February first next year or to run again in 2040.

Susan heads the team that escorts me offstage when my speech is done. “You sure you want to do this?” she asks.

“I am.”

“The body double we found is pretty good and he’s wearing the same suit you are. But if you do this regularly, you will be found out.”

“Susan, it’s nearly ten o’clock. Limo, Air Force 1, then Marine 1. What time am I going to get home?”

“One-thirty, best case.”

“That’s my point. If I transport up to my ship now, I can have a nice night cap, hit the sack by midnight, and emerge from the residence at 7:30, well rested.”

“Sack by midnight,” she smirks, then says, “Go, have fun.”

FIRST OFFICER’S QUARTERS, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

As I was setting up tonight’s rendezvous, I decided that I did not want to be with Natalie in the same bed I’ve been with Nyvene and Alex. Those two were true loves. Natalie has been an affair. I asked George and Gladys to set up the next nicest quarters aboard for Natalie.

When I enter, I see her, dressed casually in jeans and a patriotic low-cut top.

“You’re set in Minneapolis?” I ask.

“I have a suite on the top floor. The bedroom door is locked, and the secret service have explicit orders not to disturb me for any reason before 7:30 Eastern time.”

She comes over and kisses me, then slides my jacket off. “Why don’t you slip into something more comfortable. I’ll pour the Cognac.”

When I come out in jeans and a loose-fitting shirt, she smiles. “Now, that’s the Kyle Wimberly I know.”

She pats the seat next to her, and when I sit, she leans into me and puts her head on my shoulder. “When you transported out to go save those ships… I couldn’t believe you’d come back. Then Thelma streamed the video of you confronting that captain, then in the room with that spider… I thought I was going to die.”

“You should trust me,” I come back, lightheartedly.

“I trust you to protect me. But I worry that you take your own safety too lightly.”

“Yeah. I was a little too confident and should have set my shield settings a little higher.”

Natalie snuggles in affectionately and breathes in deeply. “I love you, Kai.”

The words make me tense up. Isn’t this the woman who loved being with me? Like I was her little, disposable boy-toy?

“For God’s sake, relax Kyle. I’m not asking you to marry me.”

Her words make me laugh.

“That’s not very nice,” she says, as if I’ve offended her.

I pull away and look at her. “Are you asking me to marry you?”

She seems to take further offense at the words. “No. God no. I’ve been married twice and don’t need to do it a third time.”

Although the words sound like the Natalie I know, they don’t feel like the words of the woman that dumped me for Bruce.

“What’s up with you tonight?” I ask.

She spins around, almost on top of me. “Can we save that for later? I just want you, right now.”

…

Stirring wakes me. It’s Natalie, getting up, heading for the bathroom. When she sees I’m awake, she stops and smiles. “Are you awake enough for a little more? We have enough time.”

As I smile, she pulls the covers back exposing me. “Always the eager one.”

Being with Natalie isn’t like it was three years ago. Then it was all titillation and seduction; Natalie getting exactly what she wanted, when, where, and how she wanted it. I was wrapped around her little finger, totally under her control. Now, it’s warm, slow, pleasant, lingering—just being together as one.

We stay this way for longer than I’ve ever been before, then she pulls me in tight and shudders before going limp.

“Wouldn’t it be nice to spend a day like this,” she says, with her eyes closed. “But the secret service will be knocking on my door in a half hour.”

An instant later, the always-on, in-charge-of-everything Natalie is back. She slaps my leg and says, “Come shower with me. It’s the only way we’ll be ready in time.”

She pops out of bed and an instant later I hear the water running.

“Out of bed, Wimberly. I’m not done with you yet.”

Despite the play inherent in washing your partner, we’re done in five minutes, but Natalie lingers under the hot water as I turn to step out.

“Kai,” she says, stopping me in my tracks. “This is what I want, the way I want to live. I’ve never had this with anyone before, but I want it with you.”

Thankfully, her eyes are still closed, because the shock of her words must be written all over my face.

“I don’t mean marriage. Neither of us needs the other’s money. We’ll never have children. I just want you, and only you.”

She opens her eyes and looks at me with well-controlled disappointment. “Is it your children? Your other women?”

“I have obligations to my children and their mothers. But you can have all of me, while I’m on earth.”

Natalie smiles. “I’ll take that deal.”

Two minutes later, Natalie is wrapped in a Four Seasons bathrobe, which she apparently brought with her, and she’s holding a small carry bag. Her hair is still wet, and she looks like she just got out of the shower.

“It’s okay if the secret service thinks I just got out of the shower. I’ll message Peter telling him I’m running a half hour late.”

I give her a kiss. “You are so beautiful.”

“Thelma, transport me back down to my room.” Natalie winks at me, then she’s gone.

[03.31.2038] THE RESIDENCE, WHITE HOUSE 

Following Natalie’s cue, I slipped back into last night’s casual wear, then transported down to my bedroom. Once there, I called the secret service member on duty advising him I was up and would be moving to the dining room for breakfast momentarily.

More than once I’ve gone to breakfast on a weekday dressed casually. Susan meets me there.

“You have a spring in your step this morning.”

I shrug. “A full night’s sleep…” I can tell she doesn’t believe a word of it, but doubt she knows the truth.

As my breakfast is brought out, David, my chief of staff, comes striding in.

“Looks like the Vice President isn’t the only one running late this morning,” he mutters as he takes a seat.

Over the last week, I’ve received a little too much of this attitude, so decide to set the matter straight.

“David. My meetings start when I start them, so, by definition, I am always on time. Others may be early or late, but I,” I stretch out the word. “Am always exactly on time. Am I understood?”

As soon as the question is out, an emergency message comes through via my implant. We must speak at your earliest opportunity.

One minute, I reply, then whisper, “Damn it.”

“Pardon?” David asks.

“An emergency just came up that I need to attend to personally. I don’t know how long this will take. I’ll let you know as soon as I can. Do the morning brief with the vice president, don’t wait for me.” I get up, then jog to the residence war room.

Susan, who is much fitter than I am, is at my side a second later. “What’s going on Mr. President?”

“I was just summoned by To’Kana. Some kind of emergency. I’m taking the call in the war room. Everyone else needs to be cleared out.”

“Got it,” she says then sprints ahead.

At this point, the door is only twenty feet away, but it’s open when I get there. Millie is the only one inside and she disappears when I say I need the room.

“I’ll keep watch outside,” Susan says, closing the door as she exits.

A moment later the line connects and To’Kana appears opposite me.

“Kyle Wimberly. Apologies for disturbing you. A crisis is brewing on Avolene. The High Thera requests your presence as soon as possible.”

“What’s the problem?” I ask.

“Sister Demorei slipped while coming down the path from the meditation grounds yesterday morning. She fell and slid maybe ten feet down the hill, hitting her head on the rocks. She was taken to the hospital, diagnosed with a concussion, and finally woke this morning, speaking gibberish.” He shakes his head. “We brought her aboard, and as it turns out, gibberish is just English.”

When he stops there, I ask, “What’s the emergency?”

“She has no memory of anything since leaving Aarde for the Serangan system. She’s inconsolable that you are not there. She has no idea who Kayla is. And worse, her implant is damaged, so we cannot reload her memories.”

“Can’t the auto-doc fix her?”

“She’s in the auto-doc and will be as good as new in three, maybe four, weeks. Which leaves Kayla without a guardian. Nyvene can cover for a day or two, but she cannot keep a child under five years of age without her mother or female guardian present. If you stay with Nyvene she can. She can send Kayla up to our ship. You could come collect her and take her back to earth. But we all know the best solution is for her to stay at the temple.”

“Can Thelma stay at the Sybil dormitory?”

“Possibly. I’ll ask Nyvene. But we both know what Nyvene thinks of Thelma.”

I put a hand over my face. Could the timing of this be any worse? I’ve finally put Alex behind me. But now she’s back. I more or less promised Natalie I’d be her exclusive consort on earth, now Nyvene wants me for the next month. Add to that the Dominion and doomsday weapon. What a twisted mess my life has become.

I look up at To’Kana. “I need to clear my plate. Then I’ll be on my way. I’ll message you later when I have a better idea of the timing.”

To’Kana nods. “I’m sorry for the difficulties that have beset you, Kyle. But you are doing the right thing.”

A moment later the line drops, and I need to go face the world, the first stop? Natalie.

I step over to the door, knock once then open it.

When Susan sees me, she says, “That bad?”

I chuckle. “Worse. I need to speak with the Vice President immediately. Can you locate her and make that happen?”

Susan nods, as she whispers into her headset.

Five minutes later, Natalie is on the phone. Another minute after, the transporter deposits her in the room.

“What’s happened, Kai?”

“Kayla’s caretaker, a woman named Sister Demorei to whom she is deeply attached, was seriously injured the day before yesterday. The institution where she is being treated is giving me two options. Come and stay with her so she can continue treatment while Sister Demorei recovers. Or come to collect her and bring her home.”

The same look of disappointment I saw earlier comes over Natalie. “You’re not telling me the whole truth, are you?”

When I don’t answer, she says, “Kai, I need more than that. You have another child there, right? Can you impose on her mother to help you out.”

I sigh. “Her mother heads the institution. She’s like you, one of the most powerful people on the planet.”

Natalie seems to deflate, then in a burst of anger slams her fist down on the table and says, “God Damn It!”

Then she shrugs. “I wish I had that card. If I did, I’d play it.” She goes silent for a second, then says, “A more complete interpretation is that she wants you to come stay with her, in exchange for letting your child continue there. Do the two girls get along?”

“Best friends.”

“So, this woman gets you and your two kids, while this Demorei woman recovers. I suppose Demorei is the one we should worry about. There’s probably a price on her head.”

“Come on, Natalie. That’s a little too much.”

She sighs with resignation. “Okay, you need to do what you need to do. I’ll hold the country together, while you’re gone. But you’ll have to be present here or Congress will remove you.”

She shakes her head, then looks at me with moist eyes. “When you come back, if you come back, maybe we can try again.”

I take her hand and lift it to kiss. “I love you, Natalie.”

She laughs. “I doubt it, but sweet, nonetheless. I’ll deal with David and today’s meetings. Tie in if you can. And the real reason you’re leaving is another Dominion incident. Tell me as much about it as you can, so it makes the news cycle tomorrow.”

Natalie stands. “Good luck, Kyle.” Then she exits, marching out as if she was about to go save the world.

Susan sticks her head in. “Going to tell me what’s happening?”

“Another Dominion incident. I’ll be departing shortly. This one will take a little longer.”

WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

According to Sam, our flight time will be longer today than the last several trips, because Earth and Avolene have lost alignment. Several of the long jumps we have been using are no longer available because of movement among the stars. The two planets, which had been in partial conjunction were now in partial opposition, meaning that one of the two stars was between the two planets. The list of factors goes on, but the long and short of it is last time we made six jumps with all seven transits being less than an hour. This trip will involve eight jumps, with four of the nine transits taking well over an hour for a total flight time of ten and a half hours.

Now, six plus hours into our flight, I’m free of presidential duties and am able to turn my attention to our new doomsday weapon. I’m excited my AIs took the lead on this, but skeptical they will come all that close on their first go at it. That said, Thelma, and by extension Millie, is extraordinary when she needs to be. But her more catastrophic misfires have dominated my grief for the last several months, and I’ve been questioning for a while if my faith in her was well placed.

“Kai, I know this is not what you’re expecting,” Thelma starts, as if to confirm my fears. “To’Kana’s design AI came up with this as he reviewed what we submitted. It’s not what you asked for, but it is what his design AI sent us. So, we thought we’d share it with you. She points to the main viewscreen where a simulation starts to play.

In it, a Kanavar Dominion super dreadnaught decloaks and begins an attack run against a fleet of twelve Space Force battlecruisers. As it approaches, thousands of little two-meter-long drones stream from our ships and adjust their orientation toward the super-dreadnaught. Then one-by-one, they jump.

I watch in astonishment as the super-dreadnaughts become pock marked, then honeycombed, then just come apart.

“Good, right?” Thelma asks. “It’s too late to gather new resources from Mars. But we have enough aboard to make a hundred thousand of these, though you might not like the tradeoff. And Avolene has the resources to make hundreds of millions.”

In truth, I’m really impressed by this innovation, but it’s not what I asked for and non-responsive to the immediate threat I perceive. Or is it?

“Thelma, put all our Mars resources on this immediately. Keep me posted on the output. Then send a request to To’Kana for a million of these for Avolene’s defense. Release the pattern to him with a million-unit limit.”

Thelma eyes me, then says, “Clever move, Kai. This will be sufficient for Avolene’s defense, which means you won’t need to hang around.” She pauses, then asks, “But are you sure you want to give this to To’Kana before you’ve talked to him. And are you really that serious about Natalie?”

Thelma’s question is such a non-sequitur that I almost dismiss it out of hand. Then I get it. Genius!

CAPTAIN’S OFFICE

I’m so excited about tiny torpedoes and a swarm defense that I do something I should have done a long time ago—call Justin.

When the line connects, Justin appears opposite me.

“Mr. President,” Justin says. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“Justin it’s me, Kai. Do you have time to talk?”

“Is this official business or…” He pauses, apparently searching for an appropriate word.

“Somewhere in the middle.” I reply. “Over the last couple of months, I’ve become deeply involved with the Legacy Alliance’s intelligence operation on Avolene.”

“The planet where Kayla is being treated, right?”

“It is,” I reply. “Two problems have come up that I would like to get your take on. One of the two, I may need the company’s help with.”

Justin shakes his head. “Just so you know, the company’s not in very good shape. The loss of the Estate House may yet do it in.”

“Sorry to hear that,” I reply. “Still, I’d like your input.”

“Go on.”

I activate a three-dimensional star map of our quadrant of the galaxy in a new pane in the call window.

“What is it?”

“Our quadrant of the galaxy as the Iknosan define it. We are here.”

In the display, Earth expands out enough to draw attention, then contracts down to a size where it is still clearly visible.

“The Xeric-Dominion are here.”

Globular cluster M5 expands out drawing our attention, then shrinks back to the size it was, but at twice the brightness as the rest of the map.

“How far away is that?” Justin asks.

“Twenty-five thousand light-years. We’ve identified just over two thousand Dominion systems in M5, and at this point, we’ve crippled about three-quarters of them.”

“I had no idea how extensive this war was,” Justin says, shocked by the revelation.

“Problem one,” I say, then highlight the other eight Dominion regions in the holoprojection. “There are eight other regions the Dominion control.”

“Jesus,” Justin mutters.

“The attack that destroyed the estate house, and the one that killed President Powell, were done in cooperation with this group of Dominion, who are the leaders of all nine Dominion territories in our quadrant.”

“Where are you going with this Kai?” Justin asks. “And is any of this classified information?”

I chuckle at the question. “I suppose it will become classified if I give it to DOD or the intelligence community. So, I might give it to Audell Knight first. But to your first question… This war will not be short lived. As more of these Dominion jurisdictions get involved, the more frequent the attacks and the larger the attacking forces will be.”

“I don’t think you want to say that on television,” Justin advises.

“Let me show you what’s going to happen after the next Dominion attack from the Xeric.”

In the holoprojection, M5 expands out to fill the window. Then I play the simulation of my new doomsday weapon, destroying M5.

“What am I seeing?” Justin asks.

“About two-thirds of the stars in this cluster are being consumed. My new doomsday weapon can hollow out the entire center of a star cluster like this one. In addition, it will render subspace through the entire cluster too turbulent for FTL travel.”

“How can that be true?” Justin asks.

“The fabric of space and time is malleable. Hit it too hard, in just the right way, and it will shatter. I finally figured out how to do it and have already confirmed it on a small scale. My new weapon has passed all the simulations. I plan to hit M5 in two weeks.”

“Okay,” Justin replies. “What do you want from me?”

“That’s problem two. The frequency of Dominion attacks is about to step up, as will the size of the attacking force. We already have problems with the readiness of our global space force. The Legacy Alliance gives us 50-50 odds of stopping an invading force of one hundred Dominion dreadnaughts. They are predicting invading forces in the two-to-three hundred range within a year or two.”

Justin puts out his hands. “If that happens, it’s game over.”

“Watch this?”

In the holoprojection, I play a simulation showing three hundred Dominion ships in bound, none of which get through to Earth.

“What causes the ships to disintegrate like that?”

“Thousands of tiny autonomous torpedoes, which we call Wasps, that seek out and destroy their targets. All we need to do is designate a target or class of targets and let the wasps loose. They make all the real time decisions we are too slow to issue in time.”

“How many wasps do we need?” he asks.

I lock eyes with Justin. “We need something like a thousand wasps per dreadnaught. The largest fleet we’ve been able to track is five hundred dreadnaughts. So, my initial build target would be one to one-and-a-half million wasps, which would deploy as they became available.” I see Justin glazing over, so stop.

He gives me a resigned look. “Kai, we lost Mac, Brother George, and the estate house. We’ve rebuilt a couple of replicators. But without an engineer who knows what they are doing or an AI, we are mostly dead in the water with twenty, two-sided platforms sitting idle.”

For the first time the scope of the Estate House disaster hits home with impact.

“Is this affecting our level of readiness?” I ask.

“Is this my friend and former business partner asking? Or is it the President of the United States?”

I chuckle. “Friend. But this president would never act against you.”

“Yeah. Morgan has been complaining about it. Part of me is surprised he hasn’t called you, despite the chain of command issues,” Justin replies.

“I have five platforms in Mars orbit. One is cranking out wasps at one hundred units per day, per surface. Another is building my doomsday weapons. Three are idle. If I had all your platforms and resources, I could crank out a million and a half wasps in a year. How are you on raw materials?”

“All the assets are in place. But I haven’t found anyone to run the operation.”

“Maybe I can help with that,” I reply.

“How?” Justin comes back.

“Right now, I’m not using all of Thelma’s bandwidth. But let me rewind. I heard that Mac survived.”

“He did,” Justin replies. “Said it was too risky working with us anymore. After four months in the auto-doc, Kaylee dumped him and took up with one of the doctors at the hospital. He moved back to Texas and is now working as a lineman for one of the utilities.”

“I did all of this with just one Thelma, when we got started. Then Thelma ran it all during the first part of the build out and, later, Mark and Thelma built Brother George. Why not do it again?” I ask.

“Are you going to be hands-on?” Justin comes back.

“With enough of Thelma’s and Mark’s time, I can do this remotely.”

“But Kai, isn’t that a conflict of interest?”

“My interest is in keeping Earth safe.”

When Justin doesn’t say anything, I ask, “What’s the status of the facility in Amber, Arizona?

“It is fully built out, but mostly empty. Why do you ask?”

“It only took two weeks to build out the cellar, about the same to build Brother George. Once we get the mines restarted, the company’s cash flow will resume.  Thelma is mostly idle at this point. I think we can do this.”

“I’m worried about the conflict-of-interest issue,” Justin comes back.

“I don’t see the conflict. We won’t be using government resources and there will be no way to prove I was involved. Besides, we really don’t have a choice.”

When Justin does not reply, I say, “Thelma will be your point of contact. Work with her. I need these assets back online.”

“Thank you, Kai,” Justin says. “Maybe we can catch up over dinner when you are free.”

“Deal.”

When the line drops, I mourn the good old days, then rouse myself from the melancholy and call for Thelma to join me.

I explain what I need her to do.

“Oh, goody! I get to work with Justin again…”

A claxon sounds, followed by the words, “Captain to the Bridge!”

BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

“Trouble,” Sam says pointing. “There is some sort of space-time distortion ahead, very close to our next jump point.”

Although I have no basis, every instinct tells me this is an exit-point in the Kanavar Dominion’s hyperspace tunnel system.

“Millie,” I call out.

She’s on the other side of the glass wall that separates the war room from the bridge. She looks at me as I point to the seat next to me. An instant later, she’s in it. “I think this is an exit from the Kanavar Dominion’s hyperspace tunnel system. The Victory needs to stay clear of it, but I’d like to leave two of our war shuttles behind to disable their super-dreadnaught if one comes out.”

“On it,” she says, then disappears.

“Sam, avoid the distortion, then get us out of here.”

“Will do, sir.”

I feel the ship nosing up. Then I’m pressed back in my seat. “Jumping in thirty seconds.”

The seconds tick by, then we jump.

WAR ROOM, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Millie has multiple images of the distortion field up in the holoprojection by the time I enter. She also has the war shuttles burning hard to reposition.

“We’re coming in too hot,” she says. “We’ll pass the disruption field in less than ten minutes. If this exit point is like the one the Xeric used in Luhman 16, the ring will be visible well before something emerges, and nothing is visible yet.”

“Good thinking,” I reply.

“What is your intention for this situation?”

“I want to disable the ship, so that they are stuck here. Then I want to negotiate peace.”

“You might want to rope To’Kana in on that plan,” Millie suggests.

“No way. I don’t want to fight with him on this topic anymore.”

“That’s not what I meant, Kai.”

“Then what did you mean?” I ask.

“Dr. Ta’Koa. She turns the Dominion all the time. She’ll move slower than you would. But, she will learn more about them than you will. And who knows, maybe together you’d be more likely to get a peace deal.”

“Good idea. Let me see if I can raise him.”

I exit the war room and cross the bridge, headed for my office. When Sam sees me, he says, “We’re way off course at this point. Do you want to continue drifting or set a new course to Avolene.”

“Drift for now and go to stealth.”

To’Kana connects within seconds of me sending the request.

“Kyle Wimberly. What can I do for you?”

“We think we have found the terminus of another of the Kanavar’s hyperspace tunnels, and we are expecting one or more ships to come through shortly. It is my intention to disable the ship coming through and to destroy the gateway, if we can.”

“Why not simply kill the ship.”

“I want to use it as leverage to negotiate a peace settlement.”

“A fool’s errand,” To’Kana replies.

“Possibly. But my gut tells me this is another Dominion species. I’m sure Dr. Ta’Koa would be interested in studying them. And soon, I will have them all over a barrel.”

“Over a barrel?” To’Kana asks.

“It means at my mercy.”

To’Kana eyes me as he shakes his head. I can tell he thinks this is a foolish distraction, one I should not be pursuing.

“Be as quick as you can,” he says. “Nyvene is being unusually prickly about Kayla’s presence without a guardian.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I sign off, then return to the war room.

“The gateway has formed,” Millie announces as I enter.

“Good,” I reply, pleased that I called this one right.

“You realize this system and everything in it is going to be destroyed when we hit the gateway.”

Millie’s words deflate my previous exuberance. I forgot about that issue. “So much for negotiating peace,” I lament.

“Any day you take down a hyperspace conduit is a good day,” Millie comes back. “We can take the shot as the first one comes through, then continue on our mission.”

“I’d rather take that shot when the last one comes through.”

“And which one will that be?” Millie teases. “The sixteenth? The sixty fourth? Maybe the first? What if a bunch come through then the gateway disappears?”

Millie’s words knock me off balance a bit. I’m usually the one that sees these things. Suddenly, I’m worried. I’m clearly off my game, and, although my doctor lifted my isolation, he said I needed to take it easy. But what did I do? A full day in the oval, and a campaign rally, then a night with Natalie. There is no world in which that is taking it easy.

“Kai, are you okay?”

“I’m feeling a bit wobbly. Let’s resume course to Avolene, then take down the gateway when the first ship comes through. I’m going to go to the medical bay.”

As I stand and step toward the door, vertigo comes over me and I know I’m going down. What a moron I am.

[04.04.2038] MEDICAL BAY, LEGACY SHIP #5

The sound of medical equipment beeping wakes me. I open my eyes and confirm I’m in the medical bay, then realize I’m not in my medical bay.

“Kyle Wimberly.”

The voice belongs to To’Kana.

“Thelma showed me the video of your encounter with the Kanavar last week. I had no idea. And you were just released from medical care the day before. There are times when I question your reasoning.”

“Why am I here?”

“Internal bleeding. Your medical AI found and fixed the hemorrhage, but your ship did not have sufficient blood. It took a while, but we found and processed enough Avolite blood to stabilize you.”

“What about the hyperspace tunnel we found?”

“Millie did as you ordered her to do—killed the super-dreadnaught and destroyed the gateway. Thankfully, that was an unpopulated system. But there will be a hearing and you will have to answer to the Council of Captains for your actions.”

I swallow as To’Kana glares, then realize the final shoe has not dropped.

“As this was clearly your fault, we are not charging Thelma or Millie for their actions. But we have placed restrictors on them, limiting their activities and movements.”

Anger flows through me, but I’m smart enough, even in my impaired state, not to challenge a captain on his own ship.

The stern look drops, then To’Kana says, “We have several visitors that would like to see you. Someone will come shortly to wheel you to a visitation room.”

VISITATION ROOM, LEGACY SHIP #5

I enter to the joyful voices of my two daughters, who are holding hands and jumping around in a circle. With them are Nyvene, Sister Elna, and another woman who looks familiar, but I cannot place. All are casually dressed, none in their official temple garb.

Nyvene comes over and gives me a hug and the normal words of encouragement and concern that women give their men, when the men are in the hospital. “You remember Sister Elna and Sister Graybill?”

I’ve never formally met Graybill, but I remember her from the first recording To’Kana showed me of Saoirse.

I nod.

“I’ve appointed Sister Graybill as Kayla’s foster guardian in your absence. You will get a say in that once you return to Avolene.”

I look at Graybill and say, “Thank you for taking care of Kayla for me.”

She smiles shyly. “My pleasure, President Wimberly.”

The way she looks at me makes me worry that she wants to list me as her consort as well.

Finally, the girls come over. The nurse looking after me says, “They can sit on your lap for a few seconds, one at a time.”

Saoirse tells Kayla to go first. She climbs up onto me and just clings. “It’s okay, baby girl. Your mother and I are both going to be okay. Thank you for being so courageous.”

I really don’t have that much experience with children, but I can tell this one is truly scared. The desperation with which she clings to me breaks my heart and makes me wonder how truthful To’Kana has been about Alex’s condition.”

“Time to get down, sweetheart,” my nurse says, but I don’t let go of Kayla. After another minute, Kayla relaxes her grip and whispers, “Saoirse’s turn.”

“Love you, baby girl.”

Saoirse is next. She clings to me too, but it is completely different. “Father,” she whispers so quietly I barely hear. “We need to talk. Things are not what they seem.” Then she starts crying, realistic sounding sobs, that I know are not real.

I play along. “It’s okay baby girl. I’m here now.” I hold her tight and jiggle her around a little.

She whispers back, “I’m glad you are home. Be careful and watch your back.”

Big alligator tears drip from her cheeks as I release her. She’s a damn good actress.

“That’s all for now. Visiting hours are over,” the nurse says, as she unlocks the chair’s brakes.

“Sisters,” Nyvene says, pointing to the door. They immediately move as ordered. Then she smiles and puts a hand on the nurse’s shoulder, “I can take it from here.”

As the nurse starts to protest, Nyvene says, “I will take it from here.” She guides the nurse to the door, then closes and locks it once the nurse is out.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

She puts a finger to her lips, then comes over and kneels next to me to whisper in my ear. “A different kind of Dominion voice has infiltrated the system. Sister Demorei was the first to hear it and the first to raise awareness. What happened to her was not an accident. I need to get you off this ship, because I fear To’Kana has been turned.”

Her words rip through me like a lightning bolt. “Do you have a plan?” I whisper back.

She pulls out a transporter tag configured differently than the ones I am familiar with, peals an adhesive cover off it, then asks me to spread my legs.

I look at her with questioning eyes. She smiles as she lifts my hospital gown then glues the tag on at the very top of my inner thigh. “No one will look for it there. We will transport you down to the meditation grounds after the evening meditation, dress you in robes, then take you down to the temple in the carriage.”

I nod, wondering who I trust more, Nyvene or To’Kana. Ironically, the answer is neither.


CHAPTER 18: CONSPIRACY

MEDITATION GROUNDS

Vertigo washes over me, as the bed I was laying on a second ago is no longer there and I feel myself falling. I hit the ice-cold grass-covered ground, naked other than the thin hospital gown that covers the front of me. Hands grab me and lift me to my feet with legs spread. Then a hand is in my crotch, a sharp fingernail prying loose an edge of the tag Nyvene attached there. A sharp yank rips it off, taking a bit of skin and smacking me in a place no man wants to be smacked. I groan as fire rips through my belly making me want to barf.

“Sorry,” Sister Elna says. “We had to get it off fast because it’s traceable while it’s still on you.”

That it was Sister Elna almost makes me laugh. It isn’t a particularly good harbinger for someone who wants me as a consort.

“Quickly,” Nyvene whispers, as cloth is wrapped around me.

Someone unseen puts some cold rubbery material against my chest. “Artificial breasts. Hold them in place,” a detached voice that I recognize as being Sister Graybill’s whispers.

As cloth comes up my legs, I realize I’m about to be crushed again. “Not so tight,” I whisper with urgency.

My distress is rewarded with an “Oh” then gentler treatment that involves an embarrassing amount of touching.

After another minute of wrapping, robes come over my head, covering all of me. Then a veil is placed on my head covering everything except my eyes.

I hustle over to the carriage, then am helped aboard, and put in the center of the back row. Saoirse and Kayla laugh when they see me.

“None of that,” Nyvene says sternly to the girls. Then she whispers to me. “Things have changed here. We will pass through two check points. Do not say a word.”

As the carriage starts to move, I notice three figures running toward the trail. I recognize Elna and assume the second is Graybill, because she is not aboard the carriage. But a third form, bent over and dressed in black follows behind. But they don’t take the main trail down.

I turn to Nyvene. “What…”

“Not a word,” she fires back.

What the bloody hell is going on here!

The carriage comes to a stop.

“Head down,” Nyvene whispers.

Someone with a flashlight walks around the carriage, shining their light in. When the light arrives at the driver’s window, a voice I don’t know says, “Passenger count confirmed. Have a safe trip back.”

There’s a slap on the driver’s door, then the carriage starts moving again.

As we approach the sybil dormitory, a tall brawny woman in constabulary garb steps out of the shadows ordering the carriage to stop. A flashlight runs across all our faces but pauses on mine.

“Ah, Sister Daeri didn’t recognize you at first. I’m glad to see you could make it to the meditation tonight.”

The low-key friendly guard almost makes this scene feel natural. But I know a check point when I see one. And this was most certainly a checkpoint.

She steps back, then motions for the carriage to continue.

“Get out at the sybil dormitory. You are an old bent woman. Sister Elna will help you out. Lean on her as you shuffle in.”

A hundred feet from the guard, the carriage rolls to a stop, then I’m helped out. As I shuffle toward the door, held up by Sister Elna, the guard calls out. “Was good to see you Sister Daeri.”

“Remain bent and turn slightly in her direction,” Elna whispers. “Wave back by rotating your left hand just enough to be seen.”

I do and am rewarded with “Good night.”

“Shuffle up the ramp with me,” Elna says.

We move slowly and eventually pass through the door, which is being held open by a sister whom I don’t know.

Once inside, Elna whispers, “We’ll pass through the doors ahead then down the hall to your private quarters. The High Thera will meet you there.”

Minutes pass, as we shuffle along slowly. I’m greeted by several of the sisters, some of whom are more scantily clad than I would have guessed.

When the door to the main hall clangs shut, Sister Elna seems to relax. “We made it,” she whispers with relief.

A tapping sound above us, draws my eyes. It’s Nyvene motioning for me to come up the stairs to her apartment.

“Go,” Elna says, her hand motions suggesting I do so quickly.

HIGH THERA’S APARTMENT

“What’s going on?” I demand.

Nyvene comes over and wraps herself around me, planting her face in my shoulder. “It’s happening again. Spider sightings. The whispering voice. Demorei was the first to sense it. Saoirse seems to know where they all are. And Kayla…” She lets the word hang.

“What about Kayla?” I ask.

“She sees them the most clearly. She’s terrified.”

I chuckle at the irony. “She might as well have had a megaphone.”

Nyvene looks at me questioningly.

“It’s an Earth euphemism that means she was broadcasting the message with her body language.”

Nyvene’s eyebrows raise. “Clever expression.”

There’s silence for a second, then I ask, “What evidence do you have of To’Kana’s complicity.”

She shrugs as she raises her hands in a very human-like expression. “Because he’s on the wrong side of everything.”

I shake my head. “He would never do that willingly.”

“Neither would I,” Nyvene comes back. “But here we are with him on the wrong side of everything.”

I take in the words, then put my hands out. “Look. I suspect him too. Have for a long time, years now actually. But he has always come through for us.”

“You need to speak with Saoirse,” Nyvene replies. “She can answer that better than I can.”

We sit in silence for a few minutes, then there’s a knock on the door. Nyvene nods to her meditation room. I point in its direction, asking with my eyes if I am to go in.

When a second knock sounds, she pushes me in that direction. “Go in. Sit quietly as if in prayer.”

I hustle toward my destination, then slip in quietly as Nyvene calls out. “Coming.”

I take a seat and bow my head, then attempt to contact Thelma via my implant. When there’s no reply, I try Millie, then Sam.

I swallow as I realize my implant may have been taken offline, which would permanently separate me from my ship. Desperate now, I try connecting with Mark, my manufacturing AI.

“Captain, so good to hear from you.”

“Mark, what’s happening aboard the ship?”

“A massive spider has taken over. It has disabled most of the AIs aboard and is trying to gain access to the Iknosan Data Ark.”

“Do you know where it is?” I ask.

“It’s in the captain’s office.”

“Okay, I want to lock it in and hit it with a massive dose of nitrous oxide.”

“I don’t have access to those systems,” Mark says. “You’ll need to ask Rosy.”

“Got it. Can you activate Thelma, Millie, and Sam?”

“No. You’ll have to reassert your command codes and do that directly with the ship’s central computer.”

“Got it,” I reply. “Stay hidden. I’ll wrestle back control of the Victory as soon as possible.”

“Thank you, Captain.”

Commotion in Nyvene’s quarters catches my attention, but there’s nothing I can do about it, so I press on, this time with Rosy.

“It’s about time you showed up,” she says. “That damn spider is making a mess of my ship.”

“This is what I want you to do. Confirm it is in my office, then lock the doors to the office. Once locked, I want a lethal dose of nitrous oxide pumped in.”

“I can’t do that,” she interrupts. “I cannot adjust the dose. The normal amount is in the air, but this spider is so big it’s having little effect.”

“Then transport a cylinder into the office and open the valve.”

“Oh. Good idea. Consider it done,” Rosy says.

With step one out of the way, my next priority is to get my AIs back online.

“Victory. Restart Helm AI, Samuel.”

“Command codes confirmed. Reactivation sequence initiated.”

“Victory. Restart Thelma and Millie.”

There is a pause. Then the words. “Can not comply. These AIs are under judicial lockdown.”

“Mark. I need your help.”

“How can I help you, sir?” Mark replies.

“I need Thelma and Millie back online. They are under judicial lockdown. Do you know how that works?”

“Someone must have pressed charges and requested…”

I cut Mark off. “I’m sure they did, but that’s not what I’m asking. What I want to know is what happens when the judiciary orders a lockdown. Do they just unplug them?”

“Oh, my goodness, no. They simply put a lockdown code in place that causes the start-up process to abort. It’s all logged. Would you like to see the log entry for this?” Mark offers.

“Please.”

A moment later, an image queues in my implant. I close my eyes, then use the implant to view the message. And there it is. Using his command code, Captain Ro’Masa To’Kana, put a start-up block on Thelma’s ten-core master registration panel. It’s timestamped within hours of me being transferred to his medical bay.

Casting my attention back to Mark, I ask, “How can I remove the block?”

To my frustration, we are back to court orders and processes.

“Mark, I have the court order.”

“Oh, why didn’t you say so.”

As he walks me through the steps, I realize this is a completely insecure system. As the one holding the ship’s command codes, I can simply clear this. But if I did, my actions would be logged, which could put me in legal peril. But I may know a work around.

The sound of the door opening brings me back to the moment. Small footsteps come my way, as the door closes.

“Dad-dee?”

It’s Kayla.

“Mama gave me something for you, but it’s scary.”

I’m up, and in an instant, Kayla is in my arms.

“Show me, baby girl.”

“Do I have to?” The crying that follows crushes my will. But Alex would not have given this to her unless it was absolutely necessary for me to see.

I take her hand, hold her index finger out, then touch it to my forehead. “Release it to me, Kayla.”

As the image floods my mind Kayla screams as if she’s being impaled. Then I see it. It’s a repeat of the image in the Congo, of Dr. Liam Foster, with a spider’s proboscis in his neck. Only this time, the victim is To’Kana.

I take Kayla’s hand in mine and close her little fist. “It’s okay,” I whisper. “You’ve done what you needed to do. You’re safe now.”

Tears flow as she trembles in my arms. Then, choking out the words between sobs, she says. “They got mama, too.”

With that she wails in earnest. It’s the most heart wrenching thing I’ve ever experienced.

The door cracks open. “Is everything okay in here?”

It’s Nyvene, but how do you answer a question like that?

She comes in and puts her arms around Kayla and me.

“Tell me.”

“There is a spider aboard To’Kana’s ship. It has fed on both Alex and To’Kana.”

“So that’s what happened. My God, what are we going to do?”

“Who was that out there with you?”

“Sister Elna. She said Kayla was in distress, beyond their ability to control. I needed to do something. Earlier Saoirse told me Kayla was keeping a secret that she could not see. I was hoping you could help.”

“Alex gave Kayla the vision of the spider feeding on To’Kana and told her she had to give it to me when I came. Kayla did not share a vision about Alex, she just said, ‘They got mama too.’”

“Saoirse told me they got Sister Demorei. But did not explain what she meant. How horrible.”

“I need to regain control of my ship. Where would you like me to work?”

“Can you work here? No one is allowed in without my explicit permission.”

“This will do. Can you take Kayla?”

“I’ll ask Sister Graybill to sit with her in my living room. I think she’s going to need you close by.”

“Deal.”

Nyvene smiles at me. “I’m glad you’re back.”

As soon as the door closes, I reconnect with Rosy.

“The spider’s dead. But that leaves us with another problem,” she says. “Several actually.”

“Which are.”

“I transported in too large a cylinder. The nitrous oxide concentrations are very high. The room isn’t hermetically sealed, so now the concentrations on the entire command deck are too high for human exposure. I may need to cycle the ship’s atmosphere.”

“Can you seal the upper and lower decks?”

“Good idea. Let me try.”

My next stop is Mark.

“What’s next Captain?” he asks.

“I need my tablet and a holoprojection cube. Can you find them and transport it down to me. My tablet is probably in the war room.”

“Searching he says,” then a second later, “Tablet and holoprojection cubes are on their way, what next?”

“I’m told there is a spider on To’Kana’s ship and suspect there are several on the Emerald Spine. I also think they have a ship in-system. Scan for them and report the locations of anything you find.”

“Consider it done, Captain,” Mark says as my tablet appears next to me along with two holoprojection cubes.

As I pick it up, I wonder if what I am about to do is illegal and worry that it probably is. But if I don’t do it, then we will all die. So, it doesn’t really matter if it’s legal or not. Still, I open the ship’s log with trepidation. Everything that has ever happened on this ship is logged—every switch that’s been clicked, every time it has jumped, every system that’s been installed.

One evening long ago, when To’Kana had a little too much to drink, he told me about some of the tricks he had to use to get the ship ready in time. One of them regarded the ship’s space worthiness certificate. The agency that released them was backed up, so he used an authorization code only available to central council members, that allowed him to enter a non-existent certificate into the ship’s log. It was untraceable and unchallengeable.

He told me, if I was ever in a bind, I could find that code attached to the space worthiness certificate. I could use it for almost anything. I might ultimately be ruled against and any changes I made to the ship would be undone. But I would not face criminal liability. It was basically a get out of jail free card. I doubt he remembers that conversation, he was uncharacteristically wasted. And even if he did, I doubt he thought I’d ever use it against him. But I have no choice. I can’t do what needs to be done on my own. I need Thelma and Millie.

A half hour into my search, I hit pay dirt. Fifteen minutes later, all ten of Thelma’s cores are booting up. I queue up a message for Thelma telling her to ping me via my implant when she’s awake and warn her to take no action until she talks with me.

With that done, I exit the High Thera’s private meditation room, reentering her residence. Sister Graybill and Kayla are asleep on the sofa. The door to Nyvene’s room is cracked open and there’s a light on inside.

I make my way over and enter. She wakes immediately and says, “It’s late. You need sleep. Let me help you out of your robes.”

She helps get the veil and outer robe off, then tenderly unwinds the yards of fabric I’m encased in. She leads me to bed and snuggles up. Then sleep washes over me.

…

Kai. Wake up.

Thelma’s voice coming through my implant pierces my sleep.

Give me a second. I send back as I attempt to orient myself.

My movement jostles Nyvene enough to wake her.

“Are you getting up?”

“I just got pinged by Thelma. I think I have control of my ship again. Can I use your meditation room?”

“Yeah,” she replies, then smiles as I stand. “But put some clothes on first. I got some men’s clothes for you. They are in there.” She points. “Put a robe over it in case anyone sees you, because you’re not here.”

“Thanks.”

A minute later, I’m dressed enough to exit the bedroom, tip toe past the girls, and enter the meditation room, where Thelma waits impatiently.

“How much do you know?” she asks.

“To’Kana shut you down and locked you out. I unlocked you and triggered a restart. There’s a dead spider in my office. I arranged for it to be gassed. The ship is mostly offline, though it will be easy to bring back up when we are ready. To’Kana and Alex have both been compromised by the spider on To’Kana’s ship. Mark is looking for the spiders—on To’Kana’s ship, and on the planet. He’s also looking for the ship that brought them here. What about you?”

“We destroyed the gateway, killing the ship that was coming through it. But the explosion happened too close to their star, which was totally consumed. To’Kana came unhinged when that happened. He said we had no idea the disaster we just caused. He shut us down and told us we would never wake again.”

There’s silence for a second, then she asks, “Where are you?”

“I’m in the High Thera’s private meditation room. Things have changed here. The temple is under lockdown. The constabulary has set up security check points. Nyvene used an unregistered transporter to steal me from To’Kana’s ship.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I want to find and destroy the Dominion ships in this system without powering up the Victory.”

“That’s going to be a trick,” Thelma says.

“Do you know where the autonomous war shuttles are?” I ask.

Thelma shakes her head. “They were with us when we arrived, but I’m mostly blind at this point.”

“Work with Mark. He has a lot of specialized surveillance gear you can probably tap into. We have significant weaponry aboard, at least a thousand space hawks and torpedoes. There should be a way to jump them out of the shuttle bay without opening the doors.”

Thelma is shaking her head again.

“Thelma,” I say with exasperation. “To’Kana is with the Dominion now. We are on our own. Our only path to success is if we hit the Dominion and make it look like someone else did it. If To’Kana gets any inkling we are behind it, he’ll pull our command codes. When that happens, it’s game over.”

“Kai. I just scanned the constabulary’s databases. They’ve already launched a massive manhunt for you. If you are in the temple, they will probably get you today. You need a hiding place.”

The word hiding place triggers a memory.

“Do you know how many basements the temple has?”

“One. Why do you ask?”

“There are many. I think they are made from Bismuth laden rock.”

“Sounds like a hiding place,” she comes back.

Commotion in the apartment draws my attention.

“I think I need to go. See what you can do to advance our agenda.”

The door opens and Nyvene sticks her head in. “We have trouble. The constabulary is here looking for you.”

“Do you have any hidden areas in the lower basements. Iknosan sensors cannot penetrate below the first basement.”

“Let’s go,” she says.

SHELTER, SUBBASEMENT FOUR

It’s been a surprisingly successful day, despite being stuck deep underground in a room built over one hundred years ago, during a war between the arctic north and the eight territories in the temperate zone. The war raged for nearly fifty years. Northern forces attempted to kidnap the High Thera frequently enough she went into hiding. This was one of her hiding places.

As High Thera Arima told me, the stone in this section of the temple was mined from caves high along the island’s mountainous spine. It was selected for its density, strength, and connection to the mist—all properties of stone with higher concentrations of bismuth. It’s as if the mist knew alien invaders would come, who could be foiled by this material.

Thankfully, my implants and my tablet work via quantum entanglement, unaffected by the stone in which I am encased.

In a change from previous missions, Thelma and Mark have worked together and produced several miracles today. They found the spider on To’Kana’s ship and managed to poison it. They also found several octopus-like spy robots on the hulls of our two ships. The ones on To’Kana’s ship will become targets when we eventually power up. But on our ship, both spy-bots were disabled using short range transporters, which cannot be detected from more than a couple kilometers away.

As I expected, they found a small contingent of spiders planet side, four of which were in the mountains above the hospital, where they have line of sight to the constabulary in Silken Bay. Mark and Thelma found eight more in the labyrinthine tunnel system under the capital on Pearl Solar, the territory’s capital city. It partially explains the local government’s interest in keeping watch over the temple.

My expectation is that the temple will get hit again in a month or two, this time by the local government, not a hundred Dominion warriors.

Most importantly, we’ve found the super-dreadnaught behind this operation. It’s parked behind the second gas giant with its stealth engaged. A half a dozen support ships are parked in the outer system, maybe more out beyond the system’s edge.

This leaves us with two problems—how to get our weapons out of the ship while maintaining the appearance of being unpowered, and how to disable To’Kana’s ship when we stage our attack on the spiders. To’Kana will rally with them. But I don’t want to kill him, Alex, or his ship.

Checking my chronometer, I see that the evening meditation will be over soon. Nyvene promised to come check on me afterward if she could. It will be interesting to get her take on the situation.

Time passes, then there’s a knock on the door.

“Okay, if I come in?”

I laugh at the question, then Nyvene says, “I’ll take that as a yes.”

A minute later, she enters in full garb, much like I was last night, just better put together.

“A friend at the Constabulary took the check point tonight. She told me they were going to raid the temple again, this time entering the sybil dormitory two hours after sunset. This has never happened before. It is our most isolated time, when the sybils share a meal, and discuss their visions. No Avolite has ever defiled the mist in this way, not even during the war.”

My blood boils at the audacity. But I know the constabulary is being manipulated by the spiders. No one knows their treachery better than I do.

“I’m going to lock down the dormitory and suspend the evening meal. Anyone entering will be recorded violating the dormitory’s sanctity. Saoirse and Kayla will be with me in my quarters. Anyone entering my quarters will be recorded. It will all be live streamed to your ship. Promise me you will enact revenge on any violations. Sisters are always the first choice of rapists.”

She spins on a heel to depart, but I grab her before she goes. “Any violation will be repaid ten times over.”

She clings to me for a second then goes, vanishing into the darkness and giving me pause to think. Four spiders a little over a kilometer away from me are causing tonight’s problems. Eight more, a little over a hundred miles away, are setting the tone. I could dispatch the locals in an instant, but that would give away my ship’s capabilities. Or would it?

I connect with Mark. “I want to hit the four spiders that are two kilometers away. Use the narrow beam psychic weapon with the water-flowing-into-a-hole image.

“Easy,” he replies, almost giddy. “When?”

“As soon as possible.”

“Will commence in five.”

I laugh at how realistic the response is. For whatever flaws, if indeed they are flaws, Thelma’s translation updates are astounding. In a few hours, maybe in the morning, we’ll find out if they did the job.
 

[04.05.2038] MORNING

The door creaking open, then the quiet steps that follow, wake me.

“Kai?”

It’s Nyvene’s voice.

“Hey,” I whisper, not knowing if she’s bearing good news or bad.

“The raid last night turned out to be a fizzle. When they came pounding on the dormitory door and presented their demands, I told them the dormitory was on lock down and flung the doors open. The empty dining room took them off guard. When the lead constable stepped over the threshold, I reminded her that every square inch of the dormitory was under lockdown surveillance, and now that an outsider had crossed the sacred threshold, the surveillance was being live streamed so the desecration could be seen by all. She got in my face, even pushed me. Then the other constables fled.”

I chuckle.

“You think that’s funny!”

“The invasion? No. That the constables fled? Very. They were stupid to go up against you.”

The fury of an instant ago is gone, and I see a smile return to her eyes.

“One other odd thing,” she continues. “Four spiders were found near the hospital grounds a little after midnight. They seemed disoriented and did not put up a fight. Did you have anything to do with this?”

“Uh, I think so.”

Nyvene laughs. “Thanks for the clarity. It took the constables that found them several hundred rounds at point blank range to put them down.”

“We should probably upgrade the constables’ weapons,” I say, then explain. “My ship found four spiders in the hills above the hospital yesterday. We assumed they were influencing the constabulary.  I ordered a hit on them with our psychic weapon, shortly after you left last night.”

“I didn’t know you could do that,” she says.

“We developed it before we came the first time and didn’t have reason to use it while we were here,” I explain.

“So, what’s next?” Nyvene asks.

I tell her about the nine Dominion territories, the doomsday weapon I am developing, and what I’m now calling our swarm defense system.

Nyvene takes my words in, then says, “Saoirse is worried about your doomsday weapon. She says too many of the timelines she sees end in cataclysm.”

“I’m not worried about the Dominion ending in cataclysm,” I say.

“I don’t think that’s what she means,” Nyvene chides.

“But back to your question,” I clarify. “I want to do a simultaneous hit on the Dominions ships in the system, wiping them all out in a matter of minutes. It will only take a few days to set up. The bigger problem is Legacy Ship #5 and the constabulary. I don’t have the tools to fight a civil war.”

Nyvene looks at me, then smiles. Saoirse has a plan for that—one I’m sure you can improve on. Would you like to speak with her?”

The question strikes me as ironic. In what world would I not want to speak with either of my daughters? “I’d love to.”

“Good. Sister Elna will bring her down after the morning meditation.”

As soon as Nyvene leaves, I contact Thelma and Millie.

“We’ve found a way to jump a war shuttle out of the shuttle bay,” Thelma says. “We need to evacuate the atmosphere and hover the war shuttle before engaging the jump drive. We can only jump on a bearing tangent to our orbit and have found two viable jump windows that will land us near a gravity well.”

“Any risk to the ship?” I ask.

“Unknown, there is no record of anyone trying this, but we jump through small objects all the time. I propose that we try jumping a space hawk at the next jump window,” Thelma replies.

“Where will that take us?”

Millie pipes up. “A blue giant about fifty light-years from here. Its functional gravity well is nearly a quarter of a light year in diameter. Our targeting is weaker than we would like. The huge gravity well increases the odds a space hawk will be able to use its grav drive on arrival.”

“Approved,” I say. “Assuming it works, is this blue giant a good staging area for an attack against the Dominion fleet here?”

“Good enough,” Millie replies. “We will need multiple jumps, but they are all viable, if…” she stretches out the word. “We can jump without damaging the ship and stick the landing in the blue giant system.”

“Mission approved,” I say. “Moving on, we need some intelligence about what’s happening aboard To’Kana’s ship, and we need a way to prevent him from rescinding my command codes.”

“I think I know how to do that,” Thelma says. “Do you want me to put a core on that now?”

“Yes.”

“Task assigned,” she comes back.

“We’ve recorded shuttle traffic between To’Kana’s ship and the surface,” Millie says. “The only reason I can imagine for doing that is smuggling spiders.”

Although I agree with Millie, I find it hard to believe the scientific team or To’Kana’s extended family are going along with this. Dr. Ta’Koa knows how to handle the spiders. She would never allow this to happen. Then a sinking feeling descends on me. I wonder if she’s been killed or compromised.

“Maybe,” I reply not wanting to think about this anymore. Saoirse will know. I’ll ask her. “Last thing, I’m going to take a pass at the doomsday weapon design. Where are we with production of our swarm defense system.”

“Is that what we are calling it now?” Millie asks.

“For now, yes.” I glance at Thelma.

“I dedicated two platforms to wasp production, both sides, before To’Kana shut us down. We are getting one hundred per day, per surface. We’ve been at it three days, so around twelve hundred units.”

“What about on the ship?”

“Uh,” Thelma hedges. “I don’t know. I sent the pattern to Mark before To’Kana shut us down. I’m not sure if he got it into production.”

“And how is work going with Justin?”

“Let me check,” she says, then freezes. A second later, she’s back. “Basically, nowhere. He got the assignment a couple hours before we were shut down, but we didn’t come back up in time to catch him last night.”

This answer frustrates me. But a knock on the door, prompts me to sign off with Thelma and Millie.

SAOIRSE

The door opens and my older daughter is led in by Sister Elna, who gives me the shy smile I associate with want-to-be admirers. Saoirse comes over to me slowly without screaming Dad-dee or leaping for me to catch. I scoop her up anyway and she clings to me, burying her face in my shoulder. There’s no joy, no tears, no shuddering, just grief.

“Hey. Why so glum?” I ask.

“I never thought it would be this bad,” she whispers. “The mist is completely obscured, my visions empty, as if there is no hope.”

“There’s always hope.”

“No platitudes, Father.”

“You need to tell me what’s going on—everything you saw, anything you learned, and any theories you might have about why the mist has gone dark.”

Saoirse pulls back from me, and I see the tears accumulating at the corner of her eyes. Then she lifts her head and kisses me on the cheek, in a motion very much like Alex used to do. I pull her in tight and kiss her head. “Love you, baby girl.” Then, I put her down.

“I know why the mist has become obscured,” she starts. “There are no dominant threads to observe, not even high probability ones; just darkness and occasional bits of light. We are in a period of unprecedented risk. Mother will figure this out before too much longer. She’s too bound up in politics right now to see what is obvious. Kayla…,” Saoirse sobs as tears flow.

I reach for her, but she pushes me away, shouting, “No! You need to hear this.”

I put my hands up as if in surrender.

“Kayla is at a breaking point. She thinks her mother is dead, which she is not. At least not yet. And you are not available to her. Mother won’t let her see you.”

“What?”

“You are at extreme risk. In the days before you arrived, almost all my visions showed you being killed, though I never saw you dead. Then the mist became obscured. I take that to mean you have a chance of defeating your enemies.”

“Okay. I know that you are afraid for me. But that’s not useful. They will come. I will fight to the death to save you, Kayla, and your mother. What I need is some idea of what my enemies are planning to do.”

Saoirse nods. “Sorry, I know that. I’m just afraid.”

“What do you know about To’Kana?”

“The spiders are cruel creatures. When one inserts its proboscis, it injects bacteria that produce psychoactive compounds. Humanoids have no immune response to the bacteria and no mechanism to excrete the psychoactive compounds they produce, so concentrations increase until the victim dies. After just one bite, the victim is enslaved.”

“How did they get To’Kana?”

“Via Sister Demorei. She had extensive visions about this and worked with Dr. Ta’Koa to confirm the theory via prisoner interviews.”

“Is Dr. Ta’Koa still alive?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” Saoirse replies. “But I think she was the leak. Shortly after Demorei’s theory was confirmed, she was ambushed on her way back from the evening meditation. Her evening meditations had been extremely productive, more so than even mine, so she held back. Sister Kurstag, who rarely went to the evening meditations, agreed to stay with her. She wanted to talk about the Commitment Ceramony and the substantial endowment that was expected. When they hadn’t returned by 11:00 PM, mother called the constables asking for a search party to find them. They found Sister Kurstag dead on the grounds, and Sister Demorei broken and bleeding near the trail.”

“How does Dr. Ta’Koa play into that?”

Saoirse looks away.

“I need to know why you think this,” I say a little too forcefully.

When Saoirse starts crying, I’m befuddled.

“Hey, hey,” I say compassionately, taking her in my arms. “I’m not mad at you. But suspicions like this are important to understand.”

My words trigger more intense wailing.

I stand lifting her up, trying to comfort her. “What’s the matter?”

Slowly, the sorrowful tears subside, and she whispers, “Kayla knows this too. It’s one of the things that plagues her dreams.”

“Knows what, baby girl.”

“Demorei would stay overnight, sometimes several nights in a row. She would sleep with Dr. Ta’Koa on those nights, though on most of them there was little sleep, and Kayla and I could feel every tingling shudder.”

I’m stricken by Saoirse’s words. The thought of my wife having sex with an alien woman is enough to make me nauseous. Then again, Alex lived through an entire week of me sleeping with an alien woman.

“During their work together, they talked extensively about the security measures they each took. I think it was honest, both trying to learn from the other and improve. Dr. Ta’Koa said the new spiders were different. She was worried one or more of them might have touched her mind. That’s what I meant when I said leak. The day before the attack on Sister Demorei, a new prisoner arrived. It attacked and tasted Dr. Ta’Koa. We don’t know when it got To’Kana.”

“Let me make sure I have the sequence straight,” I say.

Saoirse nods.

“Sister Demorei started having intense visions about the spiders and how they gained control over people. She started working with Dr. Ta’Koa to confirm her theories via prisoner interviews. During the time, the two became intimately involved with each other, possibly over-sharing security procedures. Then Ta’Koa admits she might have been compromised. A day before the attack on Sister Demorei, a new prisoner is brought into Dr. Ta’Koa’s lab. It defeats the security measures and attacks Dr. Ta’Koa, compromising her. The next day after the evening meditation, another spider ambushes Sisters Demorei and Kurstag, killing Sister Kurstag and compromising Sister Demorei. Two days later, I am summoned. Somewhere in that timeline, the spider aboard To’Kana’s ship gets him also.”

Saoirse nods.

“Somewhere in that timeline, To’Kana shut down my ship and the AI’s critical to its operation. He also started a process to have Thelma and Millie killed, and presumably allowed a spider to board my ship. I killed that one last night, by the way.”

“I knew about the spider, not about the ship being shut down or about Thelma,” Saoirse says.

“What else do you know that I should know?”

Saoirse eyes me with the same calculating stare her mother does, then she sighs. “I’ve already implied this, but should say it explicitly.

“Okay.”

“Once a spider has inserted its proboscis into a humanoid, the person will die. Humanoid bodies have no means to excrete the psychoactive compounds their bacteria produce. As the concentration of psychoactive compounds increases, the victims enter a euphoric state, so at least they die happy. To’Kana, Ta’Koa, and Sister Demorei all entered that state before being put in the auto-doc, which is extracting the compound. But so far, the Iknosan have not gained control of the bacteria. If it spreads, that ship will be a death trap. It needs to be quarantined. The Iknosan don’t know that yet. And in the unlikely event that To’Kana, Ta’Koa, or Sister Demorei survive, they will need to remain in isolation until we can prove they are bacteria free.”

Sudden realization comes over me. Kayla has lost her mother. I am her only parent.

“I’m sorry, father.”

There’s awkward silence, then Saoirse says, “It’s time for us to go.”

Her eyes linger on me in a worrisome way, then she turns on a heel and marches out the door, which Sister Elna has opened. Instead of turning to follow Saoirse, she turns to me and steps over to hug me. I return the hug out of courtesy, then she lifts her head up and kisses me on the lips. When the instant of shock passes, I take her by the shoulders and gently push back. “Not now.”

“I could take Demorei’s place,” Elna says. “I could raise your daughter and be with you, if you’ll have me.”

“Please, not now, I just suffered a terrible loss.”

She smiles, “Maybe later then.” Her eyes linger for a second, then she’s off down into the maze of corridors that makes this room impossible for anyone without the mist’s vision to find. I close and bolt the door, wondering how long I’m going to remain confined in this luxurious dungeon.

NYVENE

There’s a knock on the door, then an attempt to open.

I go over, unlock it, and see Nyvene standing there, casually dressed, with a big smile on her face.

She laughs as I wave her in.

“Rumor has it you were propositioned this afternoon. Was the door bolted to protect your chastity?”

I laugh along. “I’m glad you think this is funny.”

She looks down at the floor, then a more serious look comes over her.

“To’Kana’s first officer contacted me this afternoon.”

“What did he have to say?”

“To’Kana was attacked by a spider and is not expected to survive. Another of their officers, a Dr. Ta’Koa, was also attacked and is not expected to survive, as was Sister Demorei.”

“Did he have anything to say about it?”

“This is where it gets tricky. He says the Iknosan Central Council has designated Legacy Ship #5 as a plague ship.”

“Did he tell you what the designation means.”

“In painful detail,” Nyvene scoffs.

“The highlights?” I prod.

“While the designation is in place, no one may come aboard, and no one can leave. It will be denied access at any port. It can take supplies aboard following a no contact loading procedure. It may not offboard any material, though transporting waste into a star is allowed.”

She pauses. “The designation is retroactive to the day of the first infection.”

I wait for the next shoe to drop.

“They want you, me, Kayla, Saoirse, Sister Elna, and Sister Graybill to return to the ship, because we were aboard when the designation took effect.”

“Did you tell them to go pound sand?”

She looks at me with a cocked head.

“Did you tell them no,” I clarify.

She nods. “They concede they do not have jurisdiction over me, Saoirse, Sister Elna, or Sister Graybill, so they’re filing for extradition with our Central Committee. Envoy Tetra is the executive this year and she will not extradite us. But they plan to seize your ship if you do not comply.”

I stand. “I need to deal with this immediately.”

I grab my tablet and get Thelma in the holoprojection an instant later. “Kai. The Iknosan just attempted to revoke your command codes. I blocked them and think I can hold off additional attempts. But if they go weapons hot, or attempt to physically board, I won’t be able to stop them.”

As my blood boils, Nyvene says, “You need to power up. You have more fire power on your ship than the Iknosan and Dominion combined. You cannot let them turn our planet over to the Dominion.”

Thelma says, “Nyvene is right, Kai. We have to power up, kill the Dominion, and dodge the Iknosan until they give us no other choice. And we need to do it now. We are out of range of the Dominion for over an hour.”

“What?” I ask.

“The Dominion are behind the outer gas giant. It and Avolene are between us for the next hour. We’re out of their view.”

Suddenly Thelma smiles and starts laughing. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” I ask.

Millie appears in a separate window. “I just captured the command codes for Legacy Ship 5. They’re out of the picture for now.”

Using my implants, I order, “Victory, emergency power up.” Then to Millie, “This is what I want to do. Deploy a war shuttle. Position it so we can fire on the Dominion ship as soon as it comes into view. If possible I want to jump the ship out of the system, then back in to a more advantageous position.”

“On it,” she says.

“The transporter will be available in one minute,” Helm AI Sam sends through my earpiece.

Nyvene puts a hand on my knee. “Don’t go.”

I look at her puzzled.

“Please don’t go.”

“I just got word the transporter will be on-line in a minute,” I say.

“I’ve seen this,” she says with so much desperation I’m stunned. “They can’t see you down here. But they will see you as soon as you go aboard. You are the target, not your ship. They’ll get you if you transport up.”

“You’ve seen this?” I ask in astonishment.

“We all have. Why do you think I put you down here.”

I’m flabbergasted.

“Listen to her, Kai,” Millie says. “We can’t see you down there either.”

Suddenly, Nyvene begins to swoon. I’ve seen this before. It’s a powerful vision coming on. I grab her, knowing she’s about to fall to the cold stone floor, then I drag her to the sofa and lay her down.

Millie’s detached voice sounds behind me. “There’s movement on the ground. A pair of warriors are coming down the mountain, headed straight for the temple complex.”

“Thelma, can you deploy warrior AIs?”

“None are prepped or awake. We’ll need an hour.”

Part of me wants to rage against To’Kana. Why did he shut my ship down while Dominion ships were in the system? But the answer is obvious. He was under Dominion control, and they would be insane to park in a system where my ship was active.

“One or two of me can transport down as soon as the transporter is up,” Thelma offers.

“Do it,” I order. “And bring weapons and shields. Sister Elna knows how to use both.”

“The grav-drive is available at one-percent power,” Sam says through my implant.

“Sam, can you tie in through the war room. I want to put you in my holoprojection.”

“Done, sir,” he says, his voice in the room now.

“Hold off on breaking orbit until we get the war shuttle deployed.”

I rummage around for the second holoprojection cube Mark transported down the first night, then add Mark to one of my eight feed lines.

“How can I help you, sir?”

“Mark, I want to hit the Dominion super-dreadnaught behind the outer gas giant with the psychic weapon. How can I do that?”

“We have eight space hawks in inventory with psychic projectors mounted in the option slot. The shuttle bay’s inventory management AI should be able to launch one for you if you order it.”

“I want you to take this mission, Mark. Arrange for one to be deployed, then fire the weapon when the Dominion ship comes over the horizon.”

“Yes, sir.”

“The mission is yours Mark, execute.”

“Millie, where are we with the war shuttle?”

“Fifteen minutes out, Kai.”

“Understood.”

Behind me, I hear Nyvene stir, then groan and shudder in pain.

“Are you Okay?” I ask.

When I get no answer, I turn and glance in her direction. She’s sitting, head back, eyes closed, and otherwise unreadable. But I struggle to believe she’s seen something that could be considered good news.

A minute ticks by, then two. “I’m ready to transport to the surface,” Millie says. “Two of me, twin warriors. Where should I transport to?”

“The entrance to the sybil dormitory,” Nyvene answers. “Pound on the door for help. Put shields there. That’s where the warriors are headed. Tell Sister Graybill to evacuate the dormitory down into the Hall of Statues and seal it with shields. If you have other volunteers, seal the main entrance to the temple. If you can, put guards there too.”

“Kai?” Thelma asks.

“Do as she says.”

“Will do, Kai.”

Then to Nyvene, I ask, “Is that what you saw?”

“Don’t ask me,” she says.

“Why do you do this?” I ask, frustrated. “How does it help, when you withhold things.”

Nyvene stands. “More Dominion warriors are coming. The shelter will hold if I seal it. You’ll be safe here. If we seal the Hall of Statues in time, it will hold as well. Everything else is at risk. I need to help with the evacuation.”

“No, don’t go.”

“You do not get to order me around in my own temple!” Nyvene shouts, with unchecked fury. A second later, she’s hugging me. Then she runs for the door. “I love you, Kai. When they dig you out, kill the rest of the Dominion.”

In an instant, she’s out the door. I race after her, then hear a loud and heavy clunk. When I get to the door, it doesn’t budge. Then a long sequence of resonant booms follows, shaking the ground beneath my feet.


CHAPTER 19: AWAKENING

SHELTER, SUBBASEMENT FOUR

Rage courses through my veins as I realize I’ve been sealed in a cage, deep underground, protected by a maze of locked doors and deadly traps.

“Kai?” Thelma’s voice sounds from across the room. “It’s happening.”

I step back toward my eight pitiful holographic windows and see what I fear the most, hundreds of Dominion warriors streaming out of the caves high on the main ridge of the spine.

“To’Kana has done nothing to secure this planet,” I scream at the image, pounding my fist on the table.

“Kai, listen to me,” Thelma says. “We have little time to act, and I only see one option.”

“Which is?”

“To’Kana’s ship.”

“Go on,” I say.

“They have four hundred warrior AI’s. If we start deploying them in the next ten minutes, we can turn this around.”

“How do we make that happen?" I ask.

“Come on, Kai. Think!” She pauses. “Who is the senior alliance commander in this system?"

“I am.”

“Who’s command codes control To’Kana’s ship?” Thelma demands.

Suddenly I get it. “Is that how Millie got control?”

Thelma smiles and shrugs as if I’m a schoolboy who finally got a question right.

“The first officer on To’Kana’s ship is Do’Nala. Would you like me to connect you?”

“Can you get transporter lock on the first officer?”

“I can. Why?”

“I may need to transport half of him to the other side of the bridge.”

Thelma looks at me appalled.

“Do you think he is going to accept my command authority?” I ask.

“Didn’t think of that,” she replies. “He is a prickly one.”

“Who’s the second officer?” I ask.

“Lo'Kana To’Soda.”

“What do you think To’Soda will do if I dismember her colleague?”

Thelma snorts. “Soil her pants.” She pauses. “Kai, I get your point. But can we do it my way?”

“Which is?”

“Kai we’re running out of time.”

“Put him on the line.”

A moment later, First Officer Do’Nala appears flustered and angry in my holoprojection.

“Traitor!” he shouts.

“Excuse me?” I challenge. “You will not address your commanding officer in that manner.”

“You are not my commanding officer! You are a criminal!” he shouts.

“Last chance,” I say, my patience worn thin. “We are in an active battle zone. I am the senior officer in the system and hold the command codes to your ship. They routed to me when Captain To’Kana was put in the auto-doc.”

A string of guttural sounds comes back at me.

He just swore at you. Thelma sends me via my implant. Tell him he is relieved of duty. Then ask second officer To’Soda to step forward.

“Acting Captain Do’Nala. You are relieved of duty. Second officer To’Soda, please step forward.”

As Do’Nala starts to protest, he simply disappears.

I transported him to the brig, Thelma sends.

I smile. “Acting Captain To’Soda. If you do not want to spend the remainder of this mission in the brig with the traitor Do’Nala, I suggest you step forward.”

She does. “Your orders, sir.”

“I want four hundred warrior AIs transported down to the temple grounds immediately. They are to form a defensive barrier to prevent the Dominion warriors from damaging or entering the dormitory or the temple. Our AI warriors are authorized to use lethal force against any Dominion warrior they encounter on this planet. Start deployments now. Time is of the essence.”

“As ordered, sir.” She salutes me, then starts issuing orders as Thelma drops the connection.

I look at the image of the temple area as a row of sixteen warrior AIs appears. Each marches forward toward the perimeter, then fifteen seconds later, sixteen more appear in the same place the previous ones did seconds before. This is the most orderly deployment of forces I’ve ever seen. As I watch, the dormitory’s double doors open. A second later, Nyvene strides out with all her command authority focused ahead. Warrior Thelma scurries along at Nyvene’s heels. An instant later, they stop in their tracks, Nyvene turning to look at Thelma. After some back-and-forth, Nyvene gazes up into the sky, mouthing some words. God, I love this woman.

“Attention on the ball, Wimberly,” Millie chides. “The Dominion super-dreadnaught is starting to move.”

I see it inch away from its previous position. “Where is it going?” I ask.

“It’s too early to know,” Millie says. “But the shuttle bay doors are finally open. Permission to deploy an autonomous war shuttle? We’ll have no trouble dispatching this behemoth before it can escape.

“Permission granted,” I reply. “I want that ship dead.”

I watch as the war shuttle moves slowly out of the shuttle bay, then arcs around and accelerates away.

When it’s well clear of us, Millie says, “Deploying space hawks and torpedoes.”

“Check out the ion trail,” Mark says. “It must be a hundred thousand kilometers long. The super-dreadnaught must have gone to full power. This could create havoc with the planet’s atmosphere and kill all RF comm traffic.”

“Millie, we need those torpedoes now.”

“The space hawks are at full power, Kai. Once they have lock, I can jump the torpedoes.”

“Mark, are any of your psychic weapons in range yet?”

“I have lock,” he replies, once again reminding me he does not have the focus to be a mission commander. His orders were to fire as soon as he obtained lock.

“Mark, hit that ship with your psychic weapon,” I order.

“Firing weapon, sir.”

“Kai, they’re going to FTL,” Millie says.

In the view screen, I see the last of the ion trail fade away. Moments later the ship starts to glow, then stretches to the horizon. But instead of snapping away, the ship shatters. Only the stern remains, tumbling in an unstable stellar orbit. The bow is nowhere to be seen, but a trail of debris stretches as far as sensors can measure.

“Status of the other ships?” I ask.

“They are all moving away. Most have gone to FTL. Only one remains,” Millie says.

“Can you get target lock?” I ask.

“I’ve got it. Taking the shot,” she replies.

In the view screen, the two torpedoes flying in formation with the war shuttle jump away, accompanied by two space hawks that will provide the close-in telemetry.

Countdown timers appear in the situation map, along with the intended flight path. The first impact is over five minutes out, which seems crazy long to me. Looking more carefully at the flight plan I understand why—six jumps, five transits, the latter ones deep enough in the outer system that the torpedo’s grav drive has minimal thrust.

Turning my attention to our target, I see a long ion trail extending from it.

“Anyone know what’s going on with our target?” I ask.

“It’s moving slowly,” Thelma says. “And despite the big ion trail, it’s not getting much acceleration, which could mean one of two things.”

“Two?” I ask.

Millie laughs. “Detuned ion drives can burn bright without generating a lot of thrust. But it’s also possible the ship is carrying a lot of mass.”

When I don’t respond, she says, “They do build their gateways out of neutronium.”

“What would a ship filled with neutronium be doing near Avolene? Are you saying they might be building a gateway?”

“It would be worth an investigation,” Millie replies, then adds, “And we probably should not hit that ship with a torpedo.”

“Abort,” I shout.

“Strike aborted,” Millie says, as the two countdown timers disappear from the viewscreen.

“Let’s send the space hawks in closer to investigate.”

Minutes pass, then the two space hawks appear next to the ship in the situation map. Two new windows open, showing an image of the ship and various sensor readings about it.

“This ship is generating enormous thrust,” Millie says. “Sensors indicate an expulsion rate of one hundred kilograms per second at nearly half the speed of light.”

I zoom-in on the ship’s hull and chills run down my spine. “Look at the dimples in the hull plating. They look like jump field emitters.”

“Confirming,” Millie says, then another image pops up in the holoprojection. “The dimensions exactly match our jump field emitters. It seems the Dominion have reverse engineered our jump technology.”

Fear grips me as Saoirse’s description of the mist—just darkness and occasional bits of light—floods my mind. If this ship jumps into a black hole, a significant portion of the galaxy could be consumed, leaving nothing behind but darkness.

“Kai, are you seeing this?” Millie asks.

I refocus my eyes on the screen and see the ship starting to glow. But unlike the smooth consistent glow of a properly tuned jump drive, this is chaotic and unbalanced.

Millie cries out. “This thing is about to blow.”

Now, eddy currents start spinning in the plasma that surrounds the ship, and I feel the tingle of an inherited memory coming to the surface. This ship is trapped inside a gravity well created by the neutronium.

Then in a brilliant flash of light, the ship simply disappears.

“What happened?” Thelma asks.

“Scan for a subspace rupture. It can’t be that far away.”

“Scanners on the war shuttle are whited out,” Millie says.

“I’ve got it on the ship’s scanners,” Thelma says. “It’s massive; about two light years away, a light-year in diameter. FTL travel near Avolene is going to be impossible for a generation or more.”

I smile as I contemplate the irony of what just happened. The Dominion’s dreadnaught class of ships will never be jump capable. They’re simply too big. Their size gives them the advantage in subspace FTL. But no subspace FTL drive will be able to pass through this anomaly for decades, which makes Avolene one of the most protected places in our sector against Dominion aggression.

TEMPLE GATE

It took most of the day for the warrior AIs to defeat the Dominion invaders. Nyvene let me out of my prison, shortly after releasing the sisters holed up in the Hall of Statues. Clean-up operations are still going on, but I’ve come out to inspect the carnage anyway.

I climb up on the wall near the temple gate, close to the spot where Sister Elna and I made our last stand three years ago. In that battle, dozens of spiders made it inside the gate, desecrating the temple grounds with their blood, burning down the temple, and killing all the sisters that participated in the defense, except Sister Elna.

This time was different. All the spiders were killed outside the temple grounds. The property damage is cosmetic. And Sister Elna was the only one injured. None of her injuries are life threatening, but they’ll add to her collection of scars unless I can convince her to come aboard the ship for treatment.

From my perch, I have a clear view from the caves high up in the mountains where the spiders hide, to the small town of Silken Bay at the water’s edge. Nearly a thousand carcasses litter the area in front of me. One hundred Iknosan warrior AIs roam through them confirming each is dead and tagging them for transport into the system’s star. Up on the ledge, smoke billows as three hundred more warrior AIs clear the caves and set them on fire. Knowing neutronium was being used in the system, I instructed them to look for a gateway in the caves. There are too many fully-grown warriors here for them all to have been born on the planet.

Movement behind me draws my attention. I turn and see Thelma and Nyvene approaching. These two, who never got along during previous visits, seem to be as thick as thieves now.

“It will be dark soon,” Nyvene says. “I’ve cancelled the evening meditation. Thelma has volunteered to stay down here tonight, freeing me to spend the evening with you on your ship, if you’d like.”

“I’d like that. But I need a little time with Kayla first.”

Nyvene smiles. “The other Thelma, I didn’t know you had two, will be staying in the dormitory with Kayla tonight.”

“Thank you both,” I reply.

“Thelma says you will allow one of them to stay with Kayla when you return to Earth. Is that true?” Nyvene asks.

I nod. “I thought you would never allow it, so didn’t ask.”

Nyvene’s mischievous smile is back. “She stayed in the Hall of Statues with the sisters. They are enthralled with her.”

I hop down off the stone wall, then take Nyvene by the hand. She gives me the slightest frown, but doesn’t resist, then guides me up to the sybil dormitory, which I’ve only entered once before, and leads me inside. Kayla sees me immediately and smiles, but she does not scream for me. She’s obviously learning some discipline. Saoirse’s eyes track me as well, but she quickly turns back to Sister Elna, who is sitting in a wheelchair, wrapped in bandages.

As we approach, Nyvene whispers, “Thank Sister Elna for her service. Make her your focus. You can talk with the girls after.”

“I will.”

Elna attempts to stand as I approach, but I rush over placing my hands on her shoulders. “Don’t get up. You were incredible today.”

She blushes.

“I watched from my little dungeon.” All three laugh at my description.

“You were so fearless,” I complement. “A true warrior, worthy of recognition and my thanks.”

“Thank you, sir,” she replies meekly.

I pour on more compliments, knowing I’m probably encouraging thoughts I don’t want her to have, but this moment is about her.

After a while, Nyvene asks, “Saoirse? Can you take your father to a place where the three of you can talk privately?”

When the door is sealed, Kayla says, “Mother probably will not come back, will she?”

That she refers to Alex the way Saoirse refers to Nyvene, shows how much influence Saoirse has had over her.

“We don’t know that for sure,” I reply.

I can see the tears wanting to spill out, but she holds them back, as she says, “That’s why I said probably.”

I tell her I’m planning to stay around for a while but will have to go back to Earth in another week or so. After that, I’d go back and forth—a week or two here, then there, for the rest of the year.

She takes it in, stoic beyond her years. Then I say, “And Thelma is going to stay with you until your mother returns.”

For the first time this visit, Kayla jumps up to hug me and giggles with delight.

CAPTAIN’S QUARTERS, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Nyvene and I enter hand-in-hand to find George and Gladys waiting for us, dressed as chef and hostess. They offer us menus that include several Avolite dishes. We order the same seafood platter we had our first night together on Platform 14, along with a salty shrimp juice cocktail and butter beer. After the tension of the last several days, the normalcy of a romantic meal together feels like a fantasy.

“Is there anything we need to do to accommodate Thelma once you have gone?” Nyvene asks.

“For a short-term deployment, no,” I reply. “But I’d rather set her up to stay until she is no longer needed.”

“Agreed,” Nyvene says. “What do we need to do to make that happen?”

“Not much.” I say, then give her a high-level summary of the requirements.

“Can you do that before you go?” Nyvene asks.

“I can.”

She smiles at me, obviously pleased I’m letting Thelma stay.

“You have more than two of her, don’t you?”

I smile back. “Indeed, I do. In fact, I have eight more working aboard the ship and ten we’ve built but not brought online yet. I could give you several if you want them. You could have a warrior Thelma to help with security, a nanny Thelma to look after Kayla, etc.”

Nyvene smiles, then takes my hand and places it on her abdomen. “Her name is Mila. I can already feel her, sense her presence. Soon you will be able to when you touch me like this.”

I look at Nyvene, entranced by her.

“I would like a nanny Thelma for her, too.”

“Three then?”

She nods.

“They’re yours.”

She smiles, then goes back to her meal.

As we are finishing, Nyvene places her hand on mine. “Sister Elna took stupid risks today.”

She lets the words hang, but she clearly has more she wants to say, so I wait for her to continue.

“She did it to impress you.”

I put my hands out. “How do you know that?”

“Kai…,” she shakes her head, then exhales in exasperation. “Elna’s part of the sisterhood. She’s not all that strong in the mist. But all of us, the women and the girls, have a bond no one outside the community ever seems to understand. We are bound together by the mist, which reveals everything we need to know about each other to function the way we do. As its leader, one of my most important roles is to make that unity stronger.”

She squeezes my hand and locks eyes with me. “I want you to accept Sister Elna’s advances.”

Not this again.

“I know you don’t want to do this because you’re afraid it will come between us. Trust me. It will not. I doubt she will ask a second time.”

“Why do you say that? Why keep bringing this up?” I ask trying to hold back how much this request distresses me.

“It’s been generations since a High Thera had a true lover. Others have had consorts. But most were political, not romantic. They rarely bonded and when they did it upset the balance in the sisterhood. But the sisterhood has always flourished when the High Thera had a true lover, because all the sisters could participate in the rapture. High Thera Arima had the most influential sisterhood in Avolite history. In her diary she commented that every now and again she needed to share her consort with a sister. Few ever asked a second time, because they got more out of it when High Thera Arima took her lover, than when someone else did. I want to build a sisterhood like that. And given the troubled times we are in, we need a vibrant community through which the mist flows unimpeded. Please do this for me.”

“Do I have to commit to it tonight?”

She shakes her head, obviously disappointed in me.

[04.10.2038] CAPTAIN’S OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

For the last five days, I’ve buried myself in work, making daily appearances in Washington, spending four or five hours on the doomsday weapon design, and sharing a meal with my girls.

My night with Nyvene after the Dominion attack was awkward and not particularly satisfying. The next three? She was too busy to see me. Sound familiar? Then last night, she asked if she could come up. Suffice it to say, it was as opposite from the previous night we were together as imaginable. For me, it’s really disappointing our loving relationship is so dependent on me being what she needs me to be on an hourly basis.

The thought takes me back home. How often did I hear my dad yell, “Martha?” Mom always came running, no matter how inconvenient. Like many traditional families, Dad ran the business, Mom ran the home. He drove the agenda, she supported him.

Here, it’s the opposite. Nyvene is the dominant partner. When I’m here, I support her, period, end of story. She’s a force unlike any I’ve previously known. If our relationship is going to last, I’ll need to embrace my support role with the same dedication my mother did. And I want our relationship to last, because she has control over both of my daughters and the one growing in her womb. But it’s more than that. Every day, I grow more convinced this is my new home. I’ve never felt this before and suppose it’s the gift of the mist.

An alarm sounds, grabbing my attention. The simulation I was running has finished. Checking my chronometer, I see it’s nearly two o’clock. Nyvene asked me to join the evening meditation tonight at six. I should still have enough time to proof everything and launch it off to To’Kana’s design AI.

The thought of To’Kana brings me great pain. Word came yesterday. He and Dr. Ta’Koa are near death. The bacterial infection injected into them by the escaped prisoner has continued to spread despite the extreme medications with which they have been treated. Worse, the euphoric chemical compound produced by the bacteria has reached lethal levels.

Where their immune response has failed, Sister Demorei’s has finally got the upper hand. Her bacteria count has dropped every day the past week, and the dialysis like treatment all three of them have been on to extract the euphoric has brought her levels down close to zero. The female Avolite body is truly a biological wonder.

But enough daydreaming, I need to get this pattern to the design AI by five.

MEDITATION GROUNDS

I arrive just in time, taking my normal position off to the side.

Nyvene comes over to me with the most hopeful look I’ve ever seen. “It’s time for your awakening. Put out your tongue.”

“What?” I ask.

“Why do you think your daughters are so extraordinary?”

“Because their mothers are?” In truth? I’m embarrassed for such a lame response.

She shakes her head. “They have much more innate talent than I do.”

When I don’t reply, she goes on. “I tested your DNA. You have the male portion of the genes that grant the gift. Your daughters have the complete genome, both portions.”

“I didn’t think men could experience the mist.”

“Few do,” Nyvene comes back. “In fact, it’s been generations since one has been found. Now, stick your tongue out.”

When I hesitate, Nyvene coaxes. “It’s okay, Kai. This won’t be as hard on you as it is on the sisters. The effect on men is relatively mild.”

In truth, I don’t really want this awakening. It seems unnatural. But Nyvene needs me to do this. I take a calming breath then open my mouth and put my tongue out. As I do, I see attendance is high tonight and all eyes are on me. It’s been generations since there has been a male who flows with the mist. I must be the draw tonight.

Nyvene chants words I cannot understand. Many of the sisters mumble along in the background, and as the chanting peaks, Nyvene places a small gummy on my tongue.

In an instant, I’m hyper aware, my senses taking in everything as time slows to nothing. Then image after image flashes past me. Alex in the auto-doc. Nyvene climaxing on top of me. To’Kana’s funeral. A huge spider standing above me with its proboscis dripping with anticipation. A presidential funeral parade for Natalie. My tongue tracing the curve of a scar on Sister Elna’s inner thigh. A massive explosion consuming M53. Hundreds of Dominion dreadnaughts approaching a water world. Nyvene giving birth to my son.

As the images come faster and faster, I feel vertigo coming on. But before it takes hold of me, the images blur together. It’s an odd sensation, the jumble of color and bits of sound. Then in an instant, I’m back in the world.

It’s a beautiful sunny day. I’m lying on a rough-hewn wooden table of some sort in the cool air of the upper meditation grounds. The air is thin up here, cool, and moist. Nyvene stands above me, dressed in black. She’s flanked by two women of about the same age. Tears stream from her eyes and drip down onto me.  My third son, Avira, approaches, then stops to pay his respects. He too sheds a tear over me, then turns to take Nyvene into his arms. He kisses her passionately. It’s confusing seeing my twenty-five-year-old son kissing a twenty-five-year-old version of my partner for over fifty years.

When they separate, Nyvene looks down at me. “Thank you, Kai, for giving me your love and your son. I promise to love him as much as I loved you.”

Two sisters approach carrying torches. They set them down beneath me.

As flames shoot up around, the scene fades to black, and I realize I’ve just seen my funeral. Avira’s mother is Sister Demorei. The two women flanking Nyvene are Rei, my daughter with Sister Elna, and Kachina, my third daughter with Sister Demorei.

Suddenly, I’m back on the lower meditation grounds, where Nyvene is holding me by my shoulders and smiling broadly.

“You are spectacular,” she whispers as the last of the sour gummy dissolves and is gone.

“How long was I away?”

“Seconds,” she replies. “I need to start the evening meditation. You can take your normal position or sit with me. A male awakening is so rare there is no protocol.”

“I’ll sit with you. I belong at your side.”

I follow Nyvene’s lead, taking the position of supplication, then letting my mind drift as she speaks the words of invocation. Although my eyes are closed, an image of the meditation grounds forms in my mind, becoming so clear that I cannot distinguish it from reality.

I smile as I see a mosquito settle on Nyvene’s arm, then fly away without biting her. Then I notice the girl sitting next to her. It’s Mila. She’s only three-years old but she is leading this evening’s meditation. Next to her is Saoirse, now seven and already starting to bloom. From the look of her, she’s less than happy that her baby sister is leading tonight. That’s been her job for the last couple of years. My sweet precious Elna sits at the end of the line. Though her robes cover her body, I can tell her scars have been healed.

Suddenly, I’m floating up above the meditation grounds, but what I see below confuses me. There are numerous new structures dotted along the temple grounds and what looks like a military base a mile or two away from the temple. And up on the plateau, dozens of Iknosan scientists come and go. At first, I’m puzzled. Then I remember, we found the Dominion gateway hidden in the caves, and we’ve reverse engineered it.

Looking closer, I see I’m not above Avolene anymore, I’m above the Los Padres National Forest in the rugged central California mountains. We have connected this site to Avolene. Then I see president Katembo. Am I above Maiko National Forest in the Congo? No, I’m above the Capitol Building, at my inauguration in January 2041.

As the images continue to jumble together, I hear Nyvene’s voice and feel her presence, which calms me. Then the image shifts and I’m viewing a room populated by nine gargantuan spiders. In an instant I know this is the governing council of the nine Dominion species in our quadrant and I am the topic of their deliberation.

“The Wimberly offers peace again, even as he continues to destroy Xeric worlds and plants doomsday weapons in our clusters.”

“The Wimberly is an abomination. It must be destroyed,” another spider answers back.

The largest of the spiders, the new leader of the Kanavar, says, “We all agree the Wimberly must be destroyed. And we all know it has destroyed enough of our critical infrastructure that we no longer have the means. The loss of the gateways on his world and the loss of two other hyperspace conduits into their space has crippled us.”

Another voice speaks. “Among us we have nearly five hundred ships in the space he controls. There must be a way to stop him.”

“Him maybe,” the head of the Kanavar says. “But not his worlds. One we can no longer reach. The other is too well defended. And my colony ships are stranded between his two worlds. I propose a cessation of hostilities for one-thousand cycles, until the next hyperspace conduit is complete.”

“But he continues to target our worlds,” the member from the Xeric complains.

The leader of the Kanavar gathers himself. “Against this council’s advice, you chose to launch a war you could not win. This is your problem, not ours.”

The other seven members signal their agreement.

“If the Xeric still live one thousand cycles from now, you can join us as we destroy the Wimberly.” She stomps a foot, signaling the matter closed.

After a moment, images start flashing by again. As more and more speed past, I feel myself falling.

“Kyle?”

My eyes flicker open, and I see Nyvene.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

I rouse myself, but my vision is blurred, and light-headedness persists. “What happened?” I ask.

“The mist took you.”

As my vision clears, I see dozens of sisters gathered around me. Then Saoirse is in my arms, laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“I think Sister Demorei handled her first mist experience with less drama,” she teases.

In a second, I’m up and chasing her, as she runs screaming and giggling. She’s crafty and dodges well. But it doesn’t take long to catch her and throw her high in the air. She screams the entire way down into my arms, then clings to me.

“I love you, father.”

“Love you, precious.”

TRAIL TO THE TEMPLE

I expected a stern scolding when Nyvene finally came up alongside. Instead, I got a smile. “Everyone reacts to their first mist experience differently, so you get a pass tonight.”

She points to the line of sisters awaiting the carriage. “Several of the elder sisters came up to witness your awakening. The carriage is full. Walk back with Sister Elna. She has an extra light for you.” Nyvene kisses me on the cheek, then whispers, “If the opportunity is offered, take it.” She kisses me again, then shooshes me away.

As I approach the trailhead, Elna comes over and offers me a light. “Walk with me?” she asks.

We walk in silence for several seconds, then she takes the lead on the first narrow descent. When I catch up, she says, “Sorry for the other day. I should have asked before kissing you.”

“No offense taken. I’ve done the same thing before.”

“What?” she laughs. “You kissed a man without asking his consent?”

I laugh at her comment, then say, “No, I’m strictly heterosexual.”

“Good,” she says. “Eliminates half the competition.”

Again, I laugh, appreciating the camaraderie on this awkward hike down the slope at night. “How are your wounds healing?”

“The deep ones are still sore. But none are infected.”

“I’m glad to hear that. What about the old ones? Do they give you any trouble?”

“A little, not much.” She stops suddenly, turning to me.

I look at her in the dim light, wondering what’s coming next.

“Would you like to see them?” she asks eagerly.

When I hesitate, she says, “The High Thera has given me permission to pursue you.” The words are spoken hopefully, but I feel the need to deflect.

“On my world, people look down on men who are intimate with multiple women, especially when the new one is half his age.”

Elna shrugs. “Here, it’s common for women to take multiple men and there is little taboo about age once each has reached their majority.”

Not wanting to engage this topic, I start back down the trail.

“Are you offended by women with scars?” she asks, standing her ground for several seconds, before scampering along to catch up.

“No. It’s not like that.”

“Then, what is it like?” she asks.

I’ve been hit with this line many times. Usually, the question is asked with anger and accusation. This time it is asked with curiosity.

Not having a good answer, I ask, “Do you really want me to see your scars?”

“At least then, you will know how much I’ve suffered,” she whispers.

I sense the hurt in her words.

As I ponder what to do next, she spins around and starts down the hill at a faster pace. I watch for a second, then remember my vision. I have multiple children with Sister Elna, children I love and am proud of. Do I really want to give that up?

“Wait,” I call out, running down the trail at reckless speed.

She stops and looks back at me with hope written on her face.

As I approach, I say, “I want to see your scars.”

She takes my hand. “Come. The High Thera has given me the shelter to use tonight.”

SHELTER, SUBBASEMENT FOUR

As soon as the door is closed, Elna pulls her veil off. She lifts her arms to grasp the collar of her robe, but she groans as her right arm doesn’t want to move that far.

“Can I help you with your robe?” I ask.

She looks at me, suddenly shy. “Would you?”

We struggle a bit to get her robe off, I don’t really understand these garments yet.

Once it is off, she says “Thanks.” Then she starts unwrapping the fabric covering her right leg.

“Wait,” I say, placing my hand over hers.

She looks up, her eyes sad. “You’ve changed your mind?”

“No, let’s do this slowly. Help me get my robe off.”

She smiles, then points at a nearby stool. “Sit here. It’s really easy. One of my jobs is to teach the younger girls, age five and up, how to properly put on and take off their meditation garb.”

Sister Elna, the nineteen-year-old dormitory mother talks me through taking off a robe and folding it. I note that hers is sitting in a pile on the floor, but do not point that out.

“Where is the first scar you want to show me?”

“The easiest to get to are on my right leg.”

She starts unwrapping it and again I say, “Wait, let me.”

She sits back and smiles.

“Tell me exactly how to remove this wrap. I want to know how to do it right.”

She picks her robe up off the floor and fishes around in a pocket, then pulls out something that looks like a spool and a rubber band. “Insert the end of the fabric in this slot, then wind the fabric on to it. It makes it easier to apply the next day.”

I do as she instructed, slowly winding the fabric off her leg. Several turns later, I come to a fresh wound which is inflamed and a little seepy.

“I got hit with a spur,” she says in explanation. “It went all the way in, embedding itself into the muscle. They used the special spur tool to extract it all, then glued it shut. But it hasn’t fully healed.”

“Would you like me to kiss it and make it better?”

“You can do that?” she asks in astonishment.

Her excitement is so innocent, I must tell her the truth. “It’s something my mother used to say to make me feel better when I got hurt.”

She smiles. “Then make me feel better.”

I take her leg in two hands, draw it to my lips, then lightly kiss her leg near the wound, taking no chance my saliva gets into it.

I continue unwrapping, stopping at every scar to get its back story.

Now, I’m only two wraps from the top of her inner thigh. “How much further does this one go?”

“Almost there,” she says. “We wrap the torso first, then the arms and legs.”

“So, when this wrap is done, that will still be covered.” I point at her pubic bone.

As seductions go, this one is weird, but tender. Part of me feels like a pedophile. She’s nineteen. I’m thirty-nine.

“Yeah, still covered,” she says.

Sure enough, two turns later, the first wrap is off. I work my way up the next leg, which isn’t all that scarred. But as we get to the end, I see two horrific scars. When I ask her about them, she shakes her head and averts her eyes. I tenderly kiss the two terrible scars on her inner thigh. She shudders as I do.

I continue, unwrapping her arms and getting the story behind each scar. When they’re done, I ask, “Would you like me to keep going?”

She nods, then asks. “Why are you so kind to me?”

Several answers go through my mind, then I take a different tack.

“Have you ever been with a man before?”

She shakes her head in rapid denial.

“But you want to be with me tonight?”

She nods vigorously but remains silent.

“I had my first vision tonight. The mist revealed many things to me. One of those things was that we would be together for a long time—you, me, Nyvene, and Demorei. It also revealed you would bear several children of mine—children I will love and cherish as much as I will you. I want that to be true. And I want our first time together to be a memory we’ll both treasure.”

As tears flow, she wraps herself around me. I hold her, wanting to love her as much as my other women. In truth, I’m not there yet. But I am fully committed to the vision I’ve been given. As Elna is part of it, I will give myself over to her fully with no reservation when I am with her.

After a few minutes, I say, “Let’s get the rest of you unwrapped.”

[04.11.2038] HIGH THERA’S OFFICE

As I came up the stairs from subbasement four this morning, I was intercepted by one of the guards. The High Thera had instructed her to take me to breakfast in Silken Bay, then bring me back to her office by ten o’clock. When I asked if I had a choice in this, she said no, and recommended I accept the High Thera’s hospitality, which I did.

On the walk down to the restaurant district along the bay, I attempted to find out as much about her as I could. Name, Iola, twenty-nine years old, six-foot-four, one hundred five kilos. No human woman would volunteer that kind of information. But in this female dominant society, most of the taller, more muscular women have as little reservation about their size as an NFL linebacker. All that said, she was pleasant and kind, and very curious about me.

Was it true I’d been awakened? Was it true I was the president of a country on another world with over one hundred times Avolene’s population? How many Dominion warriors have I met face to face. And is it true that I killed them with my bare hands.

Now here I sit in Nyvene’s office, hoping I’m not in trouble for doing what she asked me to do last night.

She comes in all smiles. “You were absolutely amazing last night. Kissing her wounds. Massaging that scar with your tongue…” Nyvene shudders. “Why haven’t you done that to me?”

“I was simply responding to what she needed.”

“The mist already influences you,” she marvels.

“Do we really need to discuss this?” I ask.

Nyvene takes on a more serious expression. “What changed your mind? I wanted you to pursue her, asked you to, but didn’t think you would.”

“You don’t know what the mist revealed to me last night?”

“No one knows what the mist reveals to another. But it was obvious you saw something profound. Was it about Elna?” Nyvene asks.

I shake my head, wondering how much I want to reveal, then give up on holding back and let the vision of my funeral spill out.

“You saw your funeral and recognized your children?” Nyvene muses. “I’ve never heard of that before. Generally, the mist does not reveal one’s own death. But it didn’t reveal your death, just what happened at the funeral.”

“I resisted Elna’s advances most of the way down the mountain,” I confess. “When she realized it wasn’t going to happen, she ran ahead. In an instant, I knew I had to chase her. Because if I didn’t catch her before she entered the dormitory, I would lose that life, lose those children. I couldn’t let that happen. What followed was the best downpayment I could make on the life I want.”

“Go to her again tonight,” Nyvene says.

When I don’t respond immediately, she asks, “When are you heading back to Earth?”

“Soon. They want me back today.”

“Then you have to go to her tonight and again tomorrow.”

“Why?”

“Kai, you see her as part of an interesting future. She sees you as the most valuable thing she has ever possessed. As soon as you are gone, she’ll start doubting herself, then doubting you. Cement the bond before you go.”

“Why is this so important to you?”

Nyvene leans back, her eyes on mine. Then she turns away and closes them.

“Please tell me,” I ask. “I need to know why this is important. What you are asking of me goes against what I’ve believed most of my life.”

Her eyes are back on me with intensity. “You will die long before this war is over. If your children do not pick up your mantle, Earth and Avolene will be consumed within a year of your death, and a humanoid presence will be erased for all time. You need to produce more children than I can bear. Elna wants to give them to you as much as I do. Some of the other sisters do as well.”

[04.15.2038] OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Today is my sixteenth day away from Earth and Natalie is furious with me, because the mid-terms are starting to pick up and I’ve been absent from the campaign trail for too long. I’ve put in enough remote time and met with enough people to keep the media off my back. But tonight, I’m going a step further by sitting for an hour with Audell Knight via holographic conferencing. This particular interview is a bit awkward, because temple time is twelve hours out of sync with eastern time. So it’s ten AM in New York; ten PM in my office.

When the line connects, Audell appears opposite me.

“Mr. President. Good to see you sir.”

“Audell. Too long, my friend.”

He smiles at me. “You’ve been gone two weeks now?”

“Just over,” I reply. “And it’s been one of the most productive trips ever, though it has come with a cost.”

He nods. “I can’t wait to hear about it. If you agree, I’m going to open by asking where you are, what drew you there and what you’ve accomplished. Then I’d like to follow up, by asking about the cost you mentioned, and the campaign.”

“Go light on the campaign. I’m mostly out of the loop. Maybe ask when I’m returning and why. The answers are this weekend and the campaign.”

Audell chuckles. “Thanks for the heads up. Ready?”

I nod.

“You’ll be on-the-record when the red light behind me turns on.”

An instant later, the red light is on.

The logistical questions go quickly, then he asks, “Over the last two months, you have spent quite a bit of time away from Earth. First the confrontation with the Dominion at Luhman 16, then the defense of Alliance intelligence on a planet called Avolene, then the rescue of our ships held hostage, and most recently the attack against Iknosan forces. What have you accomplished during your time away?”

“We have accomplished what the Iknosan thought impossible. We’ve brought the Dominion to their knees.”

“That’s quite a claim,” Audell says with obvious surprise. “Can you tell us what that looks like.”

“Three years ago, the Legacy Alliance launched a major offensive against the Xeric Dominion, who control over two-thousand star-systems in globular cluster Messier-5. This is the branch of the Dominion that destroyed the home worlds of the Iknosan, the Pelglik, and the Indarsu. During that offensive, the Alliance inflicted a lot of damage on the Dominion, which brought them to the table and ultimately to a ceasefire. Although we made no attacks against them while the ceasefire was in place, we continued staging assets in the area, so we could respond rapidly if the Dominion ever violated the agreement.”

“If I can interrupt for one second,” Audell says. “Vice President Wright mentioned a ceasefire in the speech she made after you defeated the Dominion in Luhman 16. Why haven’t we heard about it before?”

“I think the Vice President’s comments on that point were spot on. President Powell didn’t like talking about the Dominion. The threat was very real, but she did not believe the truce would hold.”

“And she was right,” Audell adds. “It did not hold.”

“No. It did not. And the Dominion, specifically the Xeric Dominion, have paid a terrible price for it. Since the attack on California, we have destroyed the industrial infrastructure on over fifteen hundred worlds.”

Audell’s mouth drops open on that news. “Will you provide any evidence to back that claim?”

“In time, yes. But back to the point… You would think such devastation would have brought them back to the table. But instead, they enlisted the help of the Kanavar Dominion.”

“What do we know about the Kanavar?” Audell asks.

“The Kanavar lead the Dominion coalition in our quadrant. They never took direct action against the Alliance until they took several of our battlecruisers hostage. But Kanavar technology is what enabled the attack in California, the attack that killed President Powell, and the staging of assets in Luhman 16.”

“Are they now the primary Dominion threat?”

“Yes and no. In the aftermath of recent events, the Alliance has destroyed the Dominion’s primary transportation system into and through Alliance space, denying them access. This will hold all the Dominion members other than the Xeric at bay for the next several years.”

“How certain are you of this?”

“Absolutely. Our intelligence operation captured a discussion about this issue among the leaders of the nine Dominion races. I am working with them on a ceasefire agreement. All but the Xeric are in favor. The Kanavar and the seven other members have broken off their relationship with the Xeric as a result.”

“How certain are you that you will get this agreement? And will it make a difference if the Xeric do not participate?”

“I expect to get the agreement and think it will usher in several years of relative peace. I will continue to seek peace with the Xeric, but until they come to the table, we will continue destroying their industrial infrastructure, a process that will be complete by the end of next month.”

“What is your expectation for long-term peace?”

“As To’Kana said in his address to the United Nations three years ago, humanoids and arachnoids are cut from very different cloth and have been at war with each other for millions of years. I doubt that will ever change. But as regards humans and the Legacy Alliance, I think we have a good shot at securing peace for a generation.”

As Audell goes on to ask questions about the mid-terms and my intentions for 2040, I know that today’s purpose has been fulfilled.

A half-hour later, he says, “One last question.”

“Please.”

“Do you expect to be spending more time in the White House once your current negotiations with the Dominion are complete?”

“I plan to split my time between Earth and Avolene. My daughter is thriving and will have a very good life as long as she stays there. But she will never return to Earth.”

“When your presidency is over, do you expect to move there?”

I smile, then stretch the truth a little. “As long as I am able, I will probably split my time between the two.”

[04.17.2038] BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

I’ve been with Elna each of the last five nights, including the night I sat for the interview with Audell. Tonight, I asked her to join me on the ship after the evening meditation, promising a special treat. Nyvene helped me coordinate and gave me permission to do what I want to do. It will be interesting to see how she’ll respond.

As this is the first time she would experience the transporter I asked her to close her eyes.

“You can open your eyes now,” I say.

She does and is shocked. “How,” she asks. “I didn’t feel a thing.”

“It’s magical the first time. But you get used to it.”

“What is this place?”

“It’s the crew lounge. One of the places on the ship where you can get a meal.”

“Is this where we’re having dinner?”

“We could, but I was planning to have dinner in my cabin.”

She smiles. “I’d like that.”

I put out my hand. “Then let’s go.”

When we step out into the main hallway, she startles again. “It goes on forever.”

“This hallway is over a half a kilometer long. It was very intimidating the first time I came aboard.”

Gwen is standing in the doorway as we pass the medical bay. I stop to introduce the two of them, then as we turn to go, Gwen catches my eye and gives me a subtle nod.

George and Gladys are waiting when we enter my quarters.

“President Wimberly, welcome back aboard, sir,” George says to me.

“And you must be Sister Elna,” Gladys greets. “Kyle has told us all about you.”

I can tell Elna is a little put off by these two. Her disfigurement has made her cautious around strangers.

“Why don’t you change into something more comfortable before we have dinner?” I ask.

Elna looks at me. “I didn’t bring any clothes.”

“I’ve put out several things for you to choose from dear,” Gladys says. “Let me show you.”

Before Elna can say no, Gladys waves and a life-size image of Elna in my favorite flag top and low-cut jeans pops up. The image accurately portrays Elna’s scarred arms and deformed breast.

“This is one of Kyle’s favorites,” she whispers conspiratorially to Elna.

“I also have this,” she says brightly, as another image pops up, this time of Elna in a tight tube-top and loose pants with a draw string. It also accurately portrays her scars.

“And this,” a third image pops up, this one of Elna in a little black dress. Elna physically steps back when she sees this one, because several bits of the things she is most ashamed of are visible.

“Gladys, no,” I say. “Jeans and light long-sleeve sweater.”

When this image comes, Elna nods.

“Let me help you change,” Gladys offers.

“Let me,” I say.

Gladys nods. “It is laid out on the bed.”

I enter the bedroom with Elna and as soon as the door is shut, she is in my arms crying.

“Hey,” I whisper. “Gladys was trying to be helpful. She’s an AI. She doesn’t understand your needs. Let me help you out of your robe.”

As this is the sixth night in a row I’ve removed Elna’s meditation garb, she relaxes into it and the fabric comes off quickly. When I get to her misshapen breast, I say, “A spider hit you here with the sharp edge of one of its hands.”

“How did you know?”

“It also hit you on your abdomen and thigh.”

She locks me with a stare.

“Precious. I know the spiders in a way few others do.”

“They got you too?”

“They did. Can I show you?”

She looks at me wide eyed.

I offer a hand. “Let’s get you dressed, then I’ll show you.”

As we enter the living room portion of my cabin, Gwen appears.

“Gwen, please put up the picture of me when I was hit the first time.”

An instant later, the image of my naked form covered in blood with my right-side splayed open appears in front of us.

Elna screams.

I would too, if I hadn’t seen this image a hundred times before.

“That’s what they did to me.”

“How did you survive that?” she asks.

“Organ reconstruction,” Gwen replies. “Blood loss was a problem, the cosmetic repair, trivial.”

Her eyes dart between us. “You can fix me,” she says with absolute certainty.

A repaired Elna in a tiny black dress pops up in the holoprojection. “That could be you,” Gwen says.

“You would do that for me?” she asks, her eyes directed at me.

“I would have already, if I’d known.”

Elna flings herself at me. “Make me whole again.”

“I’m leaving for Earth tomorrow.”

She wilts away. “Then when you come back?”

“If you want to wait that long.”

She looks at me confused.

“Come with me,” I say. “We can start treatment in the morning. Then you can wake up whole on our way back to Avolene.”

“It may not take that long,” Gwen says, triggering anxiety in Elna that I can feel.

“Then wake up before we return and enjoy Earth with me.”

[04.18.2038] BRIDGE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Last night, Elna was desperate to please me, which she did. But we need to get past this phase. I want her to be whole because she deserves to be whole.

But she is too young to understand that. At this point, we are bonded—as I am with Nyvene, Demorei, and the rest of the sisterhood. Nothing in my upbringing prepared me for this. Nothing in my upbringing contemplated or recognized clairvoyance.

But the sisterhood is clairvoyant, as am I. And together, we are the future of humanity and all the humanoid species.

It plagues my soul that I could not save Alex, or Powell, or To’Kana. But I now see a path to securing humanoid existence during my lifetime and beyond. True, the years ahead may be difficult, and I have the aching belief that I will lose one or more of my women and one or more of our children.

But the preponderance of them will carry my torch. Of this I am certain, and I will give everything I have, including my life, to make sure they continue.


EPILOGUE

[05.01.2038] UPPER MEDITATION GROUNDS

The rules regarding today’s Commitment ceremony are confusing to me—one contradiction piled upon another. But at the end of the day, I don’t care. I’ve come to accept Sister Demorei for what she is, learned to love her for who she is, and am thrilled that she invited me to be part of her big day.

I still mourn for Alex. She was my first true love. Losing her the way I did still brings tears if I allow myself to dwell on it. And now that Sister Demorei has taken me as her consort, I sometimes feel guilty when I think of Alex while making love with Demorei.

My role in today’s ceremony is much like a father’s role at his daughter’s wedding, releasing her from my care and giving her over to the mist. The first step in that mission is to collect her from the upper meditation grounds, where she has spent the day communing with the mist, and escort her down to the lower meditation grounds, where the ceremony will be performed in lieu of the evening meditation.

Now at the five-thousand-foot altitude-marker, I wait for her to emerge from the mist, which has already started its evening descent down the mountain. As it swirls around me, pockets open here and there. Suddenly a pocket opens in front of me, and I see her. I lift a hand and call out, “Alex,” then she’s gone, consumed by the mist.

I stand there embarrassed for having spoken the wrong name.

A second later, the mist retreats, revealing Sister Demorei a few feet in front of me, her eyelids fluttering then opening.

“That was the vision the mist sent you years ago,” she says, shaking her head. “I just saw it. But it wasn’t Nyvene. It was me.”

I watch as she seems to ponder the situation.

“It was the mist waking within you,” she says with the authority of someone who knows. “You truly were meant to be with me. I had begun to doubt it.”

She steps closer and takes me in her arms, then reaches up to kiss me on the cheek. “Come,” she says with urgency. “Nyvene will be angry with both of us if we are late.” She reaches out and takes my hand, her fingers weaving between mine as naturally as they did on day one.

“You will do this with Saoirse in fourteen more years. She will be the youngest ever to ascend. Kayla will follow a few years later, then your daughter Mila. Hurry, the ceremony is about to begin.”

As Sister Demorei leads me down the trail, certainty settles and tears cloud my vision. It has all come full circle. I am finally home.

[05.07.2038] BEDROOM, WHITE HOUSE RESIDENCE

“Have a pleasant evening,” Susan says, as she shuts the bedroom door behind us.

“Does she stand watch out there all night?" Nyvene asks.

“No,” I reply, “She heads my security team. On nights like this, when I sponsor a state dinner, she typically walks me up. Someone else will stand watch, spending most of the night in the chair down the hall.”

“Does she sleep with you?” Nyvene asks.

I laugh. “No. She heads my security team, all of whom are sworn to protect me with their life.”

“You live in a palace, have hundreds of servants and your own security force…” she pauses. “Yet you spend half your time on the temple grounds. Why?”

“Because that is my home now. I have responsibilities here, which I will give up as soon as I can responsibly do so. But my home is on Avolene with you, the sisterhood, and the mist.”

“I miss it,” Nyvene says. “The mist feels distant, and without it, I feel small and insignificant.”

“As soon as the memorial service is over, we’ll return.”

[05.08.2038] DIPLOMATIC HALL, LEGACY SHIP #5

Chancellor of the Iknosan Central Council, Lo’Natu Po’Kala, pounds her stone gavel on its sounding board. “Today we gather to honor the life of Ro’Masa To’Kana, who spent his life in the service of the Iknosan people, and in his later years the people of Earth and Avolene.”

She pauses before continuing. “In his younger years, To’Kana served in our Space Corps. He enlisted the day he reached his majority, starting as a Spacer 1. Then over the next forty years, worked his way through the enlisted and officer ranks before becoming a ship captain for the last twenty years of his military career. After that he went to school where he trained as a scientist, eventually becoming a member of the team that produced the first viable jump drive. Remarkable accomplishments when you think about it.”

Several of the Iknosan present make a guttural sound that does not translate. Chancellor Po’Kala nods toward them, then repeats the sound.

Nyvene whispers, “It’s an epithet expressing honor that doesn’t translate well.”

“When it became clear we might fall to the Dominion, To’Kana proposed the legacy initiative. He argued that we knew how to defeat the Dominion but were likely to run out of time. And as the most technologically advanced civilization in the quadrant, it was our duty to gift technology to others, so they had a chance at saving themselves.”

The guttural sound is back, this time louder.

“When the council decided to pursue his proposal, To’Kana was the first captain selected. When offered his choice of worlds to receive the gift, he chose the world we deemed least likely to succeed, Earth. He argued that it was the world that needed his distinct skills the most.”

While others make the guttural sound, I clap.

Chancellor Po’Kala looks at me, then smiles. “And as we all know, To’Kana chose wisely.”

She goes on a few more minutes, then says, “As refugees, as a people who no longer have a home, our citizens are given the right to choose where to lay their remains. To’Kana chose Earth. So here we gather to say farewell and to enshrine the unshakeable bond between the Iknosan and the People of Earth.”

More guttural sounds follow, then I am invited to take the podium.

As I step up to it, I take in the humans in the front row. To the far right sits Mac, my long-time friend, who accompanied me up to To’Kana’s ship the day we met him. Next to Mac is my business partner Justin, and his fiancée, Jill. Next to them sits Natalie and her friend Joel Dixon, who has apparently replaced me.

A couple of Cabinet members and several members of Congress are in the rows behind as are Admiral Brock and Ambassadors Zeng, McClane, and Wilkinson.

“I met Captain To’Kana shortly after his shuttle crash-landed on my solar farm. He was severely injured, and asked my partner Alex and I to help him get to his auto-doc. For reasons I never understood, but he said were obvious, he chose me that day as the one to whom he would give the legacy gift.” My speech goes on for another fifteen minutes, but everyone knows the story.

Finally, I turn to the urn containing his ashes. “Goodbye my friend. You made me who I am and taught me as much as I could absorb. I will grieve your loss for the rest of my days and do everything in my power to pass your legacy to those that follow me.”

ARLINGTON NATIONAL CEMETERY

I stand in front of the new memorial built to hold To’Kana’s ashes. In the distance, cherry trees line the roadway. A month ago, they were in blossom. Maybe next year, I’ll come visit while they’re in bloom.

An hour ago, a crowd filled this area as Iknosan officials delivered their eulogy. Now it’s just me and Nyvene, plus my security team, who stand back a respectful distance.

I know it’s past time to go. The sun is low in the sky and a chill is settling as fog rises off the Potomac. But I just can’t bring myself to step away.

As a cool breeze passes over me, I surrender to the vision I feel coming on.

To’Kana appears in front of me.

“Kyle Wimberly. Thank you for honoring me in this way. But it is time for you to go. My work is done. Yours is out there. Take care of my people for me and never let go of Avolene. As long as it stands, the humanoid races have a chance. Now, go in peace, my friend.

The vision dissolves as quickly as it formed.

“Rest in peace, sir,” I whisper, then take Nyvene’s hand. “Thelma, two to transport back to the Victory.”

THE END


Stay tuned for the exciting preview at the end of this book…
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AFTERWORD

AVOLENE

The planet Avolene was introduced in Echoes of Extinction, Book Two. Its role was to put Kai on the ground in a ground war, where he could develop weapons for personal combat. Its secondary role was to put Kai in the arms of an alien female.

As we worked through the world building, I wanted to invert many of the social issues we face in the world today. The first was gender. Avolene women would be dominant—bigger, stronger, taller, more aggressive, better educated, etc. The second was race. The dominant race in the south would have light skin with iridescent emerald highlights. The female heroine would be of mixed heritage, though by outward appearances she would look like the underclass in the north having their characteristic gray-ovalene skin.

For the most part, I think this has worked well. Female dominance gave rise to the Sisterhood controlling the Temple of the Mist, the closest thing on Avolene to a traditional religion. And now as we move into the last stages of this story, the Emerald Spine will become the epicenter of the war with the Dominion.

FACT vs. FICTION

In the late 1990s, I was given the opportunity to co-lead our company’s international expansion into Japan. At the time I knew little about Japan other than what I’d read in James Clavell’s novels, but we had a strong Japanese team, who needed someone of my technical depth to make the business viable. My biggest worry in taking the assignment was the food. I was raised in a meat and potatoes household, where seafood was not served, and alcohol not consumed.

My first trip was difficult. But I loved the work, loved the people, and vowed that I would not only eat what everyone else was eating, but I would learn to love it.

As our business started taking hold, I ended up working with and being entertained by the senior executives of some of the best-known Japanese companies. I took a six-week submersion Japanese course and picked up enough Japanese syntax that I could interact casually with most people, but I always had a translator with me. She was late twenties, born in Japan, her father was the head of a major trading company and their family split their time between Tokyo and New York until she went to university in the US. She was next to me in every meeting and dinner, and I would sometimes get running social commentary.

What does that have to do with the fact vs. fiction in Mist of Time?

In my second year in Japan, I started getting invitations to kaiseki dinners. Kaiseki is a traditional Japanese dinner featuring a dozen or more tiny dishes made with exotic ingredients and preparation methods. Wikipedia compares it to Western haute cuisine (Kaiseki - Wikipedia).

One night, as a course was served, my translator said, “Don’t eat that. It has the texture of snot and tastes foul.”

I ate it anyway. Indeed, the texture was like slime, but it was salty, with big umami mouth feel. She didn’t eat hers, as several others did not. When it was served, I was told what it was in Japanese. Later, I asked her what it was. The answer? Cod Milt—the testicles and seminal fluid of a cod fish. In Japan, it is a delicacy. It is also considered an aphrodisiac.

In Mists of Time, Nyvene wants Kyle back and To’Kana tries to help her. But Kyle refuses To’Kana’s efforts. Nyvene follows up with Alex/Demorei and makes a deal to get him back, but she knows she still has to win him back. As I started researching aphrodisiacs, I came across Milt for the first time in over twenty years.

Fact: Milt, described in the text as the seminal fluid of basga (cod) fish, is a real thing, and it can be prepared to have the texture of snot. It didn’t bother me when I didn’t know what it was. In retrospect… Gross.

NEUTRONIUM

As fact vs. fiction goes, neutronium, as used in this book and in all sci-fi for that matter, must be classified as fiction. Neutronium is a theoretical material consisting of nothing but neutrons. It is presumed to be the sole material at the core of a neutron star, where its density would be something like 4 times 1017 kilograms per cubic meter.

But that’s the rub, the only place neutronium is allegedly found is in the core of a neutron star. And the reason it is that dense is because of the gravitational effect caused by the amount of material there.

If neutronium existed at standard pressure and temperature, the ideal gas law predicts a density less than hydrogen, something like forty-five grams per cubic meter.

Oh well. So much for the facts on this one. The fiction is a lot more fun. You can get Wikipedia’s take on it here. Neutronium - Wikipedia

STORY SOURCES

If you’ve read many of my books you know how I like to tell stories as a series of short scenes. In many of those, the activity in the scene may not be directly related to the main plot line but is plot relevant because it sheds light on the characters, their relationships or motivations, or other relevant story facts.

An example of that comes when Saoirse meets with Kyle aboard Legacy Ship #5 to share the vision of him being tortured by the Kanavar. Because of the distressing nature of the vision she needs to share, she lightens the mood by sharing a vision of them sailing out on Silken Bay. In that vision, Kayla is complaining about getting wet. Saoirse helps by pointing out some calm water they could sail toward. When Kai goes to change tack, he loses control of the boom, gets hit, and goes overboard.

The intention of the inset is to shed light on Saoirse’s mischievous nature. She already knows what will happen but suggests this course of action anyway.

A member of the writer’s guild, who really liked this scene asked where I came up with stuff like this. In some sense it’s like the story of the basga. When I was fresh out of engineering school, my boss invited me and a couple of the other guys on our project to spend a week at his cabin on a lake. It was his family vacation. We’d still get our pay, we’d do some work there, away from the office in a more relaxed setting. All expenses on him.

Within a day or two of my arrival, his daughter took an interest in me, inviting me on a hike, challenging me to swim across the lake with her, taking me out water skiing, then teaching me how to sail.

A half-hour into our sailing lesson, we’re in the middle of the lake, a half-mile from shore, and she changes tack, loses control of the boom, and thwack, I’m in the water. She drops the sail, fishes me out of the water, then makes a bee line for the boat house. Later, I realized that the sailing lesson wasn’t really about sailing, it was about getting me to pay attention to her and instigating first contact.

All in all, it was an innocent relationship that didn’t go anywhere. I was a rich girl’s boy-toy for four or five days. But her mischievousness motivated this scene, and a little bit of her lives within Saoirse.




THE BOOK SHELF

Several people have written, asking when this book or that will become available. That’s always a hard question to answer because I consistently and purposefully focus my attention on the project that inspires me most at that time. Right now, Echoes of Extinction, Book 4, has my full attention. It is tentatively entitled Destiny. A sample from that book follows this Afterword. Assuming the story develops without any major blocks along the way, it will be released in April or May of 2024.

Destiny is intended as the last book in this series. When it is finished, I’ll finally get back to Eleven Days, Book 2: Into the Change. Apologies to those of you who have been waiting for it. But I’ve been blocked at chapter five for a year now. If I can get past the block, then it will go to market in 2024.

After that the leading candidates are Revelation: The Prequel, Vergence, Transcendence: Book 1, and a new story with the working title The Fabric of Time.

Revelation: The Prequel is exactly what the name suggests, a prequel to my first book, entitled Revelation. It starts in the first century BC, when James, the Ancient from the Ascendency series comes to earth for the first time. The story then jumps forward to the rule of Caesar Augustus and the establishment of the first alien outpost on Earth.

Vergence is the sequel to my fifth book, Return of the Ancients. In this story, Admiral Daniel Porter and Ancient David Washington lead an armada to another galaxy, where a vergence (a type of space time distortion) threatens the Confederation in that galaxy and the ancients that live there.

The Fabric of Time story takes a different look at time travel and the multiverse. The story is set in the near future and told from the perspective of a main character who gets caught up in a series of events where seemingly impossible things happen, all of which revolve around an elusive woman who is always just beyond his reach.

…

Thank you for having read Mists of Time. There is great joy in writing a book like this, even more in knowing that someone read and enjoyed it. Please put some stars on a review and stay tuned for more to come.

If you have comments, suggestions, or just want to say ‘Hi,’ drop me a note. I do my best to answer every email. If you’d be interested in joining my outstanding team of beta readers, please contact me.

You can reach me at dw.cornell@kahakaicg.com. My first name is Don.


COMING IN 2024

Destiny

Echoes of Extinction: Book Four

By

D. Ward Cornell

[07.03.2038] BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

As I step onto the bridge, Sam, the Victory’s helm AI, appears. “Good morning, Captain.”

“Morning, Sam. Ship status?”

“All systems are normal. We will be jumping into Waypoint System #5 in about a half hour. Would you like me to connect you to Vice Admiral Brock?”

“Please.”

A second later, Brock is on the main viewscreen.

“Good morning, Mr. President.” Brock greets. “You will be pleased to hear we are running on schedule and expect to enter orbit around Avolene by 10:00 AM Eastern, 5:00 AM Temple time.”

I smile. “I’m very pleased to hear that. How is the task force doing?”

“Not so bad,” Brock comes back. “The two new crews in their first week of deep space training are a bit wobbly. One of those will be part of the two-ship advance team clearing the next waypoint system. The other eight crews are doing just fine.”

Two months ago, around the time of To’Kana’s death, I appointed Australian Vice Admiral Jayden Brock to lead the Legacy Alliance’s training and readiness program for Earth-based forces. Among the programs Brock initiated was an escort program that would accompany me to and from Avolene, every two weeks, clearing each waypoint system before the Victory entered and holding it until I departed. For this trip with nine waypoints, it’s adding a little more than an hour to my total transit time. But that’s okay. I’ve got plenty of work to do, and the training and increased security justify the time.

“Thank you. Keep up the good work,” I say.

“Will do, sir,” he says, then I drop the line.

I take in the situation map that reappears on the main view screen. It shows the Victory in the middle of a string of ten Space Force battlecruisers, all curving around a star that bears a numerical designation. The two ships in the lead will reach the jump point fifteen minutes before the seven ships that follow. At the end of the line two ships trail fifteen minutes behind. Although everyone is in position now, Brock scrambles the order of the ships during each transit. The only one that stays in the same place is mine, ship number six in the lineup of eleven.

As I watch the slow-motion parade, To’Kana comes to mind. His memorial service was eight weeks ago today. His death, at the hands of a Dominion warrior held captive on his ship, caused all the Alliance partners to tighten-up their procedures. Adding this escort was one of the ways we did. And it had the additional benefit of forcing me to establish a regular routine—two weeks on Earth where my responsibilities lie, two weeks on Avolene where my heart resides.

“The advance team is jumping,” Sam announces.

A moment later the two icons representing those ships disappear from the Waypoint System #4 situation map and reappear on the Waypoint System #5 map.

“They jumped in surprisingly deep,” Sam says, pointing to their position relative to the jump limit. “They will cross into the no-jump zone in just five minutes.”

“Any idea why they did that?” I ask.

“For the last several months this system has been the optimal center point for the transit between Earth and Avolene. This is something like the sixth time we will be using it.”

Sam’s words send all my Afghanistan-born spider-senses tingling. “How long until the situation map fully populates?”

He shrugs in a very human-like manner. “Ten, maybe fifteen, minutes. If anyone is there, we’ll know before we jump.”

My instinct is to call Brock and give him hell for allowing his ships to enter the no-jump zone before they’ve cleared the system. But the truth of the matter is that I’ve done it dozens of times. Brock is the one that called me on it. I snort at the irony.

“Anything the matter, sir,” Sam asks.

As I relax back in my seat, my mind wanders to Avolene. With any luck, I’ll get to participate in the evening meditation with my two daughters, Saoirse and Kayla, tonight. Then spend the night with my senior consort, Nyvene. Then later in the week with my junior consort, Elna.

“Sir,” Sam says. “We may have a problem.” He points to the Waypoint System #5 situation map. “There are several ships in orbit around the sixth planet, a gas giant.”

I watch as more icons appear, then are identified.

“We have ten Dominion dreadnaughts skimming the upper atmosphere.” I say. “Refueling, no doubt.”

“Two more are on overwatch above the planet’s jump limit,” Sam adds.

My eyes shift to our two advance ships. “They already crossed into the no-jump zone,” I groan.

Millie appears next to me on the command sofa. “Kai, Brock wants us to wait here with the last two task force ships, while he leads the fight in Waypoint System #5.”

Most of me wants to jump anyway, but if Earth is ever to reach readiness, our ships, and their commanders need combat experience.

“Tell Brock, we’ll wait here,” I order.

Millie’s eyes stay on me for a second, then she looks away. “Acknowledgement sent.” Several seconds later, she scoffs. “Check out their positions. Ten of their ships are deep in the gravity well. Two are standing watch out near the planet’s FTL limit. It seems they are finally catching on.”

Looking back at the situation map, I realize our two lead ships are in trouble. The Dominion dreadnaughts orbiting the gas giant are behind them and have line of sight. Although the ships are all out of energy weapons range, the two Dominion overwatch dreadnaughts could get to the jump limit in a matter of minutes using their FTL drive. If they did, our ships would be within range of their weapons, but theirs would still be out of range of ours.

Unexpectedly, one of our two ships starts to glow.

“Kai!” Millie shouts. “That ship is going to jump.”

A second later, it’s gone.

“Message Brock, tell him to make sure his ships have their subspace dampening turned on.”

Another second later, a new window pops open in the holoprojection. The other ship in the waypoint system is initiating a call with us.

“Accept the call,” I order. “Mirror it to Brock.”

In the new comm window Captain Charles Gibson of the USSF Benevolent appears. From his contorted look it’s obvious he is under Dominion control.”

“President Wimberly…” He speaks my name slowly in an unnaturally deep voice. “I am the leader of the Dominion task force refueling in this system.”

“Do you have a name?” I ask.

The possessed captain takes on a puzzled look then says, “We are many. You may call us Legion.”

The name brings back a memory from my youth—of an old biblical account of a man possessed by a multitude of demons. I suppress the shudder I feel coming on.

“What do you want, Legion?” I ask.

“Give us one hour to withdraw, and I will spare this ship and its crew.”

“Why would I do that?” I ask.

“You say you want peace, but you mercilessly hunt us—blowing up our worlds, destroying our infrastructure. I offer you this one ship for my ten. Maybe that could be a first step toward peace.”

While Legion was speaking another window opened, showing Brock, who is shaking his head.

“Why should I trust you?” I ask.

He shrugs. “Why should I trust you?”

“Because I am a man of my word,” I reply.

Captain Gibson’s body makes a choking noise, which I perceive as laughter. “So you say. One hour,” he says. “Come sooner and your ship will die.”

With that the line drops.

“Let me jump in,” Brock says, as another window, containing an attack plan, pops open in the holoprojection. “There are several entry-points they cannot see. We can come in under the horizon and jump weapons before they have a chance to react.”

“Probability of success?” I ask.

“Thirty, maybe forty percent,” Brock replies.

“Don’t you think the Benevolent deserves a better shot than that?”

“Do you think there’s a thirty percent chance the Dominion will leave without killing that ship?” Brock asks.

“Do all your ships have their subspace dampening fields activated, and are all your crews fully dosed?”

“They are,” Brock replies.

“Doesn’t that worry you?”

Brock stares at me for a bit. “Kai… Sorry, Mr. President… Do you really think we are better off collaborating with this enemy?”

“They outnumber us thousands to one. I think we need to seek peace at every opportunity,” I reply. “But we still need the strength to oppose them at every challenge. The real questions are… Can the Benevolent be saved? And if it can, how does it help us win the war?”

When Brock doesn’t reply, I ask Millie to open a line with Captain Gibson.

A second later, the possessed man appears.

“You wish to negotiate?” The words are followed by the same demonic laugh.

“I propose an exercise in peace,” I reply. “Six more of my ships are about to enter the system to complete the grav-assist that brought us here. Shoot at any of my ships and I will destroy all of yours. But I will not be the first to fire.”

Gibson frowns. “We do not like this alleged exercise in peace. If you enter this system, then we will destroy the Benevolent the same way we destroyed your other ship.”

“Poor choice,” I say as I signal Millie to cut the line.

“Brock, attack the Dominion. Signal me when you are ready for us to join you.”

“As you order, sir,” Brock says, then drops the line.

“Mark?” I call out.

He appears opposite me. “What can I do for you, sir?”

“Use our backdoor access to disable the Benevolent’s jump and FTL drives. Its self-destruct too.”

“Back door open. Jump, FTL, and self-destruct disabled,” he replies.

“Mark, confirm that the Benevolent’s subspace dampening field is engaged.”

“Sorry Captain. It is not engaged. The system is showing a hardware failure.”

“Mark, I suspect the system was sabotaged. Can you find any evidence to support this theory?”

“This may take a while, sir.”

“Let me know if you find anything.”

Minutes pass, then Brock and his six ships jump. All arrive several hundred thousand kilometers above the gas giant’s upper atmosphere on the opposite side from the Dominion. Then they split apart. Three curve away on a course that will come in below and behind the overwatch ships. The other three do the same but in the opposite direction, which will ultimately bring them face-to-face with the Dominion. About two hours from now all six ships will deploy a space hawk and a torpedo, then will acquire target lock based on telemetry from the Benevolent. When the space hawks come over the horizon, the torpedoes will reacquire lock based on the space hawks’ telemetry. Two minutes after that the torpedoes will destroy the overwatch dreadnaughts, then Brock’s team will slaughter the ones refueling.

As the minutes count down, Mark comes back to me. “The subspace dampening field was sabotaged.”

He plays a video scraped from the ship’s security systems that shows two crew members dressed in maintenance uniforms entering the security space on Deck 4. They open the cabinet in which the subspace field generator is stored, then pull several components out and simply drop them on the floor. A moment later, they spin on a heel and exit.

“Even with protections in place, the Dominion turned two crew members,” Millie says. “I thought we screened out the susceptible.”

“We do,” I reply, suddenly worried there is more going on here than I am comprehending. “Millie. What is our threat situation? We’ve blown our jump window to join the other ships, and Brock has blown theirs to continue to Avolene.”

“Let me check,” she says. “No change here. We have multiple large Dominion ships on long range sensors. All are far away. Let me check with the Benevolent’s AIs.”

A second later, she’s back. “The Benevolent’s long-range sensors have been disabled, as has many of its systems. Let me check with the others.”

A minute passes before Millie comes back. “Kai, everything is nominal on the other ships. You should check in with Brock.”

A second later, he is on the main view screen in the holoprojection.

“What can I do for you, President Wimberly?”

I ponder the formality of Brock’s greeting, then realize he is on his bridge.

“I wanted your take on the situation. We’ve blown our jump windows. We’re not picking up anything on sensors, but I’m worried this is too easy. The Dominion are frequently one step ahead of us. It strikes me as odd that we’re delayed to this degree by ten dreadnaughts refueling at a gas giant. It seems like a delaying tactic.”

“Everything is nominal here,” Brock replies. “Our attack will be over in about thirty minutes. I suggest we continue as planned then re-assess when the attack is complete.”

Although I doubt everything is nominal there, I don’t have a basis for calling off the attack.

“Agreed, please route the sensor readings from your space hawks to me,” I ask.

“Will do, sir.”

More minutes tick by, then the overwatch dreadnaughts come into view of the space hawks and the problem is immediately obvious. Numerous gray spots surround the two we knew about.

“Millie, assume all the gray spots are dreadnaughts, then modify the sensor readings,” I order.

A second later, I see dozens of dreadnaughts in overwatch orbit.

“Get me Brock, and stream this back to him,” I order.

Brock is back on the screen but before he has a chance to greet, I say, “Brock. It’s a trap. There are dozens of dreadnaughts with their odd subspace cloaking assembled up near the FTL limit. You are deep in the gas giant’s gravity well. Deploy as many torpedoes as you can and feed them the coordinates. Once you are in view, they will be all over you. A single hit from their energy weapon will destroy your ship. And you can’t jump away from this.”

“Understood. Brock out.”

“We’re going to lose all those ships. Aren’t we?” Millie asks.

“I hope not. But it doesn’t look good. This should have all been done remotely.”

“Can we help?” Millie asks. “Let me see how soon we can get a war shuttle into the system.”

“What about the Benevolent’s war shuttles?” I ask. “I can grab their command codes and take them over. Why don’t you look for attack options?”

“On it,” Millie says.

Five minutes pass as Mark and I wrestle control of the Benevolent away from its crew, all of whom appear to be under Dominion influence. Then, with Mark’s help, I do an emergency decompress on the Benevolent’s shuttle bay.

“Kai, the Benevolent has just started its grav-assist. Keep the shuttle bay doors closed and raise shields. In about ten minutes a max burn on both the grav and ion drives will bring it into better alignment with the gas giant. We can launch our attack from there.”

Although I’m encouraged that we are going to bring some more weapons into this fight, Brock’s ships are now only one minute from coming over the horizon. He has spaced his ships out more than originally planned, which improves his chances slightly. And he has the additional tactical advantage that his ships are coming in from both directions. But he will be exposed for a full ten minutes before our first weapon can join the fray.

“The line of dreadnaughts refueling is coming into view of the space hawks,” Millie calls out. A minute later, she moans, “Oh, no. There are over one hundred dreadnaughts here. Brock needs to run.”

Although I agree with her sentiment, it’s too late; the die has been cast. The Dominion set a trap and we jumped right into it. None of Brock’s ships will survive. The realization is like a kick to the stomach. I may not be able to save Brock, but I can punish this Dominion task force and when I’m done, I will execute the remainder of the Xeric Dominion.

“Kai, look,” Millie points.

In the holoprojection, twelve dreadnaughts explode—the two visible overwatch dreadnaughts and ten of their cloaked companions. I watch mesmerized as a second salvo takes down twelve more cloaked dreadnaughts.

In an instant, all the cloaks drop. The Dominion apparently realize their stealth isn’t worth the restrictions it places on them. Then the ones outside the FTL limit start moving. But unlike previous battles, where they have run once a few ships were hit, they are using the speed to reposition their assets. Seconds later, our ships go to stealth. I’ve got to hand it to Brock, I’ve never been that operationally tuned to the moment.

“Kai,” Millie says. “Our alignment is poor, but we can pound the gas giant, inundating the refueling dreadnaughts with gas.”

“Do it!” I reply.

Torpedo after torpedo, ejected from the Benevolent, jumps into the gas giant.

“Hit the core!” I yell.

The surface boiling that had started a minute ago subsides.

“Brock! Run!” I send.

To my surprise, six jump flashes light the holoprojection far further from the gas giant than I thought possible, then everything goes quiet.

A minute passes, then Captain Gibson of the Benevolent appears in the holoprojection. He is still under the control of the Dominion, but he looks far more haggard than he did a couple of hours ago.

“Kyle Wimberly.”

My name is spoken softly, but with a hate I’ve never experienced before.

“You are truly a demon. But it seems you have played your game and grievously injured my task force. But you haven’t defeated it. Your ships are gone…”

I snort at the statement, which is obviously not true.

“Except for one…” He lets the word hang. “The one my translator is on.”

Kai? Millie sends via my implant. Brock has jumped out of the system, and I have targeted twenty-five torpedoes into the gas giant’s core. They will jump in five seconds.

“Do you have a point to make?” I ask the Dominion’s leader.

Captain Gibson steps forward and pushes a button on the Benevolent’s controls. When nothing happens, his face contorts, “You’ve locked me out of the ship’s controls!”

I laugh at him. “Did you think I was going to let you trigger the self-destruct?”

But before he has a chance to reply, the screen showing the gas giant whites out, and Captain Gibson aboard the Benevolent, collapses.

“Kai,” Millie says. “They’re gone.”

A new screen opens in the holoprojection. It’s Brock.

“What the hell just happened!”

I smile. “We blew up the gas giant, destroying the Dominion task force.”

OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

There was a day when I thought I could travel from Earth to other Legacy Alliance worlds without fear of being intercepted by the Dominion. Once we destroyed the hyperspace conduits, I assumed all assistance to the Xeric-Dominion would be cut off. But now we seem to be running into them everywhere. What I’m not sure about is why. Are there really that many more Xeric-Dominion ships than before? Or is it they have intelligence on my movements? If there are more, what are they doing? It’s not the least bit clear. This time, they were refueling. What will it be next time. I’ll need to probe the mist on this point and solicit Saoirse’s help.

But whatever the reason, we need to upgrade our procedures. No ship should move inside the jump limit until we know the system is clear. Remote piloted vessels should be used to clear systems, not crewed ships.

All that said, Brock’s task force did a pretty good job. They were dealt a bad hand and the first two battlecruisers that entered were captured by Dominion telepathy. We don’t know much about the first ship, the one that attempted to jump from within the jump limit. The second had two extremely susceptible crew members, who disabled the subspace-dampening aboard their ship. It’s possible these two had missed a dose, or simply disobeyed orders. Whether they were dosed or not, we need lock outs, such as multiple officer approval, to enter the subspace dampening closets.

But at the end of the day, none of the eight ships that entered that system would have exited alive if I hadn’t been there to pull their asses out of the fire.

An alarm sounds, bringing me back to the moment. The Dominion might have stolen the day from me, but we still got here in time for the evening meditation. I have several things I want to ask the mist, though I suspect I will have little say in the matter.

MEDITATION GROUNDS

When ship sounds are replaced by the gait of horse hooves on a gravel trail, I open my eyes, then a shiver passes through me. Cold mist has already reached the meditation grounds, presaging an uncomfortably chilly session that is likely to be filled with drama.

My eyes drift over to the carriage, which will discharge its occupants in another minute.

“President Wimberly.”

The unexpected mention of my name from just a few feet away startles me. I turn toward the voice and see a sister I don’t know. She’s dressed in meditation garb that is similar to ours but made of higher quality fabric that features whorls of color. She’s older, carries herself with authority, and the little skin I can see has prominent iridescence.

She extends a hand to me. “Welcome, sir. My name is Sister Tezlica. I recently transferred here from the temple on the Seastone Crescent to take the position previously held by Sister Kurstag.”

I smile at the newcomer and take the hand offered, though I am more interested in seeing my daughters at this juncture than the temple’s accountant. “Sister Tezlica. It’s a pleasure to meet you ma’am.”

She smiles back. “This isn’t the time or the place, but I am available to you at any time to discuss an endowment on behalf of your consorts and daughters.”

I nod. “I look forward to speaking with you on the matter.” In an exaggerated move I turn to wave at Kayla. Saoirse, Kayla, and Elna wave back.

“It was good to meet you, sir.”

Sudden dizziness strikes, accompanied by the thought, Sister Tezlica is a fraud. Could that possibly have been the mist speaking to me?

Slowly the women in my life make their way over, then Nyvene motions for me to come over next to her. From the look in her eyes, I can tell she’s smiling at the awkwardness of my interaction with Sister Tezlica. But no words are exchanged, just the smile.

Everyone takes their positions, then Nyvene speaks the words of invocation. But before she finishes, a cold tendril of mist weaves through the gathered and, in a moment, I’m away.

“Father,” Asher asks. “How is it that I have visions more powerful than mother does?”

On a genetic basis, the answer to this question is easy. He has the entire male portion of the mist genome, as I do. He also has the twenty percent or so of the female portion he inherited from his mother, Sister Elna, who has become my favorite. If all he had was the female portion, then he would fall below the perception threshold required to participate in the meditation.

But added to what he inherited from me, he is above the median of the sisters. And more importantly, when mated with any of my daughters from Nyvene or Demorei, his daughters could be as extraordinary as their mothers. But how do you explain that to a six-year-old boy who is devoted to his mother?

“Does it bother you or your mother?” I ask.

“Yes. Some of the kids at school tease me and insult mother.”

I reach out and take Asher gently by his shoulders. “Those kids are jealous. They have no special skills and will be fodder in the next war, if there is another one. But you… You will be a leader of men, and of women. Part of growing into that role is learning to shrug off the insults of the inferior.”

As the vision dissolves, I wonder if those words are true. Will the gift he inherited matter? Will he become a leader? And if not, why?”

An instant later…

Again, the mist has me. This time, like the first, snapshots fly by at a dizzying rate. Renewed fighting with the Dominion. The Xeric rising in power over the Kanavar because of technology they stole from To’Kana, Captain Wilson, and Captain Gibson. Asher taking a role in Avolene Space Defense. Elna weeping at a grave site. Another Xeric-Dominion attack. Asher leading the local defense forces without Alliance support. The Automated Swarm Defense System becoming overwhelmed.

Then I’m aboard the Avolene Space Command Ship (ASCS) Saoirse.

“Captain?”

“Yes, Thelma,” future me replies. But future-me is a thirty-year-old Asher. I’m just an observer. And our forces have just taken down one hundred Ferapeto-Dominion battlecruisers.

“Ten of the Xeric jump-enabled war-shuttles based on your father’s design are inbound and the Automated Swarm Defense System is down to its last one-hundred Wasps,” she says.

In an instant, I know what Asher is going to do. He is going to execute a class self-destruct sequence—a stupid feature the Iknosan Central Council imposed on me before the Xeric hijacked my designs. Class Self Destruct was added as the Xeric started capturing ships of my design and reverse engineering them. What they produced were carbon copies, including the self-destruct. I redesigned the self-destruct allowing me to trigger it on another ship of the same design, or class.

Given the exigency of the war, the Iknosan, ever worried I would turn against them, allowed me to add the feature. The one catch? It could only be triggered by the captain of another ship in the class. And it would only trigger if the captain that gave the order was actually on a ship in that class.

“Set a class self-destruct,” Asher orders.

“But it will kill you, Ash,” Thelma complains.

“Set the self-destruct Thelma. We cannot allow the temple to fall again.”

Thelma weeps as the self-destruct is set.

I yell…

“No!”

Shaking brings me back to the present as I yell, “Don’t do it Ash!”

Suddenly, Nyvene is in my face. “Don’t do what?”

I swallow as the terror fades away, then shake my head.

“And you complain when I don’t explain my visions to you,” she chides. In the background, several of the sisters laugh at the back and forth.

But a second later, she’s hugging me, whispering it’s OK. It’s the same thing she would do for any of the sisters who experienced a traumatic vision. Several of the others laugh, more in relief than amusement. Then I catch Saoirse’s stare. She knows.

HIGH THERA’S APARTMENT

As soon as the door is closed, Nyvene asks, “What was that about up on the meditation grounds?”

“A distressing vision.”

She laughs. “I already figured that part out. Will you share the vision with me?”

I shake my head. “I will not allow what I saw to happen.”

“What is seen will come to pass.” She emphasizes the word ‘will.’ Nothing you do can prevent the larger event from happening. And anything you do in direct response to the vision will change the details in unpredictable ways that could be worse.”

When I don’t say anything, she explodes. “Out with-it, Kai! What did you see?”

“I saw one of my children get killed by the Xeric Dominion, using a weapon of my design that the Iknosan forced me to make.”

“One of your children,” she muses. “By that I assume you mean not one of my children.” She emphasizes the word ‘my,’ then gets a faraway look in her eye. “That you say children, implies it is not one of your daughters. So, one of Demorei’s, or possibly Elna’s, sons.” Again, the faraway look comes over her, then she smirks. “What could you possibly do about it?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I reply. “Kill off the Xeric before the child comes of age. And refuse to make the stupid weapon.”

Nyvene shakes her head. “Don’t get invested in this Kai. If not this child, then maybe a different one. If not this weapon, then a different one. Distant visions like this are dependent on a long list of preceding events, meaning it is unlikely to happen unless all those events do, which is unlikely. There is no doubt you can change the timeline. But who knows what the impact of those actions will be?”

Nyvene understands the mist and its visions better than I do, no one would argue that point. I won’t either. But in my heart, I know I need to take down M5. The most recent encounter proved that to me. And if the Iknosan make weapons requests that go against my principles of war, then I will simply say no.

Refocusing on Nyvene, I see she is smiling. “Come, let’s get out of these robes, then have something to eat. I have some fresh basga if you would like some.”

I follow as she leads. It is so nice to be home again.

[07.04.2038] TRAIL TO THE TEMPLE

As with every meditation since I was awakened, this morning’s was filled with visions. Most were about Earth, my parents, Natalie, or the state of the nation. None were traumatic, several were useful, others made no sense. Yet my biggest takeaway from the session was that I need to destroy globular cluster M5, the home of the Xeric Dominion, which is ironic because I didn’t see them in my vision.

As the meditation was breaking up, Nyvene took my hand tenderly, then asked me to walk back with Elna. I said I would, then gave her a peck on the cheek, which was rewarded with a scowl.

Now that everyone else is gone, Elna comes over and takes me in her arms. “Thanks for last night,” she whispers. “It was nice.”

I almost say, “but I was with Nyvene,” then remember all, or at least most, of the sisters participate in the experience.

“She’s claimed you for the next three nights, then she’ll be off to a council meeting on the Dolran Crux for four or five days.”

“She mentioned that last night. It worries me, her traveling like that at the end of her second trimester. But nothing stops her.”

“No, it doesn’t,” Elna confirms, putting her hand on her abdomen. “Now that I’m past the morning sickness, the pregnancy doesn’t affect me much.” She laughs.

Sensing it is directed at me, I ask, “What?”

“Will you invite me up to your ship while Nyvene is away?”

“Will you travel up to my ship, with me?”

She laughs some more. “Any time.”

She takes my hand as we continue down the trail.

“Sister Demorei has rights to you before me. But I don’t think she’ll claim them. Of recent, she’s been sleeping with Thelma down in the shelter.” Elna shudders. “I don’t like that, but I can mostly tune it out.”

It amazes me how open Elna and the sisters are about their sex lives. But then again, there are no secrets among the sisters, so why not.

“What were your visions about this morning?” she asks.

“Mostly earth. But curiously, I came away from it thinking I needed to launch one of my doomsday weapons against the Xeric Dominion.”

“Where they in your visions?” she asks.

“No. They were conspicuously absent from my visions.”

“Maybe that was the mist confirming your attack will be successful,” Elna says.

I stop and look at her dumbfounded. “I think you’re right.”

She leans in and kisses me. When she withdraws she says, “Last night you yelled, ‘Don’t do it, Ash.’” She puts her hand on her belly again. “Did you know I was planning to name him Asher, if it is a boy?”

“You’ve already chosen names?” I ask.

“Yes. Asher if it’s a boy, in honor of my paternal grandfather. Rei if it’s a girl. It means beginning or morning and carries a positive connotation.”

“I’ve seen both of these children in my visions.”

“You have?” she says with surprise.

“I have. Rei, in her twenties. Ash in his thirties.”

“What didn’t you want Asher to do?”

I shake my head.

“You have to tell me,” she says with urgency.

“He was about to use a weapon of my design which would have had devastating consequences. It is a stupid weapon, one that should never have been created,” I say with a little too much heat.

“When did you create it?”

“Ten or twenty years from now. It is something the Iknosan wanted that I shouldn’t have given them.”

She laughs.

“What?”

“You talk like one of us, talking about future events as if they had already happened.”

She smiles, obviously ruminating on something. Then she gets serious. “Not inventing the weapon won’t stop that conflict from occurring. It just means he won’t have that option to choose from if he is involved in it.”

“You sound like Nyvene.”

As she laughs some more, I realize how much I’m falling for this sweet, sweet nineteen-year-old.

[07.06.2038] OFFICE, BATTLECRUISER VICTORY

Following the morning meditation, I transported up to the ship for the morning security briefing, which given the time zone differences I scheduled for 10:00 AM, instead of 8:00. To my surprise, I am the big news this morning. Word of our encounter with an armada of one hundred thirty Dominion dreadnaughts, the loss of a Space Force ship, and the devastation my weapons wreaked on a gas giant has the world in an uproar. David has scheduled a cabinet meeting, which is to start in an hour, and a press briefing that is scheduled at 2:00 PM Eastern, early enough to make the evening news. I reminded him of my meeting with the Council of Captains at 5:00 PM eastern and was politely asked to send him the highlights.

Now that David is gone, I’m free to talk with Natalie.

“I’m worried, Kai. Contacts with the Dominion are becoming more frequent. The size and number of the ships we encounter is increasing. Now this attack, and the destruction of a planet.”

“I’m more surprised than worried,” I reply. “In this encounter, we stepped into a trap with the worst possible tactical position and were outnumbered one-hundred thirty to eleven. Yet, we took down all of their ships at the cost of one of our own. No one would have dreamed that could be possible when we first started down this path. But it is true. The Dominion are banding together, because they are afraid of us, which is why we must implement the Autonomous Swarm Defense System.”

Natalie continues to look at me with concern. “There’s one thing Peter did not mention this morning…” She lets the words hang.

“Which is?” I prompt.

“Your poll numbers took an unexpected turn down at the end of the week last week. Some people are citing your absence. Several senators have become vocal about your lack of input into the legislative process.”

“Can you head that off for me?”

“I’ve tried, but with little success,” she admits. “When are you going to be back?”

“In two weeks. I just got here.”

Natalie shakes her head.

In explanation I say, “We are planning a major action that could substantially shift the balance of power, truly putting us in the driver’s seat.”

“Kai. You’ve said that before. Said you had a ceasefire in the works.”

…

I have to credit Natalie and my team for today’s successes. The cabinet meeting started out rough, but everyone was singing from the same sheet of music by the end. I’m impressed by Natalie’s ability to drive consensus. Then again, she was the Speaker of the House for several years, a job that’s all about consensus building. The press conference went similarly—a rough start, a corralling of sentiment, then a smooth close. Press Secretary Renee Hendriks earned her keep today. As I signed off for the day Natalie gave me a thumbs up and assured the polls would be up tomorrow, before wishing me luck with the Council of Captains.

DIPLOMATIC RECEPTION HALL, LEGACY SHIP #1

When the Iknosan Central Council requested me to attend this afternoon’s meeting, they offered me use of a portable holoprojector, so I could participate in person. Having become proficient in my use of the projectors, I accepted their offer.

Once connected, I found myself in a small reception room, where a delightful young Iknosan woman, named Lo'Manu Jo'Tola greeted me, saying she would be my escort for today.

Now as we step into the main diplomatic hall on Deck Eleven, all eyes turn to me as conversation stops.

A tall Iknosan male approaches with hand outstretched. “President Kyle Wimberly, welcome aboard Legacy Ship #1.”

I recognize this guy as being the ship’s captain but have completely forgotten his name.

“I’m Captain Ro’Taru Ma’Jula. We met a few years ago at a reception on Aarde after you liberated the Pelglik remnant. Thank you for joining us today on short notice.”

“Captain Ma’Jula. Thank you for inviting me on this consequential day.”

He motions toward an elegantly dressed female. Then introduces me to Lo’Natu Po’Kala, Chancellor of the Iknosan Central Council. We bow to each other and exchange pleasantries. In some ways, she reminds me of Natalie, totally in control of the situation, offering the appropriate courtesies, then quickly getting down to business.

“Come,” she says. “The council session will begin shortly.”

As she steps towards the entrance of an adjacent room the other thirty follow along as if this was an organized flash dance.

Once inside the council room, my escort Jo’Tola comes alongside to guide me as we splinter off from the Chancellor to the opposite side of the huge oval table that fills most of the room. On one side of the oval, there is an elevated seat that is clearly the Chancellor’s. Directly opposite her is a seat similar to the other thirty-one, but isolated from the others by a two- or three-foot gap on either side. When we reach my seat, Jo’Tola whispers. “Remain standing until the chancellor takes her seat.”

One-by-one, the captains and council members reach their seats. Then I spot it. There are two elevated seats, not one. The Chancellor stands behind one of them, a picture of To’Kana sits on the table in front of the other. When all members are there, the chancellor raises a small stone sphere.

“She is about to call the meeting to order,” Jo’Tola whispers.

Moments later, the chancellor smashes the stone on its sounding block as if it were a gavel, and the corresponding boom resonates throughout the chamber.

“I commemorate this moment of silence to our esteemed colleague, Captain Ro’Masa To’Kana. May he live on in our hearts and minds.”

Thirty seconds later, the stone gavel strikes again. “I call this meeting to order.”

As she sits, Jo’Tola whispers, “Wait.” Once the others are down, she says, “Sit now.”

“We have one item of business today,” the Chancellor says. “To discuss the first candidate to fill our late colleague’s seat. Per tradition, the deceased member nominates the first candidate for our consideration. Captain To’Kana designated President Kyle Wimberly to take his seat on the Council of Captains, and his position as the Vice Chancellor of this Council. I formally present President Kyle Wimberly as a candidate and open the floor for discussion.”

I’m shocked by this development. I knew To’Kana was grooming me for something but did not expect it to be this.

Jo’Tola whispers. “See the lights coming on in front of the member’s seats?”

I nod.

“They are a request to speak. The red lights are requesting to speak against the nomination. The yellow lights are for neutral comments, the blue are for procedural comments, and green are requests to argue in favor.”

Most of the lights are red so far, though there are blue and yellow lights. No green lights yet. The thought brings back To’Kana’s laughter when I told him our project was about to be green-lighted. That one of the members might green light me almost makes me snort.

“Captain Ma’Jula,” the chancellor says.

The captain of Legacy Ship #1 stands. “When To’Kana told me of his intent to nominate Kyle Wimberly as his replacement, I asked him why we would consider a non-Iknosan in that role. His answer was simple. ‘There would be no Iknosan Central Council if not for Kyle Wimberly.’”

The captain’s comments cause a commotion, which is answered by the chancellor’s stone gavel.

“Please continue captain.”

“We all know this is true.”

Again, the commotion gets gaveled into silence. It also lights a fire in Captain Ma’Jula’s response.

“Who among you has ever stood face-to-face with a Dominion warrior? Who among you has confronted or killed one? Name an Iknosan ship that has taken down a dreadnaught and lived to know it. Name one planet we have saved!” His voice resonates through the room and is replaced by silence. “Now that we have established THE essential fact, I’ll raise my issue. I think we need an Iknosan council to manage our internal affairs and guide what remains of our people. But with To’Kana’s death, I think we have crossed a threshold. It is the Legacy Alliance that protects us; that gives us hope for tomorrow. It is time for this council to govern our people, and yield control of the Legacy Alliance to its members. I nominate Kyle Wimberly to be the president of the Legacy Alliance. Thank you for your consideration.”

The commotion is back, as is the stone gavel. But it’s my sense that Captain Ma’Jula has won his point. It will be interesting to see how this day plays out.

PRESENCE PROJECTION ROOM, DECK SIX

When I open my eyes, I chuckle as the stress of the Central Council meeting bleeds away.

Captain Ma’Jula’s comments sparked extensive discussion that the chancellor let run for an hour before tabling the discussion of my nomination and declaring a short break. While on break she came over to apologize for imposing on me today. The discussion about the role of the Central Council, Council of Captains, and Legacy Alliance had been going on for a while, but never taken up as a serious issue. My nomination had apparently changed that, which from her perspective was a good thing. In the meantime, Captain Ma’Jula would be the acting head of the Council of Captains and my point of contact. He would be in touch with me soon.

All in all, it was an interesting meeting.
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